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Abstract 
 

“Green Architecture”: The Interplay of Art and Nature in Roman Houses and Villas 
 

by 
 

Antonia Pham Young 
 

Doctor of Philosophy in History of Art 
 

University of California, Berkeley 
 

Professor Christopher Hallett, Chair 
 

 
This dissertation explores the intersection of ancient Roman art, architecture, and 
literature. In particular, it examines the convergence of art and nature in Roman wall 
painting and garden design in three domestic, and historically significant, sites in Italy. 
Chapter 2 examines the painted garden room from Livia’s Villa at Prima Porta; Chapter 3 
investigates the garden imagery of the Auditorium of Maecenas; Chapters 4 and 5 
encourage a new approach to interpreting the garden design of the Villa of the Poppaei 
at Oplontis. In each instance we see a Roman approach to nature that always involves 
both labor and ars, in the creation of what I call “green architecture.” Because villa 
architecture puts into implicit question the ambiguous relationship between nature and 
artifice, its critical study allows us a more nuanced understanding of gardens within the 
broader Roman imagination.  
 
Pushing critical scholarship into new and fertile territory, my dissertation attempts to 
think of the Roman garden as posing a series questions that exceed our current 
archaeological emphasis on typologies or the social historian’s focus on status and self-
representation in the Roman garden. Toward this end, my analysis tacks between close 
readings of these sites and contemporary Latin literature in order to situate what is at 
work and at stake in Roman gardens—artistically, culturally, and historically—at the level 
of both “text” and “context.”  

 
Finally, because my dissertation bears upon, and engages with, broader, more abiding 
debates within the discipline about “the Natural,” mimesis, picturesque and pastoral 
landscapes, and gardens as liminal spaces or where boundaries between interior and 
exterior worlds collapse, I also consider what difference Roman gardens make for art 
historical scholarship today.  
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Preface  

 

Please note:  

1. All translations are my own.  

2. Abbreviations of journals primarily follow those listed in the Guidelines for Submissions to 
the American Journal of Archaeology (http://www.ajaonlone.org).  

3. Abbreviations of ancient sources, epigraphical publications, and standard reference works 
primarily follow those listed in N. G. L. Hammond and H. H. Scullard, eds. The Oxford Classical 
Dictionary. 2nd Ed. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1970.  
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Chapter  1  
Introduction: Finding a path through the Roman Garden 

 
The wall opposite the doorway of cubiculum M, a bedroom, from the Roman villa of 

Publius Fannius Synistor at Boscoreale (ca. 50-40 BC), shows a fantastic painted scene with a 
curious assortment of motifs (Fig. 1.1).1 The villa, situated on the Bay of Naples one mile north 
of Pompeii, was buried along with the cities of Pompeii and Herculaneum in the eruption of 
Vesuvius in 79 AD. To the right of this wall, a still life of fruit in a clear glass bowl sits atop a 
yellow-ground painting of a landscape. Still further to the right, a bright red illusionistic 
Corinthian column, adorned with gilded vines and encrusted with jewels, is depicted as if 
supporting a cornice along the top section of the wall; a pendant column is obscured by the 
presence of the physical window. An arched pergola entwined with grape vines sits on a 
precipice to the right of the column and below it, in the jagged recess of a cavern, a natural 
spring is shown flowing directly from the rocky wall. This natural cave spring, like the pergola, 
has been enhanced by the efforts of man: its water pours into a rectangular decorative marble 
fountain. From the sides of the cavern, hang long tendrils of ivy, which offer places for birds to 
perch. What place does this image represent? What lies behind the juxtaposition of these strange 
and wonderful effects?  

Everywhere on this section of wall the viewer encounters images of the enhancement of 
nature and the contrast between the artificial and the natural. The peculiar assemblage of objects 
and motifs represents a Roman preoccupation with the junctures of art and nature. Here, this 
relationship between art and nature is epitomized in two different forms: living grape vines 
entwine the frame of the pergola and a gilded bronze vine winds its way around the marble the 
column. Each represents a manmade architectural feature enhanced by nature, but two different 
suggestions of nature. One is a living, thriving garden form; the other is a manmade evocation of 
nature. The two images coexist in this painting in a visually arresting manner and reveal that 
both the gardener and the architect are exploring and giving form to a related interest in art and 
nature.  

The aim of this present study is to address the subject illustrated by the fresco from 
Boscoreale: that of the strange and often perplexing convergence of art and nature in the Roman 
house. Boscoreale is a useful example (to which I will continually refer back to it throughout this 
introductory chapter) because it is representative of a fascinating Roman engagement with a 
constellation of ideas relating to architecture and gardens, art and nature. It brilliantly and 
succinctly demonstrates the many possible forms and modalities that the relationship between 
the natural and artificial world can take. But the Boscoreale fresco, while impressive and of the 
highest quality, is not unique. Many examples of such garden imagery survive and show that 
gardens mattered a great deal to the Romans, so much so that they wanted them in their homes 
and on their walls.  

Yet despite the striking abundance of such garden imagery in the surviving materials 
from domestic sites in the Roman world, fundamental questions about the nature of gardens 
and garden architecture still remain unanswered. Why did Roman garden architecture and 
representations of gardens assume the forms they did? What is the significance behind 
Boscoreale’s playful juxtaposition of the pergola and the column, the living vine and the gilded 
one?  
                                                
1 Lehmann 1953; Cook 1964; Anderson 1987; Bergmann et al. 2010. 
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Overview of the Study of Roman Gardens  
The sections that follow provide an overview of the state of the scholarship on Roman gardens 
and the historical development of gardens and garden painting within the Roman home. An 
important aspect of the topic is our incredible good fortune to have had preserved for us a huge 
amount of archaeological evidence for actual gardens is preserved.2 The eruption of Mount 
Vesuvius in 79 AD, which blanketed the cities of Pompeii and Herculaneum and surrounding 
areas in a thick layer of ash and other pyroclastic materials, preserved the remains of many of the 
plantings in Roman houses and luxury villas. The pioneer in the field of garden archaeology, 
now known as paleobotany, in Campania from the 1960s to 1980s was Wilhelmina Jashemski. 
Her study, The Gardens of Pompeii, Herculaneum, and the Villas Destroyed by Vesuvius (1979), remains 
the locus classicus on the study of Roman gardens.3 

The foundational work of Jashemski and later archaeologists and paleobotanists has 
greatly advanced our knowledge of the types of plants that Romans were planting on their 
properties. These archaeological advances have also been supported by the garden imagery that 
appears in wall painting—of which there remains an astonishing number of examples from all 
over the Roman world, including what we see in the cubiculum at Boscoreale.4 Such combined 
studies provide a more complete sense of the interaction of plants, landscape, and architecture 
within domestic settings. In the last decade, there has been a growing interest in the application 
of contemporary space theory to the study of garden sites, in an attempt to reconstruct a picture 
of how people moved within garden spaces.5 
 The reconstruction of the Roman garden has formed the primary objective of this 
scholarship. While these reconstructions are invaluable to our understanding of the character 
and features of the garden, there has been little interest in it beyond these concerns. No account 
to date has been able to offer a satisfying account of why these spaces assume the forms that they 
did and what meanings and associations they held for the Romans. There has been little to no 
work done that would offer answers for the kinds of questions I posed in regards to the garden 
image from Boscoreale. In those instances when scholars attempt to address the motivations for 
these garden choices, they propose bland explanations for a set of intriguing practices that are 
prominent and ubiquitous in Roman culture.  
Gardens in Landscape and Pastoral Studies 

                                                
2 I think it worthwhile to mention at the outset that the topic of this project, and the questions that I am posing about it, 
has found a surprising amount of popularity within the museum world. As the initial work of this present project began 
to take shape, its primary subjects—nature and the garden—emerged as a fashionable subject for impressively produced 
museum exhibitions, especially in Italy. In Rome this year, an exhibition held at the Colosseum entitled “Terra Mater” 
(“mother earth”) explored the representation of the natural world in ancient religion and ancient art. At the same 
moment, a large-scale exhibition was held at Milan’s Palazzo Reale, called “Mito e Natura” (Myth and Nature), which 
presented the different ways in which the natural world was represented in Greek and Roman art, and featured a 
fascinating array of diverse objects, from Greek vase painting, carved marble reliefs of landscapes from Abruzzi, and 
Roman wall painting from Pompeii and Herculaneum. But, although these recent exhibits demonstrate an exciting, 
growing interest in ancient ideas about nature and the natural world, the new influx of accompanying exhibition 
catalogues and thematic essays still reveal that the subject of Roman gardens remains not particularly well-studied or 
understood. For such a rich topic—and an area of Roman life that permeated almost all spheres of Roman culture—as 
the Roman garden to be dealt with in such an unsatisfying way is disappointing indeed. 
3 E.g., Jashemski 1979; MacDougall and Jashemski 1981; MacDougall 1987. For examples of other general studies of 
gardens, see: Ciarallo 1992; ead. 2001; ead. 2002; Ciarallo and Mariotti Lippi 1993; Budetta 2006. 
4 Farrar 1998; Kuttner 1999a.  
5 Von Stackelberg 2009. 
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An additional challenge in the study of Roman gardens is the fact that gardens, when discussed 
outside of archaeological treatments, are absorbed into larger studies on topics loosely related 
because of a shared connection to the natural world. We see this in particular in the case of 
ancient landscape and pastoral studies.  

Since the 1950s, landscape studies have emerged as a distinct category of inquiry—most 
notably in the context of English culture.6 The study of landscape now crosses traditional 
disciplinary divisions, and is no longer exclusively the domain of those working on art historical 
or architectural topics. In the 1980s, anthropologists adopted the notion of landscape as a way in 
which to better understand how people saw their relationship to the world around them. 
Traditional anthropological discourse regarding “nature” and “culture” gave way to a definition 
of landscape as a “cultural process.”7  

Since the 1990s, scholars in Classical studies have also embraced landscape as a 
productive theme in Greco-Roman culture. It is clear from recent publications that it is a 
concept that continues to find traction in the fields of Classical philology, archaeology, and art 
history.8 In truth, the Romans themselves also were intensely fixated on landscape. Physical sites 
of religious and civic importance were often connected to notable mythological or historical 
events. Their practice of building monuments marked these types of locations in the most 
visible way possible. Topography itself forms a prominent topos in Latin literature and 
descriptions of notable landscapes abound in Roman texts—especially in relation to the city of 
Rome. Evander and Aeneas’s tour of the future site of Rome in Book 8 of Vergil’s Aeneid 
remains one of the most famous examples of this phenomenon, and we see similar examples in 
writers such as Livy, Propertius, and Ovid.9  
 Roman gardens have also been subsumed into studies of the pastoral genre in Latin 
literature. As a distinct genre it had a political dimension because it emerged during the reign of 
the emperor Augustus and his social and cultural reforms that promoted a return to traditional 
rural religion and celebrated the industrious, heroic figure of the peasant farmer. Since the 
surviving archaeological and art historical garden remains also mostly date from around this 
time, the garden became simply another facet of a larger pastoral movement. 

Vergil is the poet most often invoked in analyses of gardens or wall paintings that depict 
any kind of natural landscape or garden scene.10 His Eclogues in particular, along with the poetry 
of his later contemporary Tibullus, have played a prominent role in scholarship on the pastoral 
in art, and in particular, sacro-idyllic wall painting.11 Indeed, Vergil and Tibullus’ poetry on rustic 
life and Augustus’ exhortations for a return to traditional values convincingly resonate with 
images such as the quaint and pious life shown in a painted scene from the red cubiculum at the 
Villa of Boscotrecase (Figs. 1.3-4). But although the rustic shrines, gnarled trees, and goatherds 

                                                
6 Some examples of this phenomenon include: Bender 1993; Cosgrove and Daniels 1988; Hirsch and O’Hanlon 1995; 
Hoskins 1985; Williams 1973; Tilley 1994; Wood 1993. 
7 E.g., Barnard and Spencer 2009, 324.  
8 E.g., Rosen and Sluiter 2006; Worman 2015; Gilhuly and Worman 2015. In Roman studies, Diana Spencer’s recent 
book (2010) demonstrates the richness and capacious quality of this persistent interest in landscape in Roman culture, 
evident in her polysemous definition: “‘landscape’ means something very different from ‘environment’ or ‘space’: it 
foregrounds cultural context and emphasizes the relationship between humankind, nature, and the inhabited world” (1). 
9 For examples of studies on the literary topography of the city in various authors, see: Edwards 1996; Jaeger 1997; Boyle 
2003); Welch 2005. 
10 For an inchoate consideration of Vergil’s Eclogues and actual Roman gardens, see: Jones 2011. 
11 E.g., Silberberg-Pierce 1980; Leach 1980; Zanker 1988, 285-291. For a collection of essays on the pastoral in ancient 
Roman wall painting and villa culture, see: Hunt 1992. 
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populating the natural, rural world of sacro-idyllic paintings and painted marble reliefs do seem 
to echo the world of Vergil’s Tityrus and Daphnis, they do not correspond particularly well to 
the imagery we see in garden paintings such as our example from Boscoreale.  

Recent scholarship has largely collapsed the categories of garden, landscape, nature, and 
pastoral in Roman culture. Although these subjects are obviously interrelated and often overlap, 
lumping them together flattens the unique topography of each diverse set of materials. These 
individual engagements with the natural world must be examined while respecting their inherently 
particular and special qualities, before we seek to identify any correlations. Sweeping statements 
or loose and impressionistic associations, while suggestive, are not grounds enough to establish 
convincing correspondences. These must be sought in the details themselves, whether linguistic, 
archaeological, or iconographical.  

It is these gaps and inadequacies in the scholarship that this project aims to address. I 
have presented this brief sketch of current trends in garden studies specifically in order to affirm 
that this is not a project on landscape in Roman culture. Instead, this dissertation seeks to 
distinguish and separate the garden, or hortus, from both landscape and pastoral studies. Although 
the core focus of my analysis, like that of those interested in landscape, resides in this interaction 
between humans and nature,12 my objective is to account for the materialization of this 
interaction in gardens as such—and specifically how and why this interaction takes the various 
shapes that it does in both practice and representation. For gardens—written, planted, and 
painted—fulfill a specific and distinct role in Roman society and culture. 

We could easily call the Boscoreale scene a landscape: it depicts a geographical place, 
which happens to bear the marks of a human interaction with nature—but the precise shape of 
this interaction with nature, I argue, is the most meaningful aspect of the scene. For it is not just 
any natural landscape, it is a garden—with furniture, plants, and birds that bear a real and 
meaningful relationship to specific Roman practices and beliefs.  
 
 
The Locus  Amoenus   
Although I am arguing against the popular equation of gardens and pastoral poetry, what we see 
in Boscoreale does bear an important relationship to a different kind of literary motif: one that 
appears frequently throughout Latin literature largely in relation to the natural landscape, and 
only occasionally in connection with the pastoral or descriptions of rural settings—namely, the 
locus amoenus or “pleasant place.”13 At least by the time of the Augustan age, the locus amoenus was 
recognized as a familiar topos.14 Not a historically, temporally, or geographically specific 

                                                
12 Pliny the Elder’s Natural History provides a fascinating perspective on these issues and is a text motivated by an intense 
interest in the Romans’ relationship to nature, culture, and especially luxury. E.g., Andrew Wallace-Hadrill (1990) 
summarizes Pliny’s project in this way: “Pliny’s subject, clearly stated, and frequently reiterated, is Nature. But it is 
Nature in a context, or perhaps rather Nature as a context: the natural world stands in contrast to and in relationship 
with the human world. The history of Nature is thus simultaneously a history of Culture. The Natural History of earth is 
by inversion the Unnatural History of Man” (81). On Pliny and nature, see also: Beagon 1992. Beagon (1992) observes 
that Pliny characterizes the productive garden (hortus) as an expression of humans’ ideal relationship with nature (HN 
19.50ff.) because their labor enhanced nature’s productivity—an idea that fit with traditional Roman mores (161).  
13 The seminal work on the locus amoenus remains Chapter 10 of Curtius 1953. See also: Spencer 2010, 12-3, passim. The 
Metamorphoses of Ovid is rife with loci amoeni, and there has been much scholarly work on this topic: e.g., Parry 1964; Segal 
1969; Hinds 2002.  
14 Stephen Hinds (2002) identifies a passage of Horace’s Ars Poetica (17) as either a significant moment in the codification 
of the “technical” term locus amoenus, or an indication that it was established enough by that time that his audience would 
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landscape, the locus amoenus is a type of ideal setting defined by particular natural features such as 
trees, grass, and water. Importantly, its character is also very much dependent on its appeal to 
the senses and the sensory pleasure it creates.15  

We could easily characterize the charming garden scene of the Boscoreale cubiculum as a 
locus amoenus: as viewers, we can imagine the babbling sounds of water flowing from miraculous 
spigots in the living rock into the marble basin below and the twitter of the birds alighting upon 
the trees. The rocky cavern offers a cool, damp, and shady retreat. Everywhere vines provide 
natural, living adornment: grape vines laden with fruit hang heavy from the pergola; ivy drapes 
itself delicately across the cavern’s opening, like festive garlands. It is a place full of charm and 
sensual gratification. And it is here, in this ideal of the delightful natural spot, where we shall 
find a point of entry into the Roman garden.  
 
 
Roman Gardens and Ars  Topiaria : “Place art” 
The emergence of the highly appealing locus amoenus of Latin literature must have been both the 
result of and a further stimulus to the growing popularity of a specific kind of garden design in 
the domestic context. That is to say, the references to villa garden settings and amoenitas in 
Republican orator and literary figure Cicero’s letters demonstrate that, by his day, the creation of 
such pleasurable garden spaces was eagerly pursued. In turn, we can imagine that the 
crystallization of the locus amoenus into a literary topos (and its deployment in Ovid, Vergil, and 
Horace) must have been a response to an ongoing practice in the elite villas of the late Republic. 
In turn, the popular success of their poetry must also have generated even more widespread 
enthusiasm for these types of carefully contrived garden settings. I firmly believe that there is a 
significant correlation between what we observe in both Latin literature and the practice of 
Roman garden design—each both reflects and motivates the other.16 

In 54 BC, in a letter to his brother Quintus, Cicero is the first to mention the skill known 
as ars topiaria, usually translated as “garden art.”17 The word topiaria is derived from the Greek 
word for “place” (τóπος and τóπιον). While the plural topia carried no other meaning besides 
“places” in Greek, topia for the Romans, at least by the time of Vitruvius (De Arch. 7.5.2), 
indicated something very specific. Vitruvius uses it as a term for landscape, but it also seems to 
have suggested ornamental gardening, in which both natural or artificial elements of a place are 
manipulated to create certain aesthetic effects. Thus, the term Romans used to describe their 
brand of gardening lacks any reference to any plant or tree. Instead, the terms ars topiaria (“place 
art”) and topia convey an entirely different mindset when it came to gardening: it is a process in 
which one creates a sense of “place.”  

                                                                                                                                                       
understand his oblique reference to it. Servius, in his commentary on Vergil’s Aeneid, writes that a description of the 
Elysian fields (6.638-9) is a “textbook” example of the trope. Importantly, Ovid’s subversions of the locus amoenus motif 
indicate, too, that the topos was well known. Before Horace, Vergil, and Ovid, the adjective (amoenus) and its related noun 
amoenitas, was used frequently by Cicero, but not in the same sense as we see here—as a specific and technical literary 
term (Cf. Maltby 1991, s.v. amoenus). Thus, it seems reasonable to deduce that, by the Augustan age, the locus amoenus 
became a distinct literary topos. 
15 Diane Spencer (2010) on amoenitas in Cicero: “Amoenitas evokes a particular kind of phenomenological charm linked to 
physical and sensory comfort” (10-11). 
16 Thus, this interaction between literature and domestic design created a type of “feedback loop.” 
17 For discussions of these related terms, see: Grimal 1969, 93, n. 5; 88-97; Reeder 2001, 38. 
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Related to ars topiaria and topia is the noun topiarius, and in the same letter Cicero praises 
the work of his brother’s topiarius.18 The translation of topiarius as “gardener” is a feeble 
approximation of what the term and the related practice must have represented for the Romans. 
For the topiarius achieved something far more suggestive and dynamic, and constructed evocative 
(and at times, allusive) garden environments through elaborate combinations of not just trees, 
flowers, and other plants, but sculpture, water features, architecture, rock formations, and 
sometimes even live animals. Topiarii, in fact, were more like “landscape architects.” 

What is in tension with the creation of one’s own delightful locus amoenus and other 
aspects of luxury garden practices is the garden’s fundamental connection to Roman identity.19 
When the city of Rome was founded, the antiquarian Varro (116-27 BC) tells us in De Re Rustica, 
Romulus allotted to each of his citizens bina iugera (two Roman acres)—an act that symbolized 
the constitution of the city and its citizenry, who now had a stake in their community.20 
Property, identity, and farmland were interconnected and to have a garden was a Roman 
birthright. Romans also conflated the terms “farm” and “garden”: Pliny the Elder writes that in 
the famous ancient Roman law code of the fifth century BC known as the Twelve Tables, “the 
‘farm’ [villa] is never named, instead the word ‘garden’ [hortus] is always used in that regard, while 
the garden proper is the ‘family estate’ [heredium].”21 Even at the end of life, Romans invoked the 
garden: on the tomb of the freedman doctor, Hostius Pamphilus was inscribed, “This is our 
eternal home, this is our farm, these are our gardens, this is our monument.”22 In this way, the 
locus amoenus and Romulus’ hortus represent two very different sets of associations that could both 
be activated in the Roman garden. 

 
 
Greek Domestic Architecture and the Garden 
The garden occupied a privileged place within the Roman home and especially within the luxury 
villa culture of the elite. The particular garden practices and effects pursued by the Romans 
appear to be a distinctive phenomenon in the Mediterranean world—notable especially for a 
culture profoundly influenced by the Greeks. For although the surviving evidence for Greek 
gardens is scant, what does survive indicates that Greeks were not particularly interested in 
cultivating the natural world beyond their agricultural needs.23 In order to contextualize the 
Roman garden, let us briefly survey what is known about Greek gardens. 

Although Greek epigraphic and literary sources mention private, domestic gardens, the 
archaeological record has not provided much conclusive evidence for their existence. Although 
Greek homeowners do not appear to have constructed large-scale gardens, clay planting pots 

                                                
18 Cicero, QFr. 3.1.5: “Topiarium laudavi…”  
19 For a brief account of the Roman garden and its cultural associations, see: Purcell 1996; id. 1995; id. 1987; von 
Stackelberg 2010, 9-23. 
20 Rust. 1.10: Bina iugera quod a Romulo primum divisa dicebantur viritim, quae heredem sequerentur, heredium appellarunt.  
21 HN 19.50: Romani quidem reges ipsi coluere; quippe etiam Superbus nuntium illum saevum atque sanguinarium filio remisit ex horto. in 
XII tabulis legum nostrarum nusquam nominatur villa, semper in significatione ea hortus, in horti vero heredium; quam ob rem comitata est 
et religio quaedam, hortoque et foro tantum contra invidentium effascinationes dicari videmus in remedio saturica signa,• quamquam hortos 
tutelae Veneris adsignante Plauto. iam quidem hortorum nomine in ipsa urbe delicias agros villasque possident. 
22 Inscriptiones Latinae Selectae 8341: C(aius) Hostius C(ai) l(ibertus) Pamphilus, / medicus, hoc monumentum / emit sibi et Nelpiae 
M(arci) l(ibertae) Hymnini / et ⸢libertis⸣ libertabus ominibus / postereisque eorum. / Haec est domus aeterna, hic est / fundus, ⸢hi⸣ sunt 
horti, hoc / est monumentum nostrum. / In fronte p(edes) XIII, in agrum p(edes) XXIIII. 
23 Ridgway 1981; Carroll-Spillecke 1992. For a fuller examination of the evidence, see: Carroll-Spillecke 1989. On the 
literary evidence for gardens, see: Gothein 1909. 
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with holes in the bottom for water drainage, found in the Greek city of Olynthus, suggest that 
domestic gardens may have taken the form of small, potted plantings.24 Instead, elaborate and 
extensive gardens in Greek domestic sites were exclusively associated with powerful tyrants.25  
Figures such as Gelon of Syracuse (r. 485-476 BC) and Hieron II (r. 269-215 BC) adapted for 
themselves the paradeisoi or extensive parkland gardens of Persian palaces. Literary sources 
describe their fantastic gardens in Sicily and the Italian mainland and demonstrate the symbolic 
importance of these vast gardens: Hieron II, we are told, constructed a paradeisos on his boat, the 
Syracusia—the most flagrant display of not only unbelievable wealth, but also the potentate’s 
immeasurable (and nearly divine) power to manipulate and transform nature itself.26  

While evidence from private domestic contexts suggests that gardens were not necessary 
and constituent parts of the Greek home, public green spaces did play a role in the Greek 
cityscape and provided cities with much needed shade. In the fifth century BC, Kimon pursued 
a program of beautifying Athens and planted plane trees and erected statuary in and around the 
Athenian agora.27 The Hephaesteion also featured a carefully planted and irrigated garden that 
built at the beginning of the third century BC.28 

The island of the Rhodes, however, does offer some suggestive, but admittedly 
speculative, evidence for gardens of some kind, most likely connected to religious sanctuaries. 
While primarily known for the commercial cultivation of the roses for which it is named, 
Rhodes may have been the location of pleasure gardens, as well. Excavations have uncovered 
sculpted figures of satyrs and nymphs that suggest the presence of pools and fountains, 
presumably within some sort of peristyle, or columned courtyard.29 In addition, statue bases 
(dated to ca. 200 BC) carved to resemble “natural” rocks also point to the artful display of 
sculpture in a rocky, natural garden setting.30 The site of Rhodini, south of the city of Rhodes, 

                                                
24 This type of small-scale gardening may also be corroborated by literary and art historical evidence attesting to ritual 
practices involving pot gardens. These potted plants, cultivated on the roofs of homes by Greek women, were a part of 
the Adonia ritual of the Classical age. The fast growing plants would grow and die within the span of a few days to 
symbolize the brief life of Aphrodite’s lover, Adonis. The evidence for this ritual practice is meager, but suggestive. 
Socrates in Plato’s Phaedrus (276b) mentions the “Gardens of Adonis” in relation to writing and a scholiast on 
Aristophanes’s Lysistrata (387-98) explains how women carried gardens up to their roofs during the Adonia festival. 
Additionally, a small handful of Classical red-figure vase paintings seem to show women carrying potted plants and 
incense up ladders to the roof of homes; although not a common motif on red-figure pots, these vases must reflect 
some Classical practice.24 Thus, based on the ritualistic use of the “Gardens of Adonis,” there is no reason not to assume 
that small potted containing herbs could have been placed in the courtyard of houses as well. 
25 The writers Strabo (17.1.9) and Pliny (HN 5.11.62-63) claim that Hellenistic palace areas involved vast expanses of 
land in Alexandria and included gardens and groves. This inclusion of gardens in the Basileia, however, may be more 
likely linked to traditional Pharaonic practices of surrounding palaces and other religious and public buildings with 
gardens (Carroll-Spillecke 1992, 94). From a practical standpoint, Alexandria was also well-suited for the cultivation of 
plants because it was situated between the Canopus canal and Lake Mareotis. For an account of Egyptian gardens, see: 
Hugonot 1989. 
26 Athenaeus Naucratis, Deipnosophistae 5.40. 
27 Plut. Cim. 13.7. But it was moving outside the city that provided Greeks living in any period an encounter with nature, 
since Greek poleis were typically surrounded by a green belt consisting of market gardens, vineyards, and orchards serving 
a utilitarian purpose. Cemeteries would have been decorated with sculpture and perhaps plant life to create a sort of 
garden or green space, but this practice does not seem to have been a part of Greek domestic design.  
28 Archaeologists have discovered two rows of planting holes lined with unglazed flower pots on the north, west, and 
south sides of the temple. 
29 Ridgway 1981, 13. 
30 On the evidence for Rhodian gardens, see: Lauter 1972. 
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provides evidence, possibly dating from the Hellenistic period, of “rock-cut steps and benches, 
grottoes and niches, which presumably once housed sculpture.”31  

The gardens found in gymnasia and philosophical schools such as the Lykeion and Plato’s 
Academy in Athens were most likely originally part of earlier cult sites.32 A third-century BC 
inscription from Thasos describes a sacred garden to Herakles located the base of the Acropolis. 
The site included not only structures for ritual banqueting and stoas, but also trees such fig, 
myrtle, and hazelnut. The inscription makes no mention of sculpture, but Brunilde Ridgway 
speculates that the erection of a statue of Herakles would have been appropriate, because his 
final labor was to retrieve the golden apples from the Garden of the Hesperides. For example, 
small scale versions of the monumental Farnese Herakles type, from the baths of Caracalla, 
located in the Naples archaeological museum, could have adorned such gardens and would have 
alluded to this mythical garden.  

Although not cultivated and planted, cave shrines carved from the living rock and often 
featuring a spring constituted another type of sanctuary related to the garden. These cult sites 
were connected to rustic and nature-related divinities such as the Nymphs, Pan, and the river 
god Acheloos.33 The most famous example is the grotto of Pan and the Nymphs on the north 
slope of the Athenian acropolis. Although not a “garden” in the traditional sense with planted 
trees and plants, the grotto qua shrine or the grotto per se becomes an important component of 
later Roman gardens. For it was certainly a favorite kind of Roman locus amoenus, and was a well 
established garden feature in the repertoire of the Roman topiarius. We see an example of one 
such cool grotto, complete with elaborate marble fountains, in the Boscoreale cubiculum.  

These Greek examples help to contextualize Roman gardens within the ancient 
Mediterranean world. What sets Roman gardens apart, however, is the fact that they played a 
hugely prominent and integral role in the domestic setting, and even migrated inside to adorn 
the walls of Roman homes, as we shall see. 
 
 
Roman Peris ty l ia-Gardens  
The garden entered the morphology of Roman architecture in combination with the porticus, or 
colonnade. Before the introduction of the garden and portico, the Roman house was 
characterized primarily by a central atrium, or open hall that featured an opening in the roof 

                                                
31 Ridgway 1981, 13. Scholars, enticed by this material evidence from Rhodes, have posited a connection between a 
Rhodian garden-sculpture tradition and the “Rhodian” sculptors of well-known Roman works such as the Sperlonga 
Scylla and Polyphemos sculptural groups and the Laocoön, now on display in the Vatican Museum. The Nike of 
Samothrace, carved out of Parian marble and with a base in Rhodian marble, also provides possible evidence for 
sculptural display in a fountain or pool context. Other Hellenistic works such as the “Tyche” of Antioch and the 
“Crouching Aphrodite” may also have adorned religious sanctuaries near sacred pools, suggesting the existence of such a 
“garden” tradition in sanctuaries. See: Lauter 1972. 
32 Other examples of the inclusion of trees and plants in cultic settings: the Hephaistion in the Athenian agora included 
potted trees, although details about the specific plants and to whom the site was dedicated are still under debate. The 
massive Hellenistic Temple of Apollo at Didyma offers much clearer evidence for a sacred grove of laurel, surrounded 
by an unroofed Ionic structure. An archaic site of cultic activity near the Sacred Lake on Delos, dedicated to either 
Apollo or his mother Leto, provides evidence of the combination of statuary (in this case, stylized lions) and a sacred 
palm tree. 
33 Ridgway (1981) discusses examples of a type of religious dedication carved in relief so as to resemble an actual grotto 
found in a cave sanctuary near Lokroi in southern Italy. Additionally, figurines of kneeling women have also been found 
with these grotto models, perhaps representing water nymphs (22).  
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known as a conpluvium, and sunken pool to collect rainwater below known as an impluvium. 
Arranged around the atrium were the main reception rooms.  

In the second century BC, however, there was an architectural—and cultural—shift away 
from the atrium-dominated house and towards the “peristyle” house, which featured a floor plan 
oriented around a peristylium-garden enclosed by a portico (Fig. 1.5).34 The typical Roman peristyle 
home traditionally was thought to represent a modified version of the courtyard house seen in 
Classical and Hellenistic Greek cities such as Olynthus in the Chalcidice and Priene.35  These 
homes contained paratactic rooms radiating off a southern central courtyard connected to a long 
north portico called a pastas.36 But unlike the Roman examples, Greek courtyards were paved 
with cobblestones or beaten clay and show no evidence of plantings.37  

In the last few decades, however, some Roman architectural historians have argued that 
the peristyle was actually adopted from Greek public architecture. The Roman domestic peristyle 
colonnade then would suggest the long rows of columns in the Hellenistic public portico, or stoa, 
and the palaestra and gymnasium—places we do know from letters of Cicero were consciously 
evoked in elite homes, in a “language of allusion.”38  

As a corollary to the adoption of public architecture, some scholars have suggested that 
Romans further privatized for themselves another aspect of Greek public and religious 
architecture by collecting sculpture and panel paintings and displaying them in and around their 
porticoed gardens and pools, as if their homes were private versions of Athens’ Stoa Poikile (or, 
“painted” stoa) or the sanctuary of Aphrodite at Knidus.39 But the Romans, as we shall see, also 
developed their own tradition of portico-garden spaces—often with art displays.40 The Porticus 
Pompeiana, dedicated in 55 BC by the Republican general Pompey Magnus, was Rome’s first 
public park and “museum-portico.” The colonnade surrounded a nemus (grove) that included 
majestic plane-tree allées and was attached to his elaborate theater complex in the Campus 
Martius.41 It is an important site to which we shall return in Chapter 4. 

In the development of domestic space, however, the combination of the garden and 
colonnade is a critical—if not the most critical—aspect to the design of the Roman house and 

                                                
34 On the development of the peristyle, see: McKay 1975, 40-2; Richardson 1988, 310-11; Wallace-Hadrill 1994, 82-87; 
Zarmakoupi 2010a. For the evidence regarding the presence of gardens in luxury homes, see: Guidobaldi and Pesando 
2007. The name peristyle points to a self-conscious adoption of a Greek term and is deployed by some authors (e.g., 
Vitruvius, Varro), but not all (e.g., Cicero uses the Latin porticus). 
35 E.g., Sulze 1940, 950-71, s.v. “Peristylium.”  
36 cf. Xen. Mem. 3.8.9-10; Aesch. PV 450-453. 
37 The courtyard, relatively small in size and averaging between 51 m2 (Olynthus) and 56 m2 (Priene), was the central hub 
of the home and the site of many daily domestic activities such as cooking or washing, which would have precluded any 
extra space for plants or trees. Ridgway mentions an intriguing bit of inscriptional evidence from the Athenian agora for 
the domestic garden; inscribed on a sixth-century Corinthian pot sherd was the message: “Thamneus, put the saw under 
the threshold of the garden door” (17). However, to date, no archaeological evidence for the Archaic period or any other 
confirms the existence of domestic gardens. (Lang 1976), 8 no. B I). The Hellenistic houses of the island of Delos 
feature a peristyle court that sometimes held a mosaic floor or cistern for water collection. Additionally, the owners of 
several houses on Delos displayed sculpture in their courtyards, but since much of the evidence dates from the period of 
Roman influence, it is difficult to say whether this reflects a Greek or Roman preference. On the evidence for gardens 
on Delos, see: Trümper (forthcoming Gardens in the Roman World). 
38 E.g., McKay 1975, 34-35; A. Wallace-Hadrill 1994, 17-26. 
39 E.g., Cic. Att. 1.6, 1.10, etc. 
40 On gardens and parks in ancient Rome, see: Andreae 1996. Richardson 1992, s.v. porticus.  
41 Gleason 1994; on Pompey’s horti, see: Deniaux 1987, 296-7; LTUR III, s.v. Horti Pompeii; Plut. Cato 30.5, Pomp. 40.5. 
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villa.42 This pairing of static architecture and living plant life plays a role in each one of my case 
studies and assumes a vast number of different forms in the garden. It also represents a 
significant part of the Romans’ exploration of nature and art/architecture—a central and vital 
theme in this present study.  

Recently, Mantha Zarmakoupi has also isolated this particular feature of villa architecture 
and offered a new reading of its symbolism. She argues that the peristyle garden represented a 
new architectural idiom that used the colonnade of the Greek palaestra—which carried with it an 
association with discipline—to contain the wanton Hellenistic luxury suggested by the 
accompanying pleasure garden.43 Although the reading that I shall pursue stresses a different 
aspect to the relationship of the garden and portico, Zarmakoupi’s detailed unpacking of the 
important symbolic value of the portico-garden supports my own belief that this pairing carried 
with it an enormous significance that has not yet been fully explored.  

For despite the staggering variety in the floor plans of Roman homes of all sizes, the 
peristyle garden constitutes the most recognizable and pervasive feature of the larger and more 
pretentious ones. It also soon became an essential supplement to the primary viewing axis in the 
Roman house, which began in the fauces (entryway), looked through the open-air atrium with its 
four columns, across the tablinum (a room that functioned as the owner’s home office), and 
finally into the peristyle garden (Fig. 1.5).44 It is not an insignificant fact that the viewer’s first 
glimpse into and through a home ended in the garden of the peristyle. 

 
 
Landscape Painting, Garden Painting, and Green Architecture 
While we can trace a general genealogy for the introduction of gardens and colonnades into 
domestic architecture, it is less clear how images of gardens ended up on Roman walls.45 For 
unlike certain motifs that enjoyed popularity for short periods of time, representations of 
gardens persisted and grew more popular through the history and evolution of domestic 
decoration.46 While first featured on the walls of indoor spaces of elite villas, garden imagery 
eventually appeared on the walls of outdoor physical gardens (including the mosaics decorating 
fountain apses) and was produced more widely and down the social scale.47 But from where did 
the impulse to put representations of gardens on one’s walls originate? And why did it persist?  

                                                
42 To date, scholarly interest in the peristyle garden has focused primarily on its Greek identity and its private/public 
associations. Andrew Stewart (2013) suggests that the first proper porticus on Greek soil was the so-called Agora of the 
Italians or Italikē Pastas on Delos, ca. 110 BC; see: 101-4, figs. 53-6, with the suggestion that it was planted with trees and 
shrubs. 
43 Zarmakoupi 2014. Cf. August Mau’s division within the Roman house between the peristyle complex as the “Greek”-
influenced, leisure center and the atrium and surrounding rooms as the “Roman,” public areas.  
44 Scholars have adopted these terms for the rooms of a Roman house from Vitruvius (6.5.1). On the function of the 
tablinum, see: Pliny HN 35.2.7. 
45 On garden painting and its emergence, see: Michel 1980; Leach 2004, 123-132; Kuttner 1999a; De Carolis 2007; 
Bergmann 2008. See also the exhibition catalogue for “Domus-Viridaria-Horti Picti: Mosta” (Conticello 1992). 
46 For general treatments and catalogues of Roman wall painting: Maiuri 1953; Ling 1991; Pontrandolfo et al. 2002; 
Mazzoleni 2004. 
47 The pigments used for the rendering of gardens could add even more expense, especially before cheaper alternatives 
were devised. Pliny the Elder, in his Natural History, tells us that “rich blue, vermilion green, and indigo” were the most 
expensive (e.g., a pound of indigo cost 20 denarii—which was between ten to twenty times the average daily wage) and 
outside the artists’ typical palette (Cf. Vitruvius 7.5.8). As a result owners would have to have paid considerable sums to 
commission specifically these types of natural images. He divides pigments into two categories according to their relative 
cost: “florid” and “austere”. Not surprisingly, the bulk of pigments analyzed from Pompeii and other sites from the 
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In 1882, German art historian and archaeologist August Mau devised a system of dating 
and categorizing into four “styles” the surviving wall painting from Pompeii and Herculaneum. 
It is a typology that, for better or worse, is still used today.48 Illusionistic wall decoration 
characterized the First Style of Pompeian wall painting (200-80 BC). Sometimes referred to as 
“incrustation” or “masonry” style, and borrowed from third-century BC Greece, it simulated, in 
paint and molded stucco, stone blocks with drafted margins, colored marble veneer, and other 
architectural details.  

As the First Style gave way to the Second, painters began exploiting perspectival devices 
to compose scenes of highly realistic fictive architecture (ca. 80-20 BC). Many of the features of 
this “architectonic” style can be seen in the elaborate architectural prospects of the Boscoreale 
cubiculum (Fig. 1.1). Highlighting and other trompe-l’oeil effects created a sense of depth, and 
eventually sections of the walls were “opened” up to simulate spaces that extended beyond the 
room. It is in this evolutionary moment that views of the natural world, landscapes, and gardens 
entered the repertoire of Roman wall painting.49 

The earliest examples of natural scenery in the Second Style appear as limited vistas into 
a sanctuary or sacred grove. But these prospects were always subordinate to architectural 
elements. Triclinium 14 of the villa at Oplontis (ca. 40 BC) shows, through two illusionistic 
columns in the foreground, and an oblique view into a colonnaded sacred precinct located 
behind a central tholos and cult image. The Boscoreale frescoes repeat these motifs and 
compositions: grand architecture—including tholoi, pediments, columns, and cityscapes—
surrounds the garden scene and frames two additional vistas of tree-filled sanctuaries.  

Landscape painting also seems to emerge at the same time as these illusionistic natural 
prospects.50 Early examples are often monochromatic, like the yellow landscape of the 
Boscoreale cubiculum. The genre reached a climax at the end of the Second Style and beginning 
of the Third. The Odyssey Landscapes found on the Esquiline Hill, other mythological landscapes, 
sacro-idyllic landscapes, and villa landscapes demonstrate the remarkable diversity of Roman 
landscape painting during the last third of the century.51 Because of the ubiquity of landscape 
(whether a subsidiary decorative element or the major component of a composition), some art 
historians have gone so far as to posit that it is a distinctly Roman genre, although hints of an 
interest in landscape can be seen in Hellenistic art.52  

                                                                                                                                                       
Roman world fall under the latter category (Siddall 2006). “Egyptian Blue,” a synthetic pigment used in Egypt since the 
Third Millennium BC, began to be produced in Roman factories across the empire sometime in the first century BC. 
48 Mau 1882. Few scholars would put much stock in Mau’s system as a reliable means of establishing chronology for 
ancient Roman wall painting. But as a general system of classification and categorization, the Four Pompeian Styles are 
still quite useful. On the limitations and advantages of Mau’s Four Styles, see: Beyen 1960; Ehrhardt 1987; Wallace-
Hadrill 1988, 49; Clarke 1991, 30-77, 112-40; Elsner 1995, 63; Stewart 2004, 74-92. 
49 On gardens and landscape motifs in interior rooms, see: Börsch-Supan 1967. 
50 The Palestrina Nile mosaic (dated to the second century BC) is the earliest example of a topographical landscape 
found in Italy. This type of topographical rendering of landscape is attributed to a Hellenistic painter named Demetrios, 
a topographos (“place-painter”), who lived in Rome in 164 BC, according to Diodorus Siculus (31.18.2.). On the tradition 
of Greek topographical painting, see: La Rocca 2008. On landscape painting, see: Schefold 1960; Ling 1977; La Rocca 
2008. 
51 For sacro-idyllic landscape paintings at the villa, see: Hinterhöller 2007a and 2007b. 
52 Very little evidence of painted garden or plant images survive from the Classical and Early Hellenistic Greek period, 
with the exception of a handful of examples on the island of Delos. Black- and Red-figure vase painting of the Classical 
period did include trees and plants, but primarily as elements used to situate scenes in particular locations outside or in 
connection to specific divinities shown (Giesecke 2007). Likewise, Etruscan tomb painting found in Italy from the 
Orientalizing to the Hellenistic period reveals little to no interest in landscape and minimal plants and rocks are used to 
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Pliny the Elder writes that an Augustan age painter named “Studius” (or “Ludius”) was 
responsible for the introduction of landscape into Roman wall decoration (HN 35.116-17): 

 
non fraudanda et Studio divi Augusti aetate, qui primus instituit amoenissimam parietum picturam, 
villas et porticus ac topiaria opera, lucos, nemora, colles, piscinas, euripos, amnes, litora, qualia quis 
optaret, varias ibi obambulantium species aut navigantium terraque villas adeuntium asellis aut 
vehiculis, iam piscantes, aucupantes aut venantes aut etiam vindemiantes. sunt in eius exemplaribus 
nobiles palustri accessu villae, succollatis sponsione mulieribus labantes, trepidis quae feruntur, plurimae 
praeterea tales argutiae facetissimi salis. idem subdialibus maritimas urbes ingere instituit, blandissimo 
aspectu minimoque inpendio. 

   
Studius too, who lived in the time of late divine Augustus, must not be cheated of his 
due, who was the first to introduce the fashion of decorating walls with the most 
pleasing pictures of villas, porticoes and ornamental gardening, woods, groves, hills, 
fishponds, canals, rivers, seashores—whatever else one could desire. In them, are various 
images of people walking, sailing, or on land approaching their villas on asses or in 
carriages. Then there are also people fishing, fowling, or gathering vintage. There are in 
his work grand villas approached by roads across the marshes, men slipping and tottering 
under the weight of the women on their shoulders who have bargained to be carried 
across. There are a number of this sort, full of liveliness and the cleverest wit. It was this 
same artist, too, who introduced using representations of maritime cities to decorate 
uncovered terraces, producing the most pleasing effect at minimal expense. 

 
Pliny places the villa portico alongside the ornamental garden ars topiaria and lists them at the 
beginning of a catalogue of the landscape subjects that Studius painted. But what he describes 
here is not exactly representative of the kinds of garden images that interest me—namely those 
images such as those at Boscoreale, in which garden plants and furnishings are the focus and 
humans are absent.53 For the landscape from Boscoreale is not a genre scene of everyday life in 
the way that Pliny describes. Nor does it seem to be a sacred grove, in the manner of the sacro-
idyllic paintings discussed earlier.54 It is designed to represent a very specific type place: its white 
marble pergola and its climbing grape vines, its delicate marble balustrade and its delicate 
sparkling fountain, are all identifiable furnishings from the Roman garden.  

                                                                                                                                                       
situate scenes in nature or specific locations such as the Underworld. Hellenistic precedents for representational 
landscape, however, can be seen in the Hunting Frieze on Tomb II (c. 340 BC) at Vergina or the Telephos narrative 
frieze on the Great Altar at Pergamon (built under Eumenes II, 197-159 BC). Not only does the Vergina Hunting frieze 
include trees and rocky formations to give shape to the natural setting of the narrative, but a faint, purple mountain 
range in the far distance also gives a greater sense of depth in the natural setting. Hellenistic relief sculpture also feature 
trees and settings out-of-doors, and were almost always sacral in nature. On the Vergina hunt, its precedents, and 
progeny, see: Franks 2012, 77-100. For an account of landscape elements in Greek sculptural relief, see: Wegener 1985; 
Carroll-Spillecke 1985.   
53 For an argument on the relationship between landscape painting and gardens, see: Conan 1986. See also: Carroll 
(forthcoming 2015), 534ff.  
54 Likewise, to my mind, it is troubling that Diana Spencer (2010) moves easily and unselfconsciously from a discussion 
of the painted pastoral landscapes in the Villa under the Farnesina to a discussion of a stunning example of garden 
painting, the Garden Room at Prima Porta (155.). For the Garden Room, too, like Boscoreale, lacks all of those features 
that predominantly characterize the pastoral: there are no rustic worshippers, pastoral animals, or objects of religious 
devotion. This room, too, does not appear to be a sacred grove or nemus. 
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After or around the time of the Boscoreale frescoes, by the middle of the first century 
BC, representations exclusively of garden scenes appeared and, in other instances, the latter 
became much closely integrated into the composition. We see this in the Garden Room from 
the Villa at Prima Porta and the Auditorium of Maecenas in Rome—the subjects of the 
following two chapters. As will appear, these images are a dramatic departure from those natural 
prospects at Oplontis—and to a certain extent, even at Boscoreale—and constitute a distinct 
category of illusionistic representations. The emergence of these specific types of garden images 
represents an aesthetic shift in domestic design. But the factors responsible for this shift remain 
obscure. 

Sara Yerkes has argued that the fantastic vegetal candelabra and architectural details (the 
“monstra” of Vitruvius’ vitriol in De Architectura 7.5.3) of the so-called late Second Style and Third 
Styles of Pompeian wall painting are actually painted representations of motifs seen on Neo-
Attic furniture—marble tables, bronze couches, bronze and marble candelabra—from Roman 
homes.55 Enough evidence of these types of furnishings survives to corroborate the origins of 
this shared morphological lexicon between the two media. We must also imagine similar sources 
executed in perishable materials such as wall tapestries, woven coverlets, inlaid wooden 
containers and ceilings. Such stylistic developments, Yerkes argues, represent a desire to bring 
life into domestic décor.  
 What if a parallel phenomenon could be seen in the development of garden painting? If 
Romans were looking to household furnishings for novel motifs for their wall painting, then 
perhaps they were looking to their gardens for inspiration also. If this were the case, then the 
different elements of the Roman garden (individual trees, flowers, furniture, and sculpture) that 
find their way into the visual lexicon of wall painting operate as prompts encouraging a 
particular kind of refined and pleasurable natural experience inside the house too. 

In a section of the Natural History, Pliny the Elder equates the experience of looking at 
emeralds with that of looking at grass: nam herbas quoque silentes frondesque avide spectamus, smaragdos 
vero tanto libentius, quoniam nihil omnino viridius comparatum illis viret (“Since we greedily look at barely 
growing grass and leaves, we look at emeralds with even more pleasure, since nothing at all can 
compare that is more green than these stones,” 37.62-3). His use of the adjective avide implicitly 
conveys a form of appetite inherent in our looking at living things—green things. The Younger 
Pliny, too, writes that we refresh our eyes (reficere oculos) as we walk in the garden. Each describes 
something innately or profoundly affecting about the experience of viewing gardens—a quality 
that exceeds associations with Roman religion or agricultural life. Both Plinys suggest that looking 
at things that grow is inherently reinvigorating—as if the green vigor of plants is able to provoke 
in us a spark of energy and renewed life. Thus, the introduction of images of gardens into the 
Roman home brought with it not just pleasure, but a reminder also of energy and vitality. 

Let us return to the cubiculum at Boscoreale. We have seen thus far how the painted 
garden-grotto thematizes a complex and interrelated set of relations (e.g., the locus amoenus and 
Roman identity; the natural and the artificial). But the scene also promotes a kind of analogy 
between nature and architecture: the grape vines suspended from the pergola and the swags of 
ivy invite comparison to the gilded vines on the illusionistic column to the left. I propose that 
this relationship between nature and art/architecture is vital to our understanding of Roman 
attitudes towards the garden.  

                                                
55 Yerkes 2005; ead. 2000. 
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For actual Roman garden design, too, defies our preconceived notions about the fixity 
and solidity of the architectural form. Instead, it pursued what Nicholas Purcell has called the 
“architecture of the mutable,” in which plants and trees were transformed into “extensions of 
architecture.”56 These wonderful and at times perplexing collaborations between, and 
juxtapositions of, art and nature in the Roman house are part of what I shall henceforth call 
“green architecture.”57  

 
 

Methodology and the Structure of this Project  
The goal of this dissertation is to analyze more closely the conception of nature that is put on 
display in Roman gardens and garden-paintings In the remaining chapters, I analyze three 
different domestic sites in Italy that each engage with a specific aspect of garden design and 
green architecture.  

In order to contextualize and enrich my close readings of these garden sites, I use 
contemporary Latin literature to inform my analyses and provide access to both the world that 
gave rise to them and the experience of being in them. The correlations I draw between these 
authors and the art historical and archaeological material is dependent upon my belief that these 
texts function as representative responses to the same ideas, preoccupations, and tastes 
circulating in the first centuries BC and AD that also influenced and inflected the construction 
of these garden sites.58 Although these particular authors are not always exactly contemporary, I 
have selected them because they offer the most compelling comparable explorations of the 
kinds of topics thematized at these three sites.  

Although my primary objective is not necessarily to trace a chronological or evolutionary 
development of garden practices, the chapters are organized chronologically and thematically. 
Chapter 2 examines the subterranean room known as the Garden Room from a lavish first-
century BC villa located just outside of Rome and thought to be owned by Augustus’ wife, Livia. 
The Garden Room is a fitting place to begin this project on Roman gardens and the interaction 
of nature and architecture. It illustrates the fascinating and peculiar ways in which Romans 
explored the interplay between built and living architecture and a moment in which living 
architecture has been substituted for static architecture. The iconography and effects of the 
decorative program are also explored in tandem with the “Golden Age” imagery of the poets 
Vergil and Ovid. Its highly detailed trees, flowers, fruits, and birds all contribute to the illusion 
of an enticing locus amoenus.  
 Chapter 3 focuses on a late Republican building on the Esquiline Hill in Rome, known as 
the Auditorium of Maecenas, which features two sets of niches painted with illusionistic garden 
scenes. This structure stood on the site of several grand luxury gardens, or horti, of prominent 
historical figures, including the celebrated patron of the arts, Maecenas. I bring the image of the 

                                                
56 Purcell 1996: “Roman domestic design, in garden spaces as in houses of all kinds, was an architecture of the mutable, 
and this was actually conceived of as deliberately contrasting with the permanence of works of grand public importance” 
(143).  
57 Bettina Bergmann (2002) uses this same phrase in relation to Villa A at Oplontis, though without any special 
emphasis. I, on the other hand, use this designation to describe a particular Roman approach to nature seen in the 
creation of very specific kinds of aesthetic effects. 
58 Cf. Leach 1988 looks at “space” and “landscape” in literature and Roman wall painting, which she characterizes as a 
coincidental phenomena. 
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garden into dialogue with the Odes of the poet Horace, and explore themes relating to poetic 
recitation, sympotic life, and the juxtaposition of gardens and architecture.  
 Those two studies culminate in the fourth and fifth final chapters, which have as their 
subject the Villa of the Poppaei at Oplontis—a magnificent and richly appointed villa on the Bay 
of Naples not far from Pompeii. Chapter 4 looks at the theme of art and nature and examines 
the combination of the portico, plants, and art in the villa garden and the critical importance of 
the framed view in villa architecture and garden design. Chapter 5 investigates two final aspects 
of green architecture: the deployment of living forms as architectural elements in an exterior 
garden and the intrusion of gardens into the interior of the villa. I examine the strategies 
deployed at Oplontis alongside two poems from Statius’ Silvae and two letters of Pliny the 
Younger. Each of these two authors reveals a different aspect of the complex relationship 
between nature and art within the garden. 

The cubiculum of Boscoreale and each of the forthcoming case studies offer idealized 
renderings of an interpenetration of art and nature. Each epitomizes the constant aim of Roman 
villa architecture, which embraces, and is embraced by, a flourishing vision of nature, enhanced 
by ars topiaria and the labor (work) of humans. Gardens in their multiplicity, complexity, and 
flexibility, form an important and underappreciated facet of Roman life. In this project I 
confront the peculiarly fluid junction of garden and architecture in the Roman house or villa, in 
an attempt to unpack the broader cultural significance of the deliberately blurred boundaries—
between indoor and outdoor, house and garden, art and nature. 
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Chapter  2 
Dining in Pomona’s Orchard and Varro’s Aviary: 

The Garden Room from Livia’s Villa at Prima Porta 
 
 Descending down a narrow staircase, in an attempt to escape summer’s heat, and arriving 
at a subterranean chamber only to discover a room decorated with the highest quality 
illusionistic wall paintings must have been a surprising, impressive, and pleasing visual 
experience for the visitor and guest at the villa at Prima Porta (Figs. 2.1-2). These incredibly 
detailed paintings feature a vast array of trees, flowers, and birds, and transport the viewer into a 
fantastic world beyond the physical walls of the room. This is a place where birds fly freely and 
nature abounds in her fruits with little to no human intervention. It is this program of 
illusionistic paintings that seems an appropriate place to begin this project on Roman gardens. 
For, not only is the Garden Room one of the earliest examples of a painted representation of 
gardens, it is a space that thematizes the contrasts between and, at times, cooperation between 
the “natural” and the architectural, spontaneous and cultivated nature, and illusionism and 
reality, as we shall see. 
 
 
The Villa 
The villa at Prima Porta lies nine miles north of Rome, where the Via Tiberiana splits from the 
Via Flaminia and in the area around the Etruscan city of Veii.59 In antiquity the village in this 
area was known as Rubra or Saxa Rubra because of the characteristic red color of the local tufa, 
and was first called by the name “Prima Porta” only in 1225 AD.60 Close to the village of Prima 
Porta sits a large plateau that towers roughly 20 meters above the Tiber valley. It is on this 
plateau where the remains of an ancient Roman villa were discovered and where large portions 
of the buttressed walls of the villa substructure, or basis villae, can still be seen on the southeast 
side; an 1821 drawing demonstrates the imposing height (and conspicuous nature) of the 
artificial podium of the villa (Fig. 2.3). Such a villa would have commanded an impressive view 
of the Tiber river valley to the south, which continued to Rome, and, beyond that, the Alban 
hills southeast of Rome; in turn, dominating the landscape, the villa would also have been easily 
seen even at a great distance away.61  

Remains of the ancient Roman villa at Prima Porta had been visible in the nineteenth 
century for several decades, and in 1863 excavators unearthed an underground room decorated 
in fresco to represent a garden space (Fig. 2.4). The historical importance of the discovery of 
this room, or the Garden Room, as I will refer to it for the remainder of this chapter, was 
further enhanced in part because it was found in conjunction with the famous marble cuirassed 
statue, the Prima Porta Augustus.62 The uncovering of these two astonishing works of late 
Republican-early Augustan art was undoubtedly an extraordinary event for the excavators and 
made clear to them that this particular villa was a significant site.  

                                                
59 For general monographs on the villa, see: Gabriel 1955; Calci and Messineo 1984; Settis 1988; Reeder 2001. For a 
history of the excavations, see: Calci and Messineo 1984, 7-13; id. 2001.  
60 On the name of the village, see: Nibby 1837, 37ff; Gabriel 1955, 1. 
61 On the importance of the villa’s siting, see: Klynne 2005. In terms of the design of the villa and its grove, Klynne 
(2005) draws an interesting parallel to Augustus’ monument at Epirus and then to Pergamon and its substantial podium, 
which he speculates featured the bronze original of the Prima Porta Augustus. 
62 On the discovery of the Prima Porta statue, see: Köhler 1863; Henzen 1863; Kähler 1959; Ingholt 1969; Pollini 1987. 
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While the complete plan and design of the villa still remain only partially understood, 
archaeologists have determined that it was divided into two sections of roughly equal size. Its 
primary rooms occupied the southwest section of the basis villae (ca. 6,240 m2), while a huge 
garden and surrounding porticus occupied the northeast (ca. 7,700 m2).63 Both the villa rooms and 
the garden were oriented towards the southwest, in the direction of the Tiber river valley (Fig. 
2.5).64 The section of the villa complex that housed the Garden Room stood at the furthest 
western edge of the plateau. 

An amalgam of structures, the villa dates from several periods. Antonio Nibby, writing 
about the villa remains twenty-six years before the discovery of the Garden Room, speculated 
that the treatment of the conical stones of the opus reticulatum of the buttressed support wall of 
the villa indicated that the same craftsmen responsible for Augustus’ Mausoleum in Rome 
(completed in 28 BC) had built the substructure of this villa as well.65 Giuseppe Lugli, in his 
1923 excavation report, notes that there were five periods of construction, spanning from the 
time of the end of the Republic to the Fourth century AD.  

Sections of the villa of the earliest date are late Republican and Lugli places the 
subterranean Garden Room (along with two rooms adjacent to the Garden Room, part of the 
stairway, the buttressed wall, and a cistern) in this period of the late Republic.66 The mosaic 
found in the vestibule outside the Garden Room closely resembles late Republican (specifically, 
Caesarian) mosaics from the atrium and ramp of the House of Livia on the Palatine, and the 
iconography of the stuccoes of the vault of the Garden Room resembles that of the Houses of 
Livia and Augustus on the Palatine, and the Farnesina Villa, suggesting a date of ca. 20 BC or 
shortly before according to traditional ideas of dating Roman interiors.67 Yet it is also important 
to note that the chronology of the room’s construction, the fresco, and the installation of the 
stucco, is not entirely secure. As a result of Italian excavations in the last few decades of the 
twentieth century, G. Messineo has argued for a terminus ante quem of 17 BC for the room, based 
on evidence relating to the collapse of the barrel vault, which may have occurred after its 
construction and may have been caused by an earthquake recorded in literary sources. Although 
there still remains considerable debate about the Garden Room’s precise dating, scholars and 
Roman painting specialists generally date the room to roughly 30 to 25 BC.68 To complicate 
matters further, much of the debate surrounding the date of the earliest building phase of this 
villa has also involved a discussion of the identification of its owner.  
 
 
The Owner of the Villa 
Considering the villa’s large size, impressive quality, and commanding location on a bluff not far 
from Rome, someone of considerable importance and stature must have initially constructed it. 
For this reason, and because of an anecdote mentioned by both the authors Pliny the Elder and 
Suetonius, many scholars have strongly advocated for the identification of this villa as one 

                                                
63 Zarmakoupi 2008, 270; Forte 2008.  
64 On the siting of villas, “environmental design”, and the villa at Prima Porta, see: Zarmakoupi 2008, 271. 
65 Nibby 1837, 39. 
66 Lugli 1923, 26; Sulze 1932. Blake (1947), having examined the masonry construction, considers the garden room “a 
rather early Augustan monument” (272). 
67 Mielsch 1975.  
68 Based on the “style” of the paintings, scholars have placed the Garden Room is “phase IIB” of Second Style; i.e., 
somewhere between 30-25 BC or 36-27 BC.  



 
  

18 

known to have belonged to Livia Drusilla, wife of Octavian, who was to become Rome’s first 
emperor, Augustus.  

Pliny and Suetonius tell the story of a miraculum, or miraculous omen, that befell Livia in 
38 BC: at some point immediately after her marriage to Octavian, Livia was returning to her villa 
near Veii (one inherited perhaps from her father, M. Livius Drusus Claudianus) when suddenly 
an eagle dropped into her lap an all-white hen (gallina alba) carrying a laurel twig in its beak.69 
The empress proceeded to keep the portentous hen for breeding (acquiring the nickname “ad 
Gallinas” for her villa, as a result), and planted the laurel branch, thereby establishing what 
became a sacred laurel grove located at her imperial country villa in the vicinity of Saxa Rubra.70 
It is, then, perhaps no coincidence that the villa at Prima Porta included an extensive laurel 
grove in a double porticoed garden—a fact which has led archaeologists to speculate that the 
villa at Prima Porta is in fact the ad Gallinas albas villa that Pliny, Suetonius, and others mention. 
Since the Garden Room is found in the oldest section of the villa and its decorative fresco cycle 
also features a garden with laurel trees, for many the year 38 BC provides a terminus post quem for 
the execution of the room’s frescoes.  

Besides the literary references, other bits of circumstantial evidence suggest a connection 
between Livia and the villa at Prima Porta. Archaeologists discovered a lead pipe with the name 
“Tiberius” (Livia’s son and Augustus’ stepson) on the site; a bronze inscription found in 1909 by 
the banks of the Tiber and dated to the reign of Trajan records three imperial estates or praetoria 
located in close proximity to each other: Fidenatium, Rubrensium, and Gallinarum Albarum.71 The 
association of the three estates suggests that the Rubrensium must have been located in the area 
around Livia’s villa ad Gallinas albas, but the inscription obviously lacks an explicit reference or 
physical link to the specific villa at Prima Porta. The discovery of the Augustus Prima Porta 
statue has also persuaded many scholars that this is in fact the villa of Livia; for, although being 
in possession of a statue of the emperor was not necessarily limited to the imperial couple alone, 
the Prima Porta one is of such exceptional quality and still remains the finest marble cuirassed 
portrait to have survived from antiquity. Swedish archaeologists Peter Liljenstolpe and Allan 
Klynne, who have dug the most recently at the site, concede that although the identification with 
Livia is not completely secure, the villa at Prima Porta is the only major villa (covering at least 
14,000 m2) found on the Via Flaminia and in the area surrounding the ninth milestone.72  

Beyond this collection of evidence, there has yet to be discovered conclusive, material 
evidence for a secure identification with Livia. Most scholars who have worked on the villa at 
Prima Porta proceed under the assumption that this is indeed the one owned by Livia. While 
such an identification of this villa with Livia’s villa is tempting, and perhaps even likely, my 
forthcoming analysis does not depend on a relationship between this villa and Augustus’ wife.  

 
 
 

                                                
69 Pliny HN 15.40.136-7; Suetonius (Galba I), refers to it as Livia’s Veientanum. See: Flory 1988. 
70 Pliny HN 15.136-7: villa Caesarum fluvio Tiberi imposita iuxta nonum lapidem Flaminiae Viae quae ob id vocatur Ad gallinas; 
Suet. Galba I: “ut hodieque ea villa ‘ad gallinas’ vocetur;” Dio Cass. 48.52. 
71 CIL 6.3763: M VLPI AVG (L)IB DIADVMEN/NI PROCPRAETORI FIDE/NATIVM ET RVBRENSIVM/ET 
GALLINAR ALBARVM SA/CRVM QVAE PRAESTVEST VSI/BVS CAESARIS N. Transcription from Vaglieri 
1910; Calci and Messineo 1984, 15; Klynne 2002, 11-12. Reeder (2001) posits that the bronze plaque may have been 
attached to a boat carrying products from the imperial country estates to Rome (30-31).  
72 Klynne and Liljenstolpe 2000. 
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The Argument 
The argument that follows suggests that the subterranean Garden Room, undoubtedly built by a 
significant late Republican figure, represents the translation of and interaction with imagery and 
ideas found throughout Roman culture at the moment of the late Republic. This imagery, in 
turn, inflected the activities that went on in the space.  

While there is no conclusive archaeological evidence for its function, the room is 
commonly believed to be a summer triclinium, or dining room, because of its size and shape.73 
This identification is further corroborated by the fact that it had been specially constructed 
underground, which would make it a pleasant cool space for dining during the summer heat; and 
there are numerous other sites that attest to the Romans’ penchant for constructing such 
spaces.74 In this particular case, however, the underground construction of this room, with the 
staircase leading down to it, makes it a species of grotto (an effect reinforced by the cave-like 
rendering of the rocky edges of the ceiling), and artificial grottoes were primarily constructed for 
dining.75  

I investigate the iconography of the Garden Room in four respects. First, I provide a 
close reading of the frescoes and advocate a new approach to interpreting its imagery. By 
focusing on the whole fresco cycle and not just individual elements, we shall see how the 
decorative program creates an imagined living world in which trees and plants assume the 
compositional roles usually filled by architecture and works of art. Together, the various garden 
elements combine to provide a form of “green architecture.” 

Second, I look at these frescoes in conjunction with contemporary discourses about the 
newly declared aurea aetas, or “Golden Age” under Augustus. Any discussion of the aurea aetas 
must inevitably engage with early Augustan poetry, and especially the authors Vergil and Ovid. 
In particular, Ovid’s narrative about the agricultural god Vertumnus provides a brilliant parallel 
to the painted imagery. For when we read its iconography alongside Ovid, we shall see a shared 
interest in Rome’s primitive beginnings, the ideas of fertility and cultivation, and the importance 
of labor (labor) in Roman attitudes towards the natural world.  

Third, I examine the representation of birds (an undervalued motif in the composition) 
and explore how they create a fantastical dining space akin to that of Varro’s aviary. Finally, in 
the last section of this chapter, I look at the role of these same plants and animals in discourses 
about semblance and illusionism itself. Thus, against this cool backdrop of lush and verdant 
walls, the luxurious and pleasurable living of villa life is interwoven with, and inseparable from, 
each of these broader currents in Augustan culture. We shall see how the Garden Room 
epitomizes a peculiar Roman desire to take the natural world and the vestiges of primeval life 
and incorporate them into contemporary life—in effect, the construction of “green 
architecture.”   

My primary aim in each of these sections is to illuminate the Garden Room by looking at 
literature and showing how both painting and literature capture and preserve certain 
experiences. By attempting to recapture these experiences—whether pleasures, preoccupations, 
or anxieties—I hope to demonstrate not only how the literature of this period of Roman history 

                                                
73 E.g., Reeder (2001): “There have been various attempts in the past to define the architectural type of the ‘garden 
room’ as ‘grotto-hall’ or ‘grotto-sanctuary,’ underground nymphaeum, specus aestivus or recessus aestivus, further specified as 
cubiculum, or triclinium, with the term recessus aestivus in more favor recently” (35).  
74 Romans dined in other cool places such as in the center of artificial ponds (e.g., the Villa of Tiberius at Sperlonga) and 
close to nymphaea or fountains (e.g., the praedia of Julia Felix at Pompeii). 
75 On the caves and artificial grottoes (operosa antra), see: Lavagne 1988. 
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informs our understanding of the Garden Room, but also, in turn, how the Garden Room 
undoubtedly enriches our appreciation of the complexities of the literature, and encourages us to 
look at familiar texts through a new, art historically-refracted lens.  

 
 
The Garden Room  
In order to better understand the paintings and their context, let us examine the room and its 
design in greater detail. In 1951, the frescoed walls of the Garden Room were relocated to and 
entirely reconstructed within the Museo Nazionale Romano delle Terme in Rome. In the 1990s, 
the paintings were subsequently transferred to the Palazzo Massimo in Rome.76 In its original 
context, however, this subterranean chamber was reached by a flight of stairs (roughly ten steps 
down from the ancient first floor level of the villa, in Heinrich Brunn’s estimation).77 This 
stairway, vaulted and frescoed in dark blue or black, led down to a vestibule with a travertine 
threshold and a white and black mosaic floor. To the right of this vestibule were two additional 
rooms decorated very plainly; to the left was the arched doorway to the Garden Room (Fig. 2.6). 

Upon crossing through this arched doorway, the visitor, facing west, entered a large 
rectangular room. Measuring 5.9 meters in width and 11.7 meters in length, it was painted in a 
consistent and continuous fresco cycle showing an illusionistic garden scene (Figs. 2.1-2; 7-8).78  
Above the two short walls on the north-south axis (panels II and V, after Mabel Gabriel’s 
scheme) would have been lunette windows. The door on the eastern wall was the single point of 
entry (measuring 2.12 meters high and 1.43 meters wide) and divided the long eastern wall in 
half (panels VI and I).79 In 1863, Brunn wrote in his excavation notes that the room’s opus sectile 
floor showed signs of ancient destruction or spoliation. But, in his 1932 excavation report, Sulze 
noted that only pieces of the framing for it remained and concluded that this marble flooring (an 
uncommon material for pavement in the period in which the frescoes would have been 
executed) was later in date than them and probably installed during the empire.80 The height 
from the floor to the springing of the barrel vault was 3 meters, and 5.16 meters to the apex of 
the vault.81  

Highly detailed plasterwork decorated the vaulted ceiling.82 In rectangular panels with 
alternating blue and white backgrounds, winged victories stand atop tall, thin candelabra. Blue 
molding frames the white panels, while red molding frames the blue ones (Fig. 2.9). Although 
none of the panels has survived intact, twelve fragments survive from the long wall opposite the 
entrance, and nineteen from the entrance wall. Sadly no fragments remain of the stuccowork on 
the two short walls. Although not visible today and only evident in an 1891 colored engraving, a 

                                                
76 For the contemporary account of this transfer and restoration, see: Cagiano de Azevedo 1953. 
77 Brunn 1863. 
78 The closest parallels to this completely immersive illusionistic space may be the Minoan “Spring” fresco from Akrotiri, 
Santorini (ca. 1550-1500 BC), and the Etruscan “Tomb of the Hunter” (Fourth century BC). 
79 Behind the layer of fresco were roof tiles placed vertically and held together by iron cleats. Measuring 61 by 44 
centimeters, the tiles were arranged in five rows on most of the Garden Room walls. Behind these tiles was a wall of opus 
incertum of stones like peperino. The same opus incertum formed the structure around the lunette windows near the barrel 
vault (Gabriel 1955, 5). 
80 Brunn 1863, 81; Sulze 1932, 186. 
81 Gabriel 1955, 3. 
82 Some scholars posit that the stucco panels were added at a later date. Emily Wadsworth (1924) dates them to be 
slightly later than those in the Villa under the Farnesina in Rome (35); Reeder 2001, 109-119. 
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thin molding of white stucco in a leaf pattern on a blue background divided the vault from the 
painted garden paintings below.83 

The beautifully executed and luxurious stucco vault would have formed an appropriate 
frame for the exquisite illusionistic garden paintings. An artfully balanced scene of trees, shrubs, 
flowers, and bird-life forms the composition of the painted walls (Figs. 2.10-11). Three 
horizontal bands of space divide the walls into separate sections at different degrees of recession 
from the viewer.84  

The foreground, the area closest to the viewer, consists of a dirt path and a low, 
latticework fence that stands open on the north and south sides (panels II and V). A tidy grass 
promenade, or ambulatio, between the woven-wicker fence and an ornamental stone parapet 
behind comprises the middle ground of the composition. Along this grassy walk and against the 
stone wall, a repeating pattern of individual irises, hart’s tongue fern, and ivy and violets 
intertwined around wooden stakes, encircles the room at regular intervals. Where these small 
plants and flowers do not appear, six large recesses in the stone parapet isolate and enclose 
several near-life size trees. Two pairs of evergreen spruces appear along the east and west walls 
(panels I, VI, III, IV). On the south wall stands an oak tree (panel II), and on the north, a pine 
(panel V). These six isolated trees dominate and balance the overall composition. Placed in 
prominent positions in the recessed spaces of the fictive garden’s low stonewall, these trees, 
evenly spaced out throughout the room’s painted program, stand almost like framed statues. 
The enclosing three walls of the recess in the marble parapet function as visual cues and draw 
the viewer’s attention to them.  

The third band of horizontal space, the furthest from the viewer, provides a background 
of a wonderfully dense mass of lush flowers, trees, and bushes. Summer poppies, roses, 
periwinkles, daisies, and chrysanthemums droop lazily over the stone parapet (Fig. 2.12).85 These 
flowers, located haphazardly in the area immediately behind the stone parapet (unlike the regular 
placement of iris and fern plants), add a variety of color to the room. Shrubs include oleander, 
laurel, viburnum, myrtle, and box. Towering cypress trees and date palms punctuate this 
otherwise sprawling, dense foliage with their verticality, and the late autumn fruits of several 
quince and pomegranate trees offer flashes of bright red and golden color (Figs. 2.12-13). While 
elements nearer to the viewer in the fore- and middle ground appear in sharp focus, the edges of 
the plant forms filling this background section become noticeably softer and hazier—eventually 
appearing to fade into the background. This atmospheric perspectival technique, creating a sense 
of recession, contributes to the impression of depth and three-dimensionality. But it also imbues 
the space with something less tangible or quantifiable: it produces an atmosphere that almost 
seems to shimmer and to possess a vaporous, numinous quality. Even today, beneath the 
humming artificial lights of the Palazzo Massimo museum display, the effect is stunning.  

Brilliant blue fills the band of sky behind all these trees and plants. At the very top of the 
garden-scape, a continuous trim of gray, rough-edged, triangular forms caps the painted 
composition (Fig. 2.14). Scholars have identified these curious shapes as either stalactites, 
suggesting the painted garden was located in a grotto, or the edge of a thatched roof made of 

                                                
83 Antike Denkmäler 1891, pl. 11. 
84 For alternative discussions of the garden room paintings, see: Möller 1890; Michel 1980, 376 no. 12; Andreae 1988.  
85 Reeder (2001) argues the types of flowers represented are those specifically used in wedding ceremonies, and thus the 
painted program of the Garden Room commemorated Livia’s marriage to Octavian in 38 BC (88). 
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reeds and stucco (a technique called incannuciata in Italy today).86 Whether made of stone or 
thatch, the rough-edged forms are not depicted as connected to any cave walls or architectural 
supports. In this way, the four walls of the Garden Room are painted to appear wondrously 
open. Finally, in a playfully random manner, a great variety of birds populates and animates the 
composition throughout. 

The fictive light illuminating the trees and plants emanates from multiple directions. In 
antiquity, the paintings would have been visible in the natural light entering from the two lunette 
windows on the north and south sides and by oil lamps. It is a dazzling and luminous space and, 
because of its astonishing verisimilitude, one easily gets lost in the illusion.87 But what inspired it 
all, in a period in which fictive architecture dominated the design of domestic wall painting?  
Furthermore, what kind of experience did it create for its viewers?  

In interpreting the Garden Room, scholars have attempted to decipher its subject matter 
by treating each detail as a sign to be decoded. In doing so, they have proposed all manner of 
symbolic correlations between specific elements and other motifs related to religion, mythology, 
and aspects of Augustan ideology.88 Most scholarly attention has been dedicated to the trees, 
namely the six highlighted ones and some located in the dense background.89 The most striking 
of all the trees depicted in the room is the oak, or quercus, on the south wall (Fig. 2.15). The 
realistic and extensive detail granted this particular tree marks it as special, and the oak tree 
indeed occupied a privileged position in Roman culture, and in Augustan culture more 
specifically. In Vergil, Aeneas discovers beneath oak trees the white sow that had been 
prophesied to him by the god, Tiberinus.90 Livy explains that the first temple to Jupiter Feretrius 
on the Capitoline was near an oak tree, to which Romulus had attached the spolia opima.91 
Augustus’ civica corona, granted to him by the senate in 27 BC and affixed to his door, was woven 
of oak leaves.92 Finally, the Vestal virgins used two oak twigs to light the sacred fire in the 
Temple of Vesta in the Forum every March.93 

The pine (pinus) also held significance in both Roman culture and Augustan literature 
(Fig. 2.16). Metonymically, in poetry the pine represented ship building.94 In Ovid, Cybele’s Attis 
was granted immortality by being transformed into a pine tree (Met. 10.103-5) and the 
celebrations in March that commemorated the introduction of the Magna Mater cult into Rome 
involved activities with both the tree and its needles.95 But the Magna Mater cult, let alone ship 
building, seem very distant from the pleasant peacefulness of the Garden Room. 

                                                
86 Brunn 1863, 83; Gabriel 1955, 7. Gabriel (1955) cites a parallel in the peristyle garden painting of the House of Orpheus 
in Pompeii, which, in a colored nineteenth-century reproduction, shows yellow and brown “rocklike” features painted 
along the top of the garden scenes. 
87 Gabriel (1955) meticulously analyzes each wall, identifying the various “hands” and their individual skill; the most 
expertly done walls, e.g., the south wall with the oak and the north wall with the pine, are done by someone Gabriel calls 
“the master” and his pupils (28-31). 
88 E.g., Gabriel 1955. Barbara Kellum (1994) writes: “the plantings in the Garden Room serve as complex units of 
meaning, visual elements that offer multiple associations to individual viewers” (218); Reeder 2001, 35-44, 75-107. 
89 Reeder (2001) argues that the paintings represent a sacred lucus, or grove full of arbores felices, and individual trees are 
furthermore linked to specific female divinities (91-102). 
90 Verg. Aen. 8.41ff. 
91 Livy 1.10. 
92 Res Gestae 34; Dio Cass. 53.16.4; Curran and Williams 1981. 
93 Frazer 1929, 170. 
94 E.g., Verg. Ecl. 4.37-41, hinc, ubi iam firmata uirum te fecerit aetas,/ cedet et ipse mari uector, nec nautica pinus / mutabit merces; 
Ov. Met. I.94-96, nondum caesa suis, peregrinum ut viseret orbem, /montibus in liquidas pinus descenderat undas. 
95 Ov. Met. 10.103-5. Beard 1996. 
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Trees appearing in the background of the composition also carry their own symbolism in 
Roman culture. The palm tree (palma) suggested victory and live palms were planted on the 
Palatine in the Augustan era to symbolize the rebirth of the Roman state. In the realm of myth, 
both Apollo and Artemis-Diana were born under a palm tree on the island of Delos.96 Because 
of its association with the goddess Venus, the quince emblematized love and fidelity (Pliny HN 
15.119-21; Ov. Fasti 4.869-70). The pomegranate, connected to Chthonic and vegetation 
goddess, Proserpina, denoted both fertility and immortality.97 And so on, and so on. 

It is the painted laurel trees of the Garden Room, however, that have also attracted the 
most scholarly consideration and their symbolism becomes the key—for some interpreters—to 
unlocking the meaning of its iconography.98 Although not highlighted in the same way as the 
oak and the pine, the laurel trees are abundant throughout the composition and appear in the 
dense foliage of the background. The laurel tree (laurus) appears prominently in Augustan 
iconography as another symbol of victory and was used in the imperial triumphal wreaths of the 
Julio-Claudian emperors; those boughs of laurel, furthermore, supposedly were cut from the 
laurel grove at Livia’s villa. Laurel also symbolized the link between Augustus and the god 
Apollo. But to what extent were these very specific arboreal associations in the minds of both 
the owner of this villa and the visitors to the Garden Room? 

Admittedly, the particularities of the villa at Prima Porta do corroborate, at least to a 
certain extent, the significance scholars have placed on the laurel. Recent excavations of the villa 
by the Swedish Institute have revealed the remains of an elaborate laurel grove that was 
surrounded by a porticus of brick-constructed Corinthian columns and included a Euripus water 
feature.99 We might imagine that the presence of the laurel grove must also have inflected the 
experience of the Garden Room’s illusionistic garden. The relationship between the two sorts of 
gardens—the painted and the living—was a playful conceit, and reveals a Roman fascination 
with the interplay between illusion and reality (a topic to which I shall return in the chapters that 
follow). But the Garden Room, as we shall see, is also coherent and intelligible as a space, in and 
of itself.  

In dealing with the iconography of the Garden Room, however, I disagree with the way 
in which scholars have privileged certain iconographic details (e.g., the oak, laurel) over others. 
While the oak and pine tree occupy prominent positions in the composition, the palm and 
quince trees do not, and instead appear alongside many other plants in the densely packed 
background. Additionally, four of the six emphasized trees are seemingly prosaic spruces (piceae 
glaucae) (Fig. 2.17) and no scholar has been able to find much to say about their symbolism at all.  

This type of selective reading of the evidence is methodologically unsatisfactory and, in 
certain instances, even far-fetched. Many of these readings begin from the false premise that 
these painted domestic images can be read like Augustan official monuments. In this way, these 
recent ideological readings of the Garden Room deprive the space of its own internal meaning, 
and make it only intelligible as a corollary to a public or political monument such as the Ara 
Pacis. Therefore, instead of reading one-to-one correspondences between flora and fauna in the 
Garden Room and Roman religion or Augustan propaganda, I suggest a different tack: let us 

                                                
96 Hymn. Hom. Ap.  
97 Hymn. Hom. Cer.; Verg. Aen. 4.696-99; Ov. Met. 5.530 ff. 
98 Flory 1995, 52-57; Kellum 1994. 
99 For an account of excavations of the gardens, see: Liljenstolpe and Klynne 2000.  
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examine the entire program first and how its details fit into its overarching design, paying close 
attention to not only iconography, but also formal and compositional choices as well.  

 
 

Gardens, Architecture, and Green Architecture  
As a decorative ensemble, the Garden Room possesses formal and stylistic characteristics that 
emblematize several features of Second Pompeian Style of wall painting: the dissolution of the 
wall, spatial recession, and illusionistic vistas into a green space beyond the wall.100 But the ways 
in which the room departs from other examples of comparable painted programs directly 
correlate with how it thematizes nature, architecture, the garden, and the natural world.  

First, although constructed in a period of wall painting dominated by fictive architecture, 
the room conspicuously features no architectural elements such as projecting pavilions, 
colonnades, and entablatures to provide shape and structure. Additionally, there is no 
architecture framing sacro-idyllic or mythological pinakes, or panel paintings, in a fictive painting 
gallery (pinacotheca), a distinctive design feature that emerges in the later Second Style. Instead, 
the “living” tree and plant elements perform the functions of Second Style architecture and 
demarcate the horizontal space on the walls into a scheme loosely based on the canonical 
tripartite division of the First Style (Figs. 2.10-11). The wicker fence and low stone parapet 
function like the horizontal dado; trees and bushes serve as the living, wooden “columns” that 
punctuate and divide the surface of the wall into loosely defined vertical and horizontal units in 
the main zone; and blue sky and a thicket of plants and shrubs replace stone courses of the 
upper zone. (The parapet’s beautifully varied patterns of latticework and imbrication in pink and 
white are even vaguely reminiscent of the illusionistic cut-stone veneer of spaces such as the 
dado of room 4 of the House of the Griffins in Rome, painted around 100-75 BC). 

The depicted garden space is, in fact, highly organized and uniform, despite the subtle 
asymmetries and irregularities of the different plants and trees. Salvatore Settis’ description of 
the décor of the room as the “architettura di giardino” succinctly captures what is striking about 
the nature of the room: here, the emphasis is not so much on the kind of architecture found in 
Roman gardens—from the trellis to stone dining couches—, but the botany itself has provided 
the architecture.101 Therefore, in the Garden Room the “green” elements and motifs of Second 
Style have been amplified, while the architectural ones are minimized.  

Second, not only do trees such as the oak, pine, and spruces serve as the columns 
dividing the different sections of the wall, but they also operate as the central decorative focal 
points, in very much the same way as the fictive panel paintings in rooms such as the so-called 
tablinum of the House of Livia on the Palatine (ca. 30 BC) and the cubicula of the Villa under the 
Farnesina in Rome (ca. 20 BC). The organization of the south wall loosely follows the typical 
vertical tripartite division of the wall in Roman painting, but accomplishes this through the use of 
a quince and pomegranate tree to frame and highlight the central oak, which stands noble and 
dignified in its niche. As pictorial centerpieces, these six focal trees dominate the space.  

The pine and the oak in particular (probably executed by a painter more skilled than the 
those responsible for large sections of the east and west walls featuring the four spruce trees) are 
given specific characteristics—almost like individuated personality traits—, and in great detail 
(Figs. 2.15-16). The painter has used near-photorealistic lighting and detail to further emphasize 

                                                
100 See Ch. 1 for bibliography relating to the utility and limitations of Mau’s late nineteenth-century framework.  
101 Settis 2008, 5. 
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the oak’s privileged status in this composition; the sunlight brightly glints off a cluster of leaves 
on the left side of the tree. In this very literal and formal way, these trees are highlighted. But 
there is humility to the oak as well, evident in its asymmetrical and imperfect appearance: on the 
left, one sagging, bent bough grazes the tops of pink roses growing behind the stone balustrade. 
This oak tree, set off and framed by the stone parapet and imbued by the painter with a 
numinous quality, is a work of art. In this way, the design of the Garden Room is a successful 
and hypnotizing evocation of a natural location. Although loosely adhering to the strategies and 
syntax of Second Style wall painting, it dramatically abandons this style’s characteristic 
vocabulary and substitutes trees for both its fictive architecture and central focal elements. In 
this room, plants and trees both frame and are framed. 

Both ancient and modern architectural histories theorize that the basic morphology of 
the column originated in the imitation of the tree trunk.102 In this way, early humans generated 
primitive architecture from what was easily observable in nature’s own design. In the case of the 
Garden Room, this linear progress of architectural development has reverted: trees have taken 
back their role from the architectural column. Although these trees do not function as structural 
supports, they supply visual structure to the pictorial composition.  

Moreover, I suggest that there are further hints of a charming “regression” in the 
architectural history seen here: on the north wall, the acanthus plant growing upwards around 
the base of the pine tree might playfully remind the viewer of the aetiology of the capital of the 
Corinthian column, which Vitruvius recounts in his De Architectura (ca. 75-ca. 15 BC) (Fig. 2.18). 
Vitruvius (4.1.9-10) writes that at some time in the distant past, a nurse left on the tomb of a 
young virgin a basket containing some of the girl’s possessions and placed a stone tile over it to 
protect the contents. Soon an acanthus plant grew up from the base of the basket and all along 
the exterior of the basket, creating the form that would become the distinctive capital of the 
Corinthian order (Fig. 2.19). A combination of acanthus leaves, palmettes, twisting curls, and 
volutes, the capital represented a shift back to a nature-derived architectural vocabulary that 
exuded life and energy.103 Although emerging spontaneously in the late fifth century BC at the 
Temple of Apollo Epikourios at Bassae and seen again in the fourth century at the Temple of 
Alea Athena at Tegea, at Rome the Corinthian order was most memorably used in Augustus’ 
later Temple to Mars Ultor. But the Garden Room design inverts Vitruvius’ story, and this 
acanthus plant grows at the base of this pine tree-column, thereby turning his architectural 
history literally on its head.104  

The development from tree to column, and perhaps the slippage between tree and column, 
finds a place in Vitruvius’ architectural theory, too. In writing about the origins of certain 
architectural forms, Vitruvius explains how looking to nature provides us with the underlying 
principle for the proportions of columns (De Arch. 4.1.6-8):  

 
Non minus quod etiam nascentium oportet imitari naturam, ut in arboribus teretibus, abiete, cupresso, 
pinu, e quibus nulla non crassior est ab radicibus, dein decrescendo proceditur in altitudinem naturali 
contractura peraequata nascens ad cacumen. Ergo si natura nascentium ita postulat, recte est constitutum 
et altitudinibus et crassitudinibus superiora inferiorum fieri contractiora. 

                                                
102 For an example of a modern account of this type of architectural development, see: Rykwert 1981. 
103 Stewart 2008, 216-17; 255. 
104 The history of architecture and primitive architecture were topics of intense interest during the Augustan era. Emily 
Gowers (2005) has argued that the poet, Ovid, provides a fantastic condensed architectural history in his narrative of 
Baucis and Philemon in his epic Metamorphoses.  
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No less should one imitate the nature of things that grow, just as in the case with slender 
trees, like firs, cypresses, pines, each of which is thicker above the roots. Then, 
diminishing as it rises upwards and naturally and equally tapering as it grows toward the 
top. Therefore if nature requires this of things that grow, it is the right arrangement that 
what is above is less than what is on the bottom, in respect to both height and thickness. 

 
Vitruvius’ discussion establishes an organic development from tree trunk to column: the natural 
proportions found in the tree are appropriated to form the rationale for the proportions for 
manmade building forms. Additionally, the “slender” trees singled out by Vitruvius in his 
analogy find pictorial equivalents in the slim, elegant aesthetics of the pine, spruces, and 
cypresses of the Garden Room.105  

The question becomes, then, why were Romans at this moment in time interested in this 
natural, primitive architecture—this green architecture? To better understand this “green” 
impulse, let us now look to some of the Latin literature produced in the same era as the Garden 
Room. For it is in Augustan poetry that we shall see Roman thinking at work—and, in the case 
of Ovid, at play, too. 

 
 

The Golden Age: Time and Nature in Vergil and Ovid 
The association of Augustan age poetry and the Garden Room imagery has formed one of the 
principal modes of interpretation and most treatments of the room engage with this literature in 
an attempt to contextualize it and its place within Augustan culture.106 But I will use literature a 
bit differently, as a means not only to provide contextualization but also to give access—and 
life—to the space. Not simply artifacts of their time, these decorative frescoes are constituent 
parts of Roman life, and ought to be treated as such. How did they affect and impact Romans? 
To consider the themes and preoccupations in Augustan literature alongside the Garden Room 
is to inject life—the delights, desires, and fixations of Romans at this moment in time—into it, 
and allows us to better comprehend better not only the motivations behind the design, but also 
the experience of the room as a space. We shall see that the kinds of effects sought by the poet 
can be seen in the mechanisms at work in the décor of the Garden Room, too.  

While in the previous chapter I dismissed straightforward connections between 
Augustan age garden painting and its pastoral literature, the ubiquity and pervasiveness of the 
notion of the Golden Age, or aurea aetas—along with the attendant ideas of fertility, prosperity, 
and earthly abundance—are impossible to ignore in the context of the Garden Room, a space 

                                                
105 This impulse is linked to the way in which Romans translated into paint motifs borrowed from Roman bronze and 
marble furnishings, which often featured vegetal and natural forms. On this relationship between these painted motifs 
and Roman furniture (See Ch. 1 discussion of Yerkes 2005 and 2000). On vegetal motifs in general, see also: Sauron 
2000. 
106 E.g., Gabriel 1955; Kellum 1994. Viewing wall painting and writing as coincidental phenomena in the same historical 
moment is a tantalizing and compelling prospect, and there has been significant work done in this area (E.g., Leach 
1988). Few would argue, I think, that the two artistic responses to the Augustan period still ought to be treated in 
isolation. Additionally, probably no period in Roman history has been as thoroughly studied as the Augustan age, making 
an object like the Garden Room an important document and one indeed implicated in a whole series of discussions 
focused on the Augustan period in Roman history.  
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exploding in verdant plant life.107 In this period in which rural religion and the hero-farmer were 
celebrated, the touchstones of Augustus’ Golden Age iconography remain the Ara Pacis Augustae 
(Altar of Augustan Peace) and the poetry of Vergil. The so-called Tellus panel on the Ara Pacis 
and the elaborate acanthus vine panels below it testify to the ideological significance of fertility 
imagery within then princeps’ broader program promoting the aurea aetas; motifs such as vine 
scrolls serve as abridged symbols of Augustan fecundity (Fig. 2.20).108 An abbreviated form of 
the Tellus figure also appears on the cuirass of the Prima Porta Augustus statue, found in the 
vicinity of the Garden Room’s entrance.  

But before returning to the garden frescoes specifically, let us unpack the concept of the 
Golden Age in Roman thought, by looking through the lens of two Augustan poets responsible 
for the fleshing out its imagery and rhetoric, namely, Vergil and Ovid. Before them, the idea of 
an ideal “golden” period appears for the first time in the Greco-Roman tradition in Hesiod’s 
account of the metallic ages of men in the Works and Days.109 Most likely adopted from the Near 
East, Hesiod’s story of the “golden race” of men (109-20), however, had little impact on 
subsequent Greek culture.110 For the Greeks, the earliest periods of human history—even those 
considered positive, such as that of the golden genos—were simply less good than the present 
and it was the Greeks’ embrace of science and the principle of progress that brought them from 
those early, worse times to the better, present time. In contrast, the Romans believed in the 
exactly opposite cultural trajectory: civilization, in their view, devolved from an ideal natural state, 
and technology and science often were seen as corrupting forces.111 The propagation of the 
myth of “the fall” had a certain utility for Augustus, whose singular leadership would have 
seemed indispensable at a time of extreme upheaval and crisis.112   

The fourth Eclogue of Vergil (70-19 BC) is the first instance in which the idea of the 
Golden Age is invoked, and was written at the time of the fragile truce, reached in Brundisium 
in 40 BC, between two powerful rivals, Octavian and Antony.113 But instead of the notion of the 
aetas, or age, Vergil borrows Hesiod’s idea of the “golden race” (gens aurea, 9), and it is not until 
Ovid that we see the idea of Golden Age expressed as an “aetas”. Throughout the poem 
describes the natural world of the impending Golden race (18-20; 28-30; 39-41):  

 
At tibi prima, puer, nullo munuscula cultu 
errantis hederas passim cum baccare tellus 

                                                
107 The seminal work on this topic is Zanker 1988, 167-193. For additional analyses relating to the Garden Room and the 
political and social ideology and iconography of the Augustan age, through monuments like the Ara Pacis, see also: 
Simon 1986; Förtsch 1989; Sauron 1994, 571-73; Kellum 1994. 
108 On the vegetal and abundance imagery of the Ara Pacis in the lower panels, see: Castriota 1995. David Castriota 
argues these elements function as “metonyms” linked to particular divinities not shown on the frieze panels. See also 
Michael Koortbojian’s (1997) critical review of Castriota. 
109 On Hesiod’s originality, see: Baldry 1952; Griffiths 1958. For the locus classicus on ancient primitivism, see: Lovejoy 
and Boas 1935. 
110 Feeney 2007. 
111 Feeney (2007) observes: “We find a powerful tradition of representing the past as fundamentally more free, desirable, 
and easy than the present, and of representing the present as radically worse than the past, in a decline from the state of 
nature” (112). 
112 For the social function of the Golden Age idea and Augustus’ role, see: Wallace-Hadrill 1982. 
113 For Vergil’s Eclogues and the Golden Age, see: Ryberg 1958. Although scholarship on the Eclogues is immense, the 
following are examples of the standard general studies: Rose 1942; Putnam 1970; Leach 1974; Van Sickle 1978; Alpers 
1979.  
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mixtaque ridenti colocasia fundet acantho…                  
 
molli paulatim flavescet campus arista 
incultisque rubens pendebit sentibus uva 
et durae quercus sudabunt roscida mella…  
 
… omnis feret omnia tellus. 
Non rastros patietur humus, non vinea falcem; 
Robustus quoque iam tauris iuga solvet arator;      

 
But for you, child, the earth, uncultivated, will pour forth its first small gifts, ivy wandering 
with baccharis everywhere and Egyptian bean flowers mingled with the smiling acanthus… 
The plain will grow yellow-gold little by little with tender wheat, ruddy grape clusters hang 
from the wild bramble, and the hard oaks drip with dewy honey… Every bit of earth will 
bear everything. The ground will suffer not the plow, the vine not the scythe, and the rugged 
ploughman will loosen the yoke from the bulls. 

 
Vergil emphasizes the image of completeness and fullness (omnis…omnia, 39), in which nothing 
will be lacking. The absence of the tools of cultivation—the plow, scythe, and yoke—becomes 
the symbol of the Golden Age; for without any human intervention (nullo cultu, incultis), the earth 
spontaneously and of its own volition will produce its fruit and often in unlikely places (e.g., 
honey from oak trees, grapes from brambles). But Vergil’s notion of the Golden Age (expressed 
as a Golden race), presents a complicated picture of time: with verbs in the future tense (e.g., 
feret, patietur, solvet), Vergil informs his contemporary Roman audience that the original Golden 
Age is something to which they will return in the future—their past is their future. Humans will 
soon abandon agriculture, which originally marked the post-lapsarian world, and return to this 
former state of nature—a Vergilian innovation. Published sometime between 42 and 39 BC, 
Vergil’s Eclogues promote a vision of the Golden Age more than a decade before Augustus’ own 
program after 27 BC of artistic and religious archaism. 

The idea of the obsolescence of agriculture in the Golden Age ideal, however, presented 
to the Romans a particularly thorny model for human interaction with nature. Present-day 
Romans are to long for that time when Nature gave of herself spontaneously, while at the same 
time celebrate their origins as skilled farmers and return to a life of farming in order to combat 
contemporary corruption. The schizophrenia seen in these “decline” and “progress” narratives 
permeates Latin authors throughout the period.114  

Vergil’s particular characterization of nature in another set of poems, the Georgics, 
however, appears to be both of the Golden Age and contemporary. The Georgics, which purports 
to be a didactic agricultural manual in verse, showcases Roman ingenuity in harnessing the 
powers of nature and celebrates the hearty life of the Roman farmer (and to a certain extent, the 
gardener, too).115 It also captures, in astonishing—and at times mind-numbing—detail, the toil 
and struggles of the contemporary Roman farmer. At first glance, the first Georgic closely follows 
                                                
114 Denis Feeney (2007) concludes that the Golden Age and its characteristic “rural nostalgia” is the time of the 
“paradoxical place of human beings in nature, as simultaneously guilty violators of nature and upholders of the 
apparently natural order of agriculture” (121). 
115 For general studies of the Georgics, see: Wilkinson 1969; Putnam 1979; Miles 1980; Ross 1987; Perkell 1989; Farrell 
1991. 
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not only Hesiod’s Golden Age paradigm (WD 117-8), but also Vergil’s own in Eclogues 4.39: 
ipsaque tellus/ omnia liberius nullo poscente ferebat (the earth itself, under no compulsion, was freely 
producing everything, G. 1.127-8). Additional Golden Age elements appear at various moments 
elsewhere in the Georgics (e.g., 2.136, 458-542; 3.537-450). But, into this Golden Age reverie, 
Vergil introduces the important ideas of labor and ars (skill).116  

Roman labor materializes as an important theme in the second Georgic, notably in a 
section in which Vergil details the types of trees that reproduce spontaneously on their own, 
through seeds or roots, or through human propagation (9-34). To describe those trees that 
reproduce spontaneously, he echoes the language of Golden Age of the first Georgic (127): nullis 
hominum cogentibus ipsae/ sponte sua (of its own volition and with no human urging, 10-11). But in 
this instance, Vergil also interleaves the importance of cultus (“cultivation, farming”) and colere 
(“to cultivate”), concepts that abound in the second Georgic (35-37): 

 
Quare agite o proprios generatim discite cultus, 
agricolae, fructusque feros mollite colendo, 
Neu segnes iaceant terrae.         

           
Come and learn the appropriate farming techniques according to kind, farmers, tame 
with cultivation the wild fruits, and let not the earth lie idle. 
 

Here, human skill domesticates wild nature. At the close of the second Georgic, Vergil replaces 
generalizing tellus (earth) of the fourth Eclogue with agricultural rura (countryside), thereby 
implicating humans and the actions of farming. But, this countryside is no less willing to give of 
her fruits: quos rami fructus, quos ipsa volentia rura/sponte tulere sua, carpsit (what fruit the branches, 
what the fields have brought forth of their own free will, he gathers, 500).  

While Vergil could have written a poem similar to a Greek “progress” narrative 
emphasizing technê, instead he produces a narrative that involves labor, but moves in the opposite 
chronological direction: through a poetic sleight of hand in the Georgics, Vergil finds a place for 
the Romans in the Golden Age by both stressing the importance of farmers and bringing them 
into harmony with the Golden Age ideal. In all these ways, the second Georgic demonstrates how 
humans and nature can cooperate, thereby presenting a modified version of the Golden Age—
one that involves labor.117  

As the second Georgic comes to a close, the final stanzas proudly acknowledge the Roman 
people’s core identity as farmers (532-5, 538):  

 
hanc olim veteres vitam coluere Sabini, 
hanc Remus et frater; sic fortis Etruria crevit 
scilicet et rerum facta est pulcherrima Roma, 
septemque una sibi muro circumdedit arces.                
… 

                                                
116 Patricia Johnston (1980) in particular makes the case that Vergil’s creates an “agricultural Golden Age” through the 
reconciliation between and merging of the ideas of freedom from agricultural toil and agriculture as the basis for civilized 
society, thereby creating an ideological basis for Augustan reform. 
117 Traditional treatments of book 2 of the Georgics have fallen primarily into two camps: those readings that advocate a 
positive interpretation of the book (e.g., Otis 1964, Wilkinson 1969), and those readings that see greater complexity and, 
as a result, greater pessimism (e.g., Ross 1987; Thomas 1988).  
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aureus hanc vitam in terris Saturnus agebat;      
 

Such a life the ancient Sabines once led, such a life Remus and his brother, too; thus Etruria 
grew mighty, and Rome became the most beautiful thing in all the world, and she 
surrounded her seven citadels with a wall to make one city… such a life on the earth golden 
Saturn used to live. 

 
Vergil reminds his audience that the Sabines, Romulus and Remus, and the Etruscans, all led the 
life of a farmer—as did even “golden” Saturn, the god of the Golden Age in the fourth Eclogue. 
Absent, too, is agriculture’s link to the notion of the Fall; cultivation, although backbreaking and 
relentless at times in the Georgics, is a boon to man. Vergil’s genealogy of Rome’s mytho-
historical founders explicitly situates Rome’s origins in farming and embeds its foundations in 
the verb colere. While in this instance these historical figures pursue or “cultivate” farming as a 
way of life, in a poem specifically about farming, the agricultural valence of the verb colere is ever-
present. From the first to the second Georgic, however, the status of labor remains somewhat 
ambiguous: its onset saved humans from the sloth of the Golden Age, but it also marked their 
Fall from bliss. Labor solves the problems of humans, but it also brings suffering and toil.118   

One final detail of this section reveals another aspect of Vergil’s new Golden Age in the 
Georgics: the city of Rome, he tells us, surrounds her seven hills with a wall (Roma, 
septemque una sibi muro circumdedit arces). This act of enclosure is not insignificant. Whereas in other 
poems the surrounding of a city with a wall signals the end of the Golden Age and the beginning 
of modern strife, here I would suggest that Rome not only demarcates the space of the city, but 
also defines herself as farm, or even garden space. Because the enclosure of the garden is what in 
many ways marks a space as a garden, Rome in Vergil’s poem in effect becomes a large-scale farm 
or garden, and is first established and defined by the erection of that wall.  

The poet Ovid (43 BC-17 AD), a younger contemporary of Vergil, takes the complexities 
and contradictions embedded in these Golden Age discourses and deploys them with a notable 
degree of purposeful self-consciousness. It is for this reason that I consider Ovid’s Metamorphoses 
an excellent foil to Vergil (and parallel for the Garden Room), for he embraces—and relishes—
the paradoxes inherent in Augustan age notions of an ideal past and the aurea aetas, cultivation, 
gardens, and the Romans’ relationship to nature. At the same time, however, he provides 
something else less political or ideological: while Vergil’s Golden Age passages retain a 
generalizing, generic quality, his descriptions of the Golden Age, its related themes, and its end 
are always bursting with detail, specificity, and color, and reveals the playful, pleasurable side of 
the Golden Age reverie. 

At the start of the Metamorphoses, Ovid presents a picture of the Golden Age similar to 
Vergil’s, but transforms Hesiod and Vergil’s golden “race of men” (genos) into a Golden age 
(aetas) (1.89-150).119 Ovid begins where Hesiod began, describing the creation of the world and a 
time when nature, through its own agency (sponte sua), governs and acts correctly. In the aurea 
aetas, there is no need for navigation of the seas, military and defensive measures, and finally 
agriculture—the three types of technologies that will (and do) signify the Romans’ fall from this 
original state of bliss. Ovid, however, complicates his image of the aurea aetas by already 
projecting farming into this world, through the use of the verbs sata (from serere “to sow”) and 

                                                
118 On the “aetiology of labor”, see: Gale 2000, 62-66. 
119 Galinsky 1981. 
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colebat, which we have already seen in Vergil: Aurea prima sata est aetas, quae vindice nullo, sponte sua, 
sine lege fidem rectumque colebat (“First was sown an age of gold, which, under no coercion and of its 
own free will, without need of laws maintained trust and did what was right”, 89-90). Ovid’s 
choice of the verb serere with aetas is a peculiar one and would have struck his audience as odd;120 
how can an age be “sown”?  

But Ovid expends most of his energy on the description of nature’s initial voluntary and 
unstinting bounty (e.g., per se, nullo cogente) and the absence of the need for human mediation 
(101-6):  

 
ipsa quoque inmunis rastroque intacta nec ullis 
saucia vomeribus per se dabat omnia tellus, 
contentique cibis nullo cogente creatis 
arbuteos fetus montanaque fraga legebant 
cornaque et in duris haerentia mora rubetis                
et quae deciderant patula Iovis arbore glandes.  
     
The earth itself without compulsion, untouched by hoe and wounded by no plough, of itself 
used to give all things. Humans, content with the food created with no one compelling, used 
to gather the arbute fruit, mountain strawberries, cornel-cherries, the mulberries hanging fast 
to tough bramble-thickets, and the acorns that had fallen from the spreading tree of Jupiter.    
 

He singles out two specific tools of farming, the rastrum (hoe) and vomer (plough), which mar, 
wound, and defile the surface of the earth (saucia, intacta); inmunis, although typically translated in 
this passage as “without compulsion,” can also mean “unstained” and “pure,” which, coupled 
with saucia and intacta, further underscores the unblemished wholeness or integrity of the earth in 
the Golden Age. Ovid’s language of human cultivation is tinged both with violence and eros.121  

Here, farming and its implements violate and corrupt, but this threatening violence is 
softened with or mitigated by a vivid description of what fruits the earth provides on its own: 
arbuteos fetus, fraga, corna, mora, and glandes. The variety and richness of strawberries, cornel-
cherries, mulberries, and acorns lend a specificity lacking in Vergil’s fourth Eclogue—and Ovid’s 
description, importantly, also privileges berries found specifically in Italy. Moreover, all of these 
fruits also would have struck Ovid’s contemporary audience as relatively unappetizing for 
reasons of taste, texture, and accessibility: the cornel cherry was essentially an inedible pit; the 
arbute was unpalatable; the thorny brambles of the blackberry diminished its allure.122 The 
acorn, in the semiotics of ancient Roman food history, represents the quintessential fare of 
primeval humans, and its connection to Jupiter here also signals its religious importance. It 
appears again (here as the oak tree, or ilex) towards the end of the section with a fantastic 
description of its miraculous honey production. As glorious as the bountiful abundance of the 
aurea aetas sounds in Ovid’s tale, the actual substance of that abundance leaves much to be 
desired for the palate. 

                                                
120 Anderson 1997, 161. 
121 Wallace-Hadrill (1982) describes Ovid’s tone as “flippant” in regards to “ideas treated as sacred by Virgil or Horace;” 
additionally, Ovid “reverts to the Golden Age theme more frequently than any other Augustan poet, but always 
irreverently” (27), with around twenty-three examples in Ovid’s corpus (Cf. Gatz 1967, 222-3).  
122 Anderson 1997, 162-3. 
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With Ovid fresh in our minds, let us return to the Garden Room at Prima Porta, which 
likewise celebrates the same natural products described in Ovid’s picture of the aurea aetas. 
Dotted throughout the composition berry bushes bear their vibrant red and golden colored fruit. 
Most likely arbute or strawberry plants, these berries lure the neighboring birds with their juicy, 
unevenly textured surfaces (Fig. 2.21). The exquisite oak tree on the south wall, while painted 
without any acorns, similarly not only evokes the presence of Jupiter, but also stands in for a 
primeval human’s first meal. Although Ovid’s description of unappealing Golden Age 
foodstuffs is tongue-in-cheek, the Garden Room presents its berries in a more appetizing 
manner.  

In other ways, Ovid puts into textual form what the room captures visually (1.107-12): 
 
ver erat aeternum, placidique tepentibus auris 
mulcebant zephyri natos sine semine flores; 
mox etiam fruges tellus inarata ferebat, 
nec renovatus ager gravidis canebat aristis 
flumina iam lactis, iam flumina nectaris ibant, 
flavaque de viridi stillabant ilice mella. 
           
It was an eternal spring: with warm breezes, gentle west winds used to soften flowers born 
without seeds. Soon the earth, without being sown, was bearing fruit, and the field, without 
having been renewed by plowing, was hoary with heavy ears of grain. Here, rivers were 
flowing with milk, there, with nectar, and blond honey was dripping from the green oak. 

 
The Garden Room, too, is a veritable ver aeternum. The dynamic postures of birds in the painted 
sky activate and enliven the air; birds caught mid-flight suggest breezes like the calm and tepid 
west winds of Ovid’s Golden Age (placidique tepentibus auris mulcebant zephyri), which, in the 
Garden Room, gently stir chrysanthemums, roses, poppies, and daisies. In addition, these 
multihued flowers are shown in full bloom; like those flowers miraculously produced without 
seeds in Ovid’s tale (natos sine semine flores), the absence of buds or nascent sprouts in the frescoes 
emphasizes the extraordinary nature of these flowers in perpetual full bloom, as if these roses 
and poppies suddenly appeared, fully matured. And just as Vergil did in the fourth Eclogue, Ovid 
underscores the nonexistence of human intervention (e.g., inarata, nec renovatus). Yet fruit (and 
grains) burst forth spontaneously like those in the Garden Room. 

Only later, Ovid tells us, the singular spring is divided into distinct seasons, and it is only 
after this division of time into the four seasons that humans were forced to seek out shelter and 
develop agriculture (121-4): 

 
tum primum subiere domos; domus antra fuerunt 
et densi frutices et vinctae cortice virgae. 
semina tum primum longis Cerealia sulcis 
obruta sunt, pressique iugo gemuere iuvenci.      
 
At that time humans first took shelter in homes; homes were caves, dense thickets, and 
branches bound together with bark. At that time grain seeds were first planted in long 
furrows, and bulls groaned beneath the yoke.  
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Thus, in Ovid’s telling, the necessity of primitive shelter coincides with the invention of 
agriculture—two important evolutionary steps relevant for the Garden Room, as we shall see 
shortly. Therefore, the poem explores both the pre- and post-lapsarian moment, revealing 
Ovid’s interest in not only the transition from one legendary-historical moment to the other, but 
also the ambiguous space between the two.  

It is against this ambivalent, often contradictory, view of an original state of bliss and 
man’s subsequent fall that we should read and understand the Garden Room.123 In truth, as we 
have seen, the world created by it in many ways does not seem unlike the literary picture of the 
aurea aetas of Vergil and especially Ovid: everywhere flowers blossom, fruits burst forth, trees 
and shrubs remain green and vivid—all without regard for individual seasons. Here, no tools of 
man’s involvement appear and nature appears to act and flourish independently. Such a picture 
of brilliant abundance and fecundity truly seems to embody a Golden Age ideal, and it is this 
aspect of the Garden Room that has led scholars to read it as an artifact of Augustus’ Golden 
Age. 

But this is only a partial reading of the iconography of the room. The painter has chosen, 
in fact, not to depict an entirely isolated, untouched picture of nature and its bounty in the 
Hesiodic mode. He hints at the presence of humans with unambiguous signs of domestication 
and intervention: manmade garden elements such as the gilded bird cage, the tidy dirt ambulatio, 
the stone balustrade and wicker fence all remind us that this is far from a completely 
undisturbed natural place. And most importantly, the plantings themselves, too, demonstrate 
assiduous human effort: six trees have been planted at regular distances in the “niches” in the 
surrounding marble wall. Individual flowers also appear in evenly spaced intervals in front of 
this same wall. Additionally, within these existing signs of domestication, even subtler aspects 
emerge: an ivy plant adjacent to the marble balustrade appears to grow wild, but, upon closer 
inspection, the viewer realizes it is actually growing around a small wooden stake, entwined with 
a violet (Fig. 2.22). Labor has produced this “natural” world.  

These man-made elements, although not an especially dominant feature within the 
composition, make clear this is not nature completely untouched by human hands, and reinforce 
the fact that this place has been demarcated as a particular type of mediated natural space: a 
garden. Independently growing pomegranates flourish harmoniously alongside carefully tended 
trees and plants. Although not presented as contradictions in the program, these different 
vignettes of growth celebrate the different manners in which nature’s fecundity is brought about.  

The Garden Room, a space straddling the Golden Age of Vergil’s fourth Eclogue, and, 
because of the signs of human intervention, the agricultural post-lapsarian world, bestrides other 
opposing categories of real and imagined space. Does it depict a mythological world, far 
removed from our own? Or a highly realistic version of a modern garden, very much like the 
laurel grove and garden that could be found only steps away from this subterranean room? Is 
this a picture of agriculture and virtuous country living? Or, is this a pleasure garden and a site 
for indulging in contemporary luxury, since it is housed, after all, in an elite luxury villa setting?  

It is my intent to show how these different facets of the natural world come together in 
the room, and how it becomes the space in which the two aspects of the noun cultus—the 
cultivated and the cultured, the agricultural and the pleasurable—are simultaneously in play. 
Although the Garden Room may stand at the margin of each one of these “natural” worlds, the 
evidence of labor is unambiguous and it is in the ideas of labor and ars that we must seek to 
                                                
123 On the contradictions and inconsistencies in Vergil’s many versions of the Golden Age, see: Perkell 2002. 
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understand Roman ideas about nature. For Roman nature and the garden never seem to be 
without the enhancements of human skill.  

The kinds of contradictions present in the Garden Room and the notion of a human-
enhanced nature, I argue, are in fact central themes dramatized in additional sections of Ovid’s 
Metamorphoses—places not explicitly about the Golden Age. In particular, Ovid’s narrative about 
the god Vertumnus explores ideas regarding nature, labor, and the Golden Age that were 
common to the period, and also pictorialized in the imagery of the Garden Room.  

 
 

Labor  in the Garden: Vertumnus’ Divine Offi c ium   
Accompanying the Golden Age imagery in the Augustan period was an extensive revival of a 
whole collection of old, Italian gods of the countryside. The writings of authors such as 
Dionysius of Halicarnassus and his Ῥωµαϊκὴ Ἀρχαιολογία (or, Roman Antiquities) integrated the 
figures, events, and these rural divinities of early Roman history into the modern landscape of 
Augustus’ Rome. Divinities such as Faunus, Silvanus, Pan, Priapus, Flora and their rural cults 
became subject matter for late Republican and Augustan poets, too.124 The agricultural god, 
Vertumnus, is just one of these rural divinities. But Vertumnus’ specific association with the 
ideas of fruitfulness and cultivation through labor singles him out from related rural gods and 
makes him a particularly useful figure to consider in relation to the Garden Room. 

Ovid adopts the figure of Vertumnus and constructs a mythological narrative around 
him in book 14.623-771 of his Metamorphoses, and, I believe, gestures thematically to the Golden 
Age episode of book 1. Ovid’s Golden Age passage is one of several episodes relating to 
farming, agriculture, and gardening—stories distinct from the poem’s numerous aetiological 
tales about metamorphosis. In my view, the Golden Age and Vertumnus sequences ought be 
read as two programmatic episodes not just about Nature or its bounty, but also cultivation (and 
to a certain degree, about gardens, too). Although his Golden Age primarily stresses the absence 
of cultivation and the story of Vertumnus (and another agricultural deity, Pomona) is explicitly 
about gardening and cultivation, the Golden Age is also a cosmological narrative about the birth 
of agriculture and the Vertumnus episode represents a culmination of agricultural skill. In this 
way, the poet implicitly contrasts the lack of cultivation in the Golden Age with the careful 
cultivation by Pomona at the beginning of Roman history. The Golden Age and Vertumnus-
Pomona stories bracket the Metamorphoses proper, and preface Ovid’s account of Roman history, 
which begins with Romulus and ends with Julius Caesar’s apotheosis into book 15. 

As an agricultural deity—specifically linked to the garden—, Vertumnus is an 
appropriate figure to introduce into the context of the Garden Room. The god became an 
important figure specifically in the Augustan age, and yet, frustratingly little is known about him 
before that time.125 The earliest mention of a shrine of Vertumnus comes in Titus Maccius 
Plautus’ play, the Curculio (ca. 254-184 BC). In his second speech against Verres (ca. 70 BC), 

                                                
124 For a survey of the earliest textual and epigraphic evidence for many of these rural Italian cults and divinities, see: 
Fantham 2009. For a famous skeptical, late Republican view of the worship of these rural divinities and the connection 
to superstition, see: Lucretius, De rerum natura 4.580-9. 
125 For general accounts of Vertumnus, see: Eisenhut 1958, 1669-1687; Radke 1965, 317-20; Small 1997, s. v. 
Vertumnus; Harmon 1986; Simon 1990, 111-12. 
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Cicero mentions a statue of or shrine to the god.126 Although Vertumnus’ origins can be traced 
back to the end of the third century BC, he seems to (re-)emerge spontaneously in the late 
Republican period.  

In his De Lingua Latina, the late Republican writer Varro (116-27 BC) asserts that his 
origins were to be found in Etruria (deus Etruriae princeps) and that he was “princeps”, or the 
leading god of the Etruscans (although elsewhere Varro claims that he was introduced to Rome 
by the Sabine king, Titus Tatius).127 In another ancient source, a consul named M. Fulvius 
Flaccus, having triumphed over the Etruscan Volsinienses, is said to have brought Vertumnus to 
Rome in 264 BC through the ritual of evocatio (the formal process of bringing a foreign tutelary 
god to Rome),128 indicating also that the god had a sanctuary on the Aventine. The Augustan age 
poet Propertius also celebrates the Etruscan roots of the god and confirms that he came from 
the city of Volsinii (4.2).129 Even so, oddly, early epigraphical attestations to his existence appear 
not in Etruria itself but in places such as Umbria and Apulia. Yet whether or not Vertumnus was 
actually originally an Etruscan deity seems of little significance; what is clear from his purported 
Etruscan roots is that he was thought by the Romans to be a god of great antiquity. Romans 
often invoked Etruscan or Sabine origins to lend an air of antiquity to some practice, divinity, 
myth, or etymology.130 Thus, Vertumnus’ venerated, “indigenous” character became a critical 
aspect of not only of his identity, but also the role he plays in Latin writers.131 He materializes at 
this moment in Roman history as a distinct figure—a distinctly Roman or Italian divinity, with 
conspicuous Etruscan origins. 

In all the surviving references, Vertumnus exists as a figure distinct from similar 
“agricultural” types such as the seasons, or Horae, Ops, Flora, and Ceres. Varro tells us that 
Vertumnus’ officium, or divine sphere of influence, included agricultural products and gardens in 
particular, the transformation from one season to the next, and the very process of 
metamorphosis.132 Columella connects him with flower vendors and “vernal products” 
(mercibus… vernis).133 Although Venus is most often the divinity associated with the garden, in the 
Augustan age—in the world in which Propertius and Ovid were circulating—Romans also 
would have been thinking of the garden as the domain of Vertumnus, especially when the 
garden involved was particularly fruitful.134 Thus, unlike the Horae who represent the general 
passage of time, he symbolized those seasons that produced fruit; as Georges Dumézil notes, “It 
is clear that Vortumnus [sic] was not an abstract personification of the flow of time. The seasons 

                                                
126 Quis a signo Vortumni in circum maximum venit quin is uno quoque gradu de avaritia tua commoneretur? (“Who has ever come 
from the statue of Vertumnus into the Circus Maximus, without being reminded with every step of your avarice?,” Verr. 
2.1.154) 
127 Ling. 5.46 and 5.74. See also: Tac. Ann. 4.65; Liv. 2.14; Dion. Hal. 5.36. 
128 Act. Triumph. Capit. for AUC. 490 (CIL I2 p. 172). On Vertumnus’ Etruscan origins, see: Taylor 1923, 152-3.  
129 On Propertius 4.2, see: Suits 1969; Shea 1988; Lindheim 1998; O’Neill 2000. On Propertius and Vertumnus’ Etruscan 
identity, see: Marquis 1974; Pinotti 1983. 
130 On Etruscan identity and literature more generally, see: MacFarlane 1996.  
131 Maurizio Bettini (2010) describes Vertumnus as the god of “no-identity”, additionally emphasizing the ideas of 
changeability, social instability, and commercial exchange.  
132 Ling. 5.46.  
133 Columella, Rust. 10.303-8.  
134 The “Albani relief”, supposedly unearthed at Hadrian’s villa at Tivoli in 1735, shows Hadrian’s beloved Antinous in 
guise of, according to some scholars, Vertumnus with floral crown and holding a garland in his left hand; another statue 
of Antinous in the guise of Vertumnus, shows the youth with the sinus (fold) of his toga filled with first fruits from the 
field and orchards (Vatican Museum, Gregoriano Profano Museum, Inv. 9805). Although suggestive of the iconography 
of Vertumnus, the identifications of these figures as either Antinous or Antinous as Vertumnus are not secure. 
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appropriate to him were the seasons of color and ripeness, summer and autumn, autumnus, 
which may owe the last syllable of its name to him.”135 It is in this fruitful capacity that he finds 
importance here, in relationship to the Garden Room. 

The same enthusiasm for vivid descriptions of fruit characterizes both the Garden Room 
and the poems of Propertius and Ovid, and the era itself encouraged the ritualized celebration of 
agriculture and earthly fertility. As part of the Augustan return to traditional rural values and 
ritual, at some point the Romans began celebrating a festival devoted to Vertumnus, the 
Vertumnalia, on August 13.136 Although he does not achieve the kind of wide-reaching influence 
and longevity as other natural and fertility deities, during the period of the late Republic-early 
Empire he personifies a particular aspect of Augustan prosperity: the idea of abundance, or, 
more specifically, the idea of abundance found in the Roman orchard or garden. In this way, he 
embodies the very idea of fruitfulness in the garden, and, I would stress, it is a very particular type 
of fruitfulness—a carefully cultivated, labor-produced, non-Golden Age fruitfulness.  
 Propertius’s second poem in book 4 of his Elegies is an aetiological account of 
Vertumnus, in which the god himself, in the guise of a statue, poses as the narrator. He 
addresses the passer-by in the following manner: “accipe Vertumni signa paterna dei./Tuscus ego: 
Tuscis orior” (Learn the native insignia of the god Vertumnus. I am Etruscan, born from 
Etruscans, 2-3). Together, his introduction of himself, his origins, and the derivation of his name 
suggest that there was such a need for explanation, and an opportunity for creative poets to 
invent a mythology for the god, attesting to the fact that he was not as well known as other 
Roman or agricultural divinities (10-16):  

 
Vertumnus verso dicor ab amne deus.    
seu, quia vertentis fructum praecepimus anni,      
Vertumni rursus credis id esse sacrum?  
prima mihi variat liventibus uva racemis,      
et coma lactenti spicea fruge tumet;  
hic dulcis cerasos, hic autumnalia pruna      
cernis et aestivo mora rubere die; 
 
A god, I am said to get my name “Vertumnus” from the turning river. Or, is it rather 
because I receive in advance the fruit of the turning year, you believe I am called 
Vertumnus, as the god to whom a sacred offering is made? It is for me that the first 
grape changes hue with its darkening branches, and the first bearded ear swells with 
milky grain. Here you see sweet cherries, there autumn plums, and the mulberry that 
reddens in the summer day. 

 
Vertumnus provides two possible folk etymologies for his name, both relating to the verb vertere, 
“to turn, change”.137 The second etymology he connects to the changing of the seasons and all 
the products of the earth that signal those changes. Propertius’ language is rich and bursting 

                                                
135 Dumézil 1970, 340. 
136 Varro, Ling. 6.21: Volturnalia a deo Volturno cuius feriae tum. Octobri mense Meditrinalia dies dictus a medendo; Scullard 1981, 
174-75. 
137 Other references to Vertumnus’ connection to vetere: Plaut. Curc. 484; Porphyrio on Hor. Epist. 1.20.1. 
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with taste, color, and liquid. Fruits of different seasons are listed together (autumnalia, aestivo), 
seeming to ripen simultaneously.  

Not content with just sweet fruits, Vertumnus goes on to add those products (which 
provide him with even greater fame) of the garden—vegetables and flowers (41-46): 

 
nam quid ego adiciam, de quo mihi maxima fama est,      
hortorum in manibus dona probata meis?  
caeruleus cucumis tumidoque cucurbita ventre      
me notat et iunco brassica vincta levi;  
nec flos ullus hiat pratis, quin ille decenter  
impositus fronti langueat ante meae.  
 
For why should I add, for which I win the greatest fame, the esteemed products of 
gardens are gifts in my hands? Dark green cucumber, gourd with swollen belly, and 
cabbage bound with thin reed mark me. No flower opens in the field that, once placed 
on my brow, does not properly droop forwards.   

 
Again, color and tumidity dominate: these are not the arid and bland products of Ceres, but 
those filled with juice and pigment. The very visually appealing quality of Propertius’ language 
parallels the Garden Room’s appeal to our sense of sight. Propertius’ poem is an encomium of 
the fruits of the orchard and garden, as embodied by Vertumnus.  

By the poem’s end, we learn that Numa, Rome’s second king, replaced Vertumnus’ 
former rustic maple effigy (brought to Rome and dating from the time of Romulus) with a 
bronze version executed by Mamurius Veturius, legendary bronze worker.138 This same ancient 
bronze in archaic style that still stood where the vicus Tuscus met the Forum Romanum (behind the 
Temple of Castor and Pollux) in Propertius’ own day.  

Propertius’ description of the figure of Vertumnus, along with his other aetiological 
poems exploring the rural gods and mythological origins of the city of Rome in book four of his 
elegies, represents a strand of Augustan literature that was in large part stimulated by the 
antiquarian movement in Rome in the Augustan age. At this moment in Roman history, famous 
antiquarians such as Varro and Verrius Flaccus were in positions of immense power and 
influence,139 and their efforts to catalogue and preserve Roman traditions provided inspiration to 
the Augustan poets.  

It is in this context that we should understand the Augustan architectural writer 
Vitruvius’ interest in the origins of architectural forms and primitive architecture—an example 
of which we have already examined briefly in the context of the Garden Room. Vitruvius, like 
Ovid in his description of the Golden Age in the Metamorphoses, offers various theories regarding 
the different configurations of the archetypal hut (De Arch. 2.1.2-3), and what he observes 
mirrors Ovid’s description of the first human shelters in the Metamorphoses: 

 

                                                
138 Varro, Ling. 5.46: “Ab eis [the Etruscans] dictus Vicus Tuscus, et ideo ibi Vortumnum stare, quod is deus Etruriae princeps”. See: 
Putnam 1967. Mamurius’ name is considered to be either Etruscan or Oscan; on Mamurius’ bronze statue, see: Harmon 
1986, 1960–61.  
139 Wallace-Hadrill (1998b) on the influence of antiquarians: “The late Republic thus produces a dislocation of authority: 
social authority and academic learning pull in opposite directions. Augustus brings the two back into unison. He is not 
an antiquarian; but he reads, respects, employs, and exploits antiquarians” (14). 
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coeperunt in eo coetu alii de fronde facere tecta, alii speluncas fodere sub montibus, nonnulli hirundinum 
nidos et aedificationes earum imitantes de luto et virgulis facere loca quae subirent... Primumque furcis 
erectis et virgulis interpositis luto parietes texerunt. Alii luteas glaebas arefacientes struebant parietes, 
materia eos iugmentantes, vitandoque imbres et aestus tegebant harundinibus et fronde. 
 
They began, having come together, to build: some fashioning roofs from leaves, others 
digging caves from beneath mountains, some, by imitating the nests of swallows and 
their building practices, make places to live from mud and twigs… First, after standing 
up forked supports and twigs placed in between, they wove together walls with mud. 
Others constructed walls by drying clods of mud and fastening them together with 
wood, and covered them with reeds and leaves in order to avoid the rain and heat. 

 
Both Vitruvius and Ovid isolate the forked support (furcis; furcas) as a symbol of primitive 
building practices. Again, nature acts as guide: but instead of trees inspiring architectural 
proportions, birds provide humans with construction techniques—another way in which to think 
about “green architecture”. Vitruvius’ emphasis on trees and birds in his aetiology of 
architectural morphology and history of architecture resonates with emerging religious practices, 
that connected with Roman’s early, rural identity through the construction of primitive 
architecture; for the period in which the Garden Room was constructed witnessed a Roman 
nostalgia for the past that emerged in Roman religious life. Specific days and times were even 
designated to get in touch with—or perhaps even act out fantasies of—early Rome, through 
both its food and architecture.140 Romans also maintained or recreated archaic dwellings in 
religious observance or the veneration, and dutifully kept the thatched casa Romuli (hut of 
Romulus) on the southwest corner of the Palatine (close by the scalae caci) as a heroic shrine, and 
rebuilt it if it succumbed to fire.141 The religious festival of Anna Perenna required the 
reconstruction of the primitive houses of the Romans, and Ovid describes these temporary 
structures in book 3 of the Fasti (527-30): 
 

sub Iove pars durat, pauci tentoria ponunt, 
     sunt quibus e ramis frondea facta casa est; 
pars, ubi pro rigidis calamos statuere columnis, 
     desuper extentas imposuere togas.            
 
Under the open sky, some sit, a few others place tents, there are others for whom leafy 
huts are made from branches; another group erects reeds instead of rigid columns and 
place their stretched out togas over the top.  

 

                                                
140 E.g., Romans considered puls (porridge made of far) the primeval fare of their ancient ancestors and often consumed 
it (specifically puls fitilla) on birthdays and during certain religious rites (e.g. [far] primus antiquis Latii cibus, Pliny HN 18.83. 
On puls and emmer in Roman dietary history, see: Purcell 2003, 332-6. On Roman dining habits and primitive life, see: 
Gowers 1993, 17ff. Gowers (1993): “These stories suggest a persistent preoccupation in Roman culture: that is, the 
sporadic points of contact between a civilized Roman and the primeval remains of his or her society’s origins—
commemorated in the archaizing festivals of the Roman year, with their temporary return to simple foods and make-
shift huts” (333-4). 
141 Platner and Ashby 1929, 101-2. Ancient sources: Vitr. De Arch. 2.1; Verg. Aen. 8.654; Ov. Fast. 3.183; Dion. Hal. 1.79; 
Plut. Quaest. Rom. 20; Dio Cass. 48.43; Liv. 29. 
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Here, the toga, the civic emblem denoting the Roman citizen, becomes simply another raw 
material—along with leaves, branches, and reeds—enlisted to create a humble dwelling.  

Having set the stage with a description of the Romans’ revival of ancient, rural divinities 
and their worship, the rise of antiquarianism, and an interest in primordial architecture, I now 
turn to Ovid’s story of Vertumnus. 

 
 

The Fruits of Vertumnus and Pomona 
In typical Ovidian fashion, the poet of the Metamorphoses puts his own particular slant on the god 
Vertumnus.142 Either purely an invention on his part, or an idea borrowed from some other 
source, Ovid connects Vertumnus to Pomona, in a love story involving these two agricultural 
deities.143 Even less is known about this goddess of autumn fruits: Varro (Ling. 7.45) preserves 
three lines of Ennius’ Annales (116-8 Sk.) that mentions a flamen Pomonalis (priest dedicated to 
Pomona) established by King Numa; Servius mentions pomorum dea and Festus makes reference 
to a sanctuary dedicated to Pomona.144 

Ovid’s tale of Pomona and Vertumnus in book 14 of the Metamorphoses represents the 
world just on the eve of “history”: it is the period after Trojan War, in the time of Proca’s rule in 
Alba Longa and long before the birth of Rome’s twin founders, Romulus and Remus. Amidst 
the varied mythological stories of the Metamorphoses, the Vertumnus and Pomona story stands 
out as the only tale that deals exclusively with Italian divinities;145 in this way, Pomona and 
Vertumnus represent a kind of cultural-geographical shift in Ovid’s narrative, from a Hesiodic-
Greek world to something natively Italian or Roman. And for us, gardening—akin to farming, 
but not quite the same—is the practice that denotes this shift from Greek to Roman, from the 
mythological to the quasi-historical, and from promiscuous, quasi-wild, and isolated, to the 
wedded, domesticated, and civilized.  

Ovid begins by inviting us into the horti (gardens) of the dryad, Pomona, who gets her 
name from the precious fruits (poma) she adoringly cultivates (623-7): 

 
Rege sub hoc Pomona fuit, qua nulla Latinas 
inter hamadryadas coluit sollertius hortos 
nec fuit arborei studiosior altera fetus;                 
unde tenet nomen: non silvas illa nec amnes, 
rus amat et ramos felicia poma ferentes; 
          
Under this king lived Pomona. No one among the Latin hamadryads more assiduously 
cultivated her garden than she, and no other was more zealous for fruit-bearing trees, 
whence she takes her name. She loves not the woods or rivers, but the countryside and 
branches bearing rich fruit.  

 
Immediately from the start, Ovid mentions pointedly that it is among the Latin hamadryads that 
no one is more skilled than Pomona in horticulture. The emphatic placement at line end of both 
                                                
142 Ovid seems to make several allusions to the Vertumnus of Propertius (see: Myers 1994, 119). 
143 Grimal 1943, 56-7. 
144 Festus, Gloss. Lat. 144.13 L: praesidet pomis; 296.15ff L. Scholars speculate that there was perhaps once a Pomonus-
Pomona pairing in the Roman pantheon (e.g., Wissowa 1920, 198-99). 
145 Charles Fantazzi (1976) calls it the first “purely Latin” story (288). 



 
  

40 

Latinas and hortos end their lines creates a loose association between the two. Through this initial 
declaration, he makes certain we understand this as an Italian or Latin story, and the emphasis on 
cultivation further underscores this. “Roman” nature is thus human-mediated nature.146  

Ovid characterizes the gardens within this narrative primarily through their production 
of fruit (fetus, poma). Not just any generic garden, Pomona’s garden is specifically described as an 
orchard, or pomarium, with unspecified fruit trees. His lush phrasing (e.g., arborei fetus; ramos felicia 
poma ferentes) could just as easily apply to the trees laden with fruit in the Garden Room: here, 
quince and pomegranate trees stand with heavy boughs, weighed down by juicy, ripe fruits. The 
pomegranate tree, standing behind the stone parapet to the left of the oak (Fig. 2.23), features 
four branches adorned with clusters of ruddy pomegranates—some fruit have grown so ripe 
that they have broken open. Its pendant quince tree on the right displays its yellow fruit, which 
grows from its delicate branches like the golden apples of the garden of the Hesperides (Fig. 
2.24). In this way, the Garden Room is not just a garden but an orchard, too, with its fruit trees 
embodying the very idea of fecundity. 

But unlike the independently growing berries of the Golden Age in Metamorphoses book 1, 
the fruit trees of Pomona require dedicated labor and sustained care (628-633): 

 
nec iaculo gravis est, sed adunca dextera falce, 
qua modo luxuriem premit et spatiantia passim 
bracchia conpescit, fisso modo cortice virgam               
inserit et sucos alieno praestat alumno; 
nec sentire sitim patitur bibulaeque recurvas 
radicis fibras labentibus inrigat undis. 

           
Her right hand is heavy not with javelin, but the two-pronged scythe, with which she 
controls the excessive growth and she restrains the branches spreading in every direction, 
now she grafts a twig into the bark split in half and offers sap to the foreign shoot. She 
does not allow them to feel thirst and wets the winding fibers of the thirsty root with 
flowing waters.  

 
Ovid contrasts the warlike iaculum with Pomona’s agricultural falx; it is with this tool that she 
restrains luxuries. Pomona’s work is everywhere modest and controlling: her plants are not 
permitted to engage in any sort of “luxury”, including that luxuria of growing too excessively.147 
But, unlike other poetic celebrations of nature’s fecundity, Ovid’s Pomona stresses the restraint 
and control necessary for gardening and agriculture. In this way, her orchard bears little 
resemblance to the extravagant and frivolous gardens of the elite in the late Republic and early 
Empire. Instead, Ovid offers a garden picture delicately balanced between fecundity and 
superfluity.  

In Augustan Rome, a problematic tension between the simple virtuous garden and 
luxurious pleasure garden troubled Roman sensibilities. In particular, by exploiting this 
dichotomy moralizing writers were able to contrast Rome’s humble agricultural origins and 
                                                
146 Sara Myers (1994) argues that the Pomona and Vertumnus story is as programmatic as the Apollo and Daphne story, 
and sets up the themes occupying the final part of the Metamorphoses; namely, the aetia of Italian and Roman religion 
and topography.  
147 Luxuria was originally a metaphor taken from natural plant growth; Pliny uses it to describe cabbage plants that had 
grown too large (HN 19.139). 
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corrupting contemporary vices.148 Emily Gowers sums up the indigenous Roman virtue found in 
the small garden plot in the following way: 

 
Among post-lapsarian gardens, however, the primeval cabbage-patch, the acre of 
land assigned to each Roman citizen in the earliest law code, was always the most 
innocent. This remained the ideal of antique frugality and self-containment, the 
basic unit of Roman gardening against which all other gardens were measured. 
Inside its own boundaries, whether it was a huge suburban nursery or a tiny 
window-box, the kitchen-garden exemplified self-sufficiency, even 
superabundance.149 

 
Ovid’s Pomona appears as an early proponent of this brand of Roman frugality and self-

sufficiency. Although the “original” and quintessentially Roman garden, the cabbage patch, is 
not what Pomona pursues or the Garden Room celebrates, Pomona’s cultivation is 
appropriately labor-intensive, restrained, and self-assured. Everywhere she exerts a great degree 
of active control: premit, conpescit, inserit. She even has the power to alter nature itself: having 
grafted (inserit) one branch onto another, she waters an alien twig with the sap of a different tree. 
His Pomona wields tremendous power: as she nurtures her own world, it is through her will that 
plants live or die (patitur). The level of attention Ovid lavishes on the specific techniques of 
Pomona’s cultivation emphasizes the fact that her garden is truly a cultos hortos (656).  

Through the character of Pomona, Ovid creates a poetics of gardening. It is this poetics 
of gardening—stressing not only fruitfulness but also human skill—that characterizes the world 
of the Garden Room. As we have seen, the Garden Room, too, does not just highlight earthly 
abundance; it also acknowledges the labor involved in the production and maintenance of some 
of that abundance and represents a picture of wild nature and mediated nature, side-by-side. It is 
also not a garden of excess: beautiful and lush, its ornamentation comes primarily from the 
growing plants themselves and not from exotic plantings, embellished furniture, or elaborate 
arrangements of garden art. 

Ovid, however, moves on from the charm and purposefulness of Pomona’s natural 
world and reveals an aspect less naturally harmonious and even threatening (634-642):   

 
hic amor, hoc studium, Veneris quoque nulla cupido est; 
vim tamen agrestum metuens pomaria claudit                
intus et accessus prohibet refugitque viriles. 
quid non et Satyri, saltatibus apta iuventus, 
fecere et pinu praecincti cornua Panes 
Silvanusque, suis semper iuvenilior annis, 
quique deus fures vel falce vel inguine terret,                 
ut poterentur ea? sed enim superabat amando 
hos quoque Vertumnus neque erat felicior illis. 
  
This was her love, her passion. She had no desire of Venus. Nevertheless, fearing crude 
violence, she shut up her orchards to prevent entry into them and shunned the company 

                                                
148 Purcell 1987; id. 1996. 
149 Gowers 2000, 130. 



 
  

42 

of men. What did the Satyrs, youth fit for dancing, not do to win her—and the Pans who 
crown their horns with pine, and Silvanus (always more youthful than his years), and the 
god who frightens off thieves with his scythe or male member? But, indeed, Vertumnus 
surpassed all these men in his love, but he was no luckier than they. 

  
Despite the natural fecundity fostered in her garden, Pomona feels no desire for sex or love. 
Venus is absent from this garden. Instead, Pomona fears vim agrestum against herself and her 
fruits. All the male figures that populate that rural life—Satyrs, Pans, and Silvanus—represent 
the uncontrollable and potentially threatening forces of nature that can erupt at any time.150  In 
this way, Ovid distinguishes his picture of rustic life from the charming one in the painted sacro-
idyllic landscapes and bucolic poetry of the Augustan era. For Vergil, in the second Georgic the 
one who has knowledge of Pan and Silvanus is fortunate: fortunatus et ille deos qui novit 
agrestis/Panaque Silvanumque senem Nymphasque sorores (fortunate is he who knows the rustic gods, 
Pan, Silvanus the old man, and the sister nymphs, 493-4). Ovid, however, replaces rustic gods 
(deos) with rustic force (vim). Pomona’s falx now appears in the hands of Priapus, who protects 
against thieves with either his falx or phallus, introducing a slippage between the two—reap and 
rape, cultivation and violence.151 Romans often placed wooden ithyphallic statues of the god 
Priapus in gardens to function as scarecrows.152 Thus, Ovid reminds us here that Priapus has a 
literal and figurative place in the garden, too.  

In order to protect herself and her precious fruits, Pomona closes off her orchards from 
the world and we now imagine a wall encircling her garden. Like a city, it now requires a barrier 
for protection, and Ovid makes this analogy through his phrasing (pomaria claudit) and puns on 
the Latin word for the city’s boundary, pomerium.153 The image resonates, too, with Vergil’s 
description in the second Georgic of the wall with which the city of Rome surrounded her seven 
hills. But more significantly, Ovid’s pun echoes a contemporary political reality: for in the 
Augustan period emerges the revival of the imagery of ploughing the line of the pomerium as the 
first or most important act of founding a city. In particular, starting in the 20s BC Augustus 
founded a great number of cities across the empire and his actions were commemorated on 
coins depicting him in a toga walking behind a plough, marking the pomerium of the new colony. 
In this way, Pomona implicitly becomes a city founder and, in turn, Rome is likened to a walled 
garden. 

Pomona’s anxiety over safety is not groundless; her unease is implicated in a long literary 
tradition of walls, gardens, and female sexuality: Catullus Carmen 62, borrowing Sappho’s archaic 
imagery in frag. 105a, uses a similar image but of a flower, shut up in the closed garden: Ut flos in 
saeptis secretus nascitur hortis (“just as a flower springs up, secretly, in a walled-off garden,” 39). The 
flower or apple sequestered and unattainable in the garden symbolizes the virginal maiden,154 
                                                
150 For the themes of seduction, desire, and violence in the story, see: Littlefield 1965; Gentilcore 1995. 
151 On the falx as attribute of Priapus, see: Tib. 1.4.8; Priap. 6.2, 11.2, 30.1, 33.6, 55.1.  
152 Cf. Flora in Ov. Fast. 1.400. On the rustic image of Priapus, see: Verg. Cat. 2.1-2 (poplar), 3.3 (oak); Hor. Serm. 1.8.1; 
Priap. 10.4, 63.9-12. T. A. Suits (1969) argues for a close connection between Vertumnus and Priapus, in that both are 
semones (minor gods) associated with the garden; additionally, people dedicate fruits, vegetables, and flowers to both gods. 
Cf. Roscher Lex. 6 (1965) 220 (Wissowa).  
153 Ahl 1985, 316. Cf. Varro Ling. 5.143: pomerium. 
154 Greek melon, commonly translated as “apple” but used of any fleshy fruit, like apricot, peach, citron, quince, and 
pomegranate, was a fruit connected to marriage rites and symbolized female genitalia (see: Winkler 1996). Catullan 
poems on marriage tap into the tradition of this fruitful sexual metaphor. Therefore, it is a complex literary genealogy at 
work in Pomona’s story in the Metamorphoses: Ovid reading Catullus reading Sappho.  
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and the figure of Pomona, nearly personifying fruit, falls into that type. Ovid takes the image of 
the ordinary agricultural or garden wall and electrifies it with an erotic spark. 

The imperial poet Juvenal (although late first-early second century AD) echoes this same 
concern, but from the perspective of a husband fearing for his wife’s chastity and expresses the 
fear through the imagery of protecting garden produce. Like Ovid, Juvenal locates the creation 
of the garden wall in the time after the Golden Age, but explains that walls were not needed in 
the age immediately after the age of Saturn—that of the boy-god, Jupiter: sub Iove, sed Iove nondum 
barbato… cum furem nemo timeret/caulibus ac pomis et aperto viveret horto (“under Jupiter, but the Jupiter 
not yet bearded… when one feared not for his cabbages and apples and lived in an open 
garden,” Sat. 6.17f).155 Both poets conflate fruit and a woman’s virtue. In all these ways, Ovid’s 
tale of Pomona is decidedly not the Golden Age world. For her, gardens are now enclosed and 
explicitly linked to privacy, personal property, and even physical safety. Thus Pomona’s garden 
is a sheltered and cultivated—moreover a cultured and civilized—bit of nature. 
 The enclosure of Pomona’s fruit trees is significant: what fundamentally defines the 
garden is its separation and demarcation from some larger landscape. The etymology of hortus 
lies in the act of enclosure itself and not in what is enclosed.156 The walls in the Garden Room, 
one more rustic in wicker and the other carved and painted marble, similarly distinguish the 
space we see from some generalized natural landscape: it is clearly a garden, and the erection of 
walls introduces the shadowy presence of the human agent.157 The two garden walls of the 
Garden Room, although minimal in scale and seeming to be more decorative than defensive, 
nevertheless introduce the idea of an “inside” and an “outside” and create a sense of inclusion 
or exclusion. A garden wall carries with it a sense of titillation: what is being kept in? Who is 
being kept out? Visually, the two openings in the wicker fence provide the viewer with access: 
the potential is always there to enter the fiction of the space, to sample those distant fruits. The 
erotic tenor of the literary trope of the walled garden lingers along the periphery of the space.  

The character of Vertumnus enters the story and walled garden of Pomona as a figure 
who uses the idea of cultivation in a very different capacity. Enamored with Pomona, 
Vertumnus presents arguments advocating the necessity and benefits of love and sex, and 
“proper” and necessary cultivation in the form of marriage and procreation. To put it in terms 
that Pomona would understand, Vertumnus invokes the image of the elm tree and the vine, 
whose symbiotic growth figures the wedded bliss of man and woman (661-69):  

 
ulmus erat contra speciosa nitentibus uvis:  
quam socia postquam pariter cum vite probavit,  
“at si staret” ait “caelebs sine palmite truncus,  
nil praeter frondes, quare peteretur, haberet;  
haec quoque, quae iuncta est, vitis requiescit in ulmo:                 
si non nupta foret, terrae acclinata iaceret;  
tu tamen exemplo non tangeris arboris huius  

                                                
155 Juvenal’s poem on pudicitia, interestingly, provides his own cosmogony, beginning also in the age of Saturn (Saturno rege); 
in doing so, he invokes several of his literary predecessors, such as Catullus and Propertius. 
156 Ernout-Meillet (1967), s.v. hortus. From PIE root *gher-, “to enclose”; cognate with Greek khortos and English “yard” 
(OE geard). 
157 What is more, the emphatic use of barriers in the Garden Room (not one, but two are shown) separates it, as an 
object, from other types of images termed “landscapes” (and, in my view, confounds its place within in current studies of 
landscape in Roman culture). Cf. Spencer 2010; Zarmakoupi 2008. 
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concubitusque fugis nec te coniungere curas.  
atque utinam velles! … ” 

     
Opposite was an elm made splendid with gleaming grapes. After he looked approvingly 
at the elm, and in a like manner its companion vine, he said, “but if this trunk were to 
stand unmarried to its vine sprig, it would have nothing beyond its leaves to make it 
desirable. And this vine that is joined to and rests upon the elm: if it were not wedded, it 
would lie, leaning upon the earth. You, nevertheless, are not touched by the example of 
this tree; you flee from sex and do not take the trouble to unite yourself to another. 
Would that you desired it!   

 
Although citing an exemplum from the natural and arboreal world, the language Vertumnus 
employs is explicitly human and of marriage in particular: nupta, caelebs, concubitus. In this speech 
meant to convince Pomona of the benefits of marriage, Vertumnus echoes the horticultural 
imagery used by the iuvenes of Catullus’ epithalamia 61 and 62.158 The youths in Catullus 61 return 
to the image twice within the poem, once with ivy and again with the vine (31-35; 102-105):  

 
ac domum dominam voca 
coniugis cupidam novi,  
Mentem amore revinciens, 
ut tenax hedera huc et huc 
arborem implicat errans.  
… 
Lenta sed velut adsitas 
vitis implicat arbores, 
implicatur in tuum 
complexum.  
 
Call home the mistress, desirous of her new bridegroom, and bind her mind with love, 
just as the persistent ivy, wandering its way here and there, encircles the tree… But just 
as the pliant vine entwines the trees planted near it, so too will he be entwined in your 
embrace. 
 

In Carmen 62, the iuvenes remark upon both the unwedded and wedded vine (49-56):  
 
Ut vidua in nudo vitis quae nascitur aruo, 
numquam se extollit, numquam mitem educat uvam, 
sed tenerum prono deflectens pondere corpus 
iam iam contingit summum radice flagellum; 
hanc nulli agricolae, nulli coluere iuvenci: 
at si forte eadem est ulmo coniuncta marito, 

                                                
158 On Ovid and Catullus 62, see: Myers 2012. The “wedding” of vines to supporting trees also appears in Hor. Epod. 
1.10 (mariat) and Carm, 4.5.30 (ducit). The elm was the tree most commonly used for vitis arbustiva: e.g., Verg. G. 2.221, 
361; 4.144. 
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multi illam agricolae, multi coluere iuvenci: 
sic virgo dum intacta manet, dum inculta senescit; 
 
Just as the unwedded vine that is born in the bare field never raises itself up, never brings 
forth a mellow grape, but bending to the ground its tender body with downward weight, 
just now it touches topmost shoot with its root. No farmers, no oxen tend it. But if by 
chance the same vine has been joined to the elm as husband, many farmers, many oxen 
tend it. So too the maiden while she remains untouched, while she grows old untended. 

 
Ovid’s Pomona and Vertumnus assume the roles of the puellae and iuvenes in Catullus’ marriage 
poems. The ivy and the vine in Catullus symbolize the naturally productive coming-together, 
and here the youths use nature to express the necessity and almost inevitability of heterosexual 
unions.  

At the same time, in Vertumnus’ speech Ovid also alludes to Vergil’s Georgics. Vergil 
begins the first Georgic with a list of topics he will cover in his poem, including the best moment 
to join vines to elm trees: Quid faciat laetas segestes, quo sidere terram/vertere, Maecenas, ulmisque 
adiungere vitis/conveniat… hinc canere incipiam (“How to make the crops fertile, under what star to 
turn the earth, Maecenas, and when best to join vines to elm trees… I shall begin from these 
topics,” 1-5). This intertextuality between the first Georgic and Ovid’s story casts Vertumnus in 
the role of a careful reader of the Georgics. The verb vertere in Vergil’s line is echoed by the Vert- 
of the name, Vertumnus, and it additionally appears in same line as ulmus and vitis. But instead of 
using the didactic poem to inform his own gardening skills, Vertumnus uses its content to 
seduce Pomona.159  

While the Garden Room features no vines in the manner described by Vertumnus 
Catullus, and Vergil, there are other “marriages” between plants. Therefore, the room, too, 
underscores the idea of fertility through images of unity and cooperation: on the south wall, the 
delicate tendrils of the acanthus and another vine wind their way up the trunk of the oak tree 
(Fig. 2.25); along the base of the marble parapet, ivy and violet intertwine themselves around a 
wooden stake. While the former pair bears no obvious evidence of human intervention, the 
latter required human labor. In this way, as we have seen, the Garden Room showcases 
spontaneous nature coexisting alongside “assisted” nature. Thus, it is a vision of the harmony 
not only between diverse natural elements, but also nature and human elements and the 
successful “marriage” between living garden components.  

Through his allusions, Ovid “weds” the erotic charge of Catullus to the georgic intent of 
Vergil. All three poets demonstrate that the image of the vine-clad tree was imbued with 
associations of not only fecundity and marriage, but also gender and sexuality. Their poetry 
creates a space for garden metaphors to flourish and reveals how vignettes from the natural 
                                                
159 Ovid’s interest in gardening—the “marriage” between elm and vine—here operates on both a literal and metaphorical 
level. In other poems, he uses the language of specific agricultural technology to comment on other artistic and cultural 
practices. While Ovid’s description of Pomona’s mastery of the art of grafting in her orchard (fisso modo cortice 
virgam/inserit et sucos alieno praestat alumno) is relevant to the narrative, in his Ars Amatoria he deploys the image of grafting 
to explain the growth of new love, likening love to a newly grafted branch (2.647-52). Everywhere in the Ars Amatoria, 
through echoes of Vergil’s Georgics Ovid explores love and erotic conquest, and explains in book 3 that cultus is “an art by 
which man improves upon nature”. On Ovid’s use of georgic imagery in amatory pursuits, see: Leach 1964. In poem 4.2, 
Propertius connects the art of grafting to Vertumnus specifically, and the poet refers to the insitor by name: insitor hic soluit 
pomosa vota corona,/cum pirus invito stipite mala tulit (17-18). For Propertius, the pear tree is producing apples not of its own 
accord (invito stipite), but nevertheless the end product is nothing short of miraculous, if not a little unnatural. 
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world could be charged with energy and meaning specific to a particular moment in time. The 
kind of georgic and horticultural imagery appropriated by these Roman poets and deployed 
metaphorically achieves a similar effect in the visual realm as well, and I suggest that this lush 
literary legacy allows a deeper, more nuanced appreciation of the Garden Room.  

Although the room does not depict Ovid’s Pomona and Vertumnus story in any literal 
sense, I propose that it is the visual equivalent of what the god Vertumnus (and Ovid’s Pomona) 
symbolized to the Romans. As we have seen, both the poem and the room thematize the ideas 
of fertility and fruitfulness, human labor and cultivation, and even the erotic charge the walled 
garden can hold. For Ovid, through the character of Vertumnus, reminds us of the other side of 
the celebration of fertility, and what is elided by Augustan rhetoric: the necessity, and reality, of 
sex.  

The Garden Room certainly does not dramatize eroticism or sex in the way that Ovid’s 
story does, but it does depict a world in which fruitfulness is rampant and, for those familiar 
with the imagery of Sappho and Catullus, such fertility could also hint at eroticism. In addition 
to its ripe berries and bursting pomegranates, the room celebrates, too, the type of fertility 
implied by Vertumnus and Pomona’s coupling: the production of offspring (and the future 
generation suggested in the nova progenies of Vergil’s Ecl. 4). In the branches of the oak tree on 
the south wall, a tiny nest of baby birds—barely visible—hides amidst the leaves (Fig. 2.26). 
This, though hidden, is perhaps an important clue, and the nest functions as a condensed 
symbol of fertility in the animate world, as well.160  

 
 
Dining in Pomona’s Orchard 
The Garden Room represents the Roman vision of nature personified by the god Vertumnus: it 
is a natural space, tamed and enhanced by assiduous care. Absent are areas overgrown and 
choked with weeds. Instead, we see how its individual elements share qualities with Ovid’s 
description of the meticulously maintained orchard of Pomona. Furthermore, this particular 
presentation of nature holds importance, too, in relation to the activities that went on in the 
Garden Room at Prima Porta. For its representation of carefully cultivated green architecture 
formed the marvelous, verdant backdrop for dining and other entertainments appropriate to a 
luxury villa.  

Although Vitruvius, influenced by the Augustan antiquarians, wrote approvingly about 
the natural origins of Roman architectural forms, he heavily criticized the introduction of natural 
elements as structural elements into contemporary wall painting. In a famous passage from his 
De Architectura, he condemns the fanciful and unrealistic character of Third Style of Pompeian 
painting in the following way (7.5.3): 

 
nam pinguntur tectoriis monstra potius quam ex rebus finitis imagines certae: pro columnis enim 
struuntur calami striati cum crispis foliis et volutis, pro fastigiis appagineculi, item candelabra 
aedicularum sustinentia figuras, supra fastigia eorum surgentes ex radicibus cum volutis teneri flores 
habentes in se sine ratione sedentia sigilla. 

                                                
160 Although not allegorical in the same mode as the Tellus panel of the Ara Pacis with its allegorical divinity and 
accompanying attributes representing the abstract notions of abundance, agriculture, and harvest, the Garden Room 
pictorializes the concepts of bounty and productiveness through meticulous and realistic details that create the illusion of 
real, concrete objects in a specific, physical place. The motif of the nest, however, appears in the vegetation frieze of the 
Ara Pacis.  
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For now monstrosities in frescoes are painted rather than faithful representations of 
definite things. For instance, in the place of columns, reeds fluted with curly leaves and 
volutes are substituted; in the place of pediments, appagineculi, in a like manner candelabra 
supporting representations of shrines, and above the pediments of these, from roots 
spring up tender flowers with volutes holding seated small human figures without any 
rationale.  

 
Since Vitruvius specifically isolates the substitution of calami (reeds) for columni (columns),161 it is 
arguable that what he describes is a related phenomenon to what we see in the Garden Room: 
that is, the incorporation of the natural world into contemporary architecture that brought with 
it a novel kind of sensual pleasure in the depiction of “living” forms in a domestic interior. What 
Vitruvius describes as occurring in late Second and Third Style wall painting (i.e., probably the 
late 30s or 20s BC), in which architectural columns and candelabra are transformed into living, 
green architecture of leaves, shoots, stalks and flowers, correlates with the kind of green 
architecture we see in the regular arrangement of trees in Garden Room and the substitution of 
living forms for built ones. 

The pursuit of natural forms in the interior of the house is linked with what Romans 
were doing and seeking in the exterior natural world, too. The growth of Epicureanism—a topic 
we shall return to in the following chapter—is one example of a growing desire to be situated in 
nature. Lucretius, an Epicurean poet writing in the first half of the first century BC, comments 
in his epic De Rerum Natura on the pleasantness of dining on soft grass near a stream and 
beneath tree branches—Nature cares not for halls constructed from silver and gold, and 
precious lamps fashioned in the shape of beautiful youths (2.23-27). For Lucretius, a natural 
landscape—virtuous and pleasurable—is the antithesis to richly adorned buildings. 

Lucretius’ recommendation is echoed in other Latin authors, who provide anecdotes 
about Romans seeking out other kinds of natural settings for elaborate banquets: they held 
picnics in caves, near waterfalls, a storeroom of apples—even in a house formed from a tree.162 
The description by Pliny the Elder (23-79 AD) in his Natural History of Roman consul’s feast 
inside a house fashioned within the hollow of a tree captures the marvelous delight of 
banqueting in nature (12.5.9-10):  

 
Nunc est clara in Lycia fontis gelidi ocia amoenitate, itineri adposita, domicilii modo cava octoginta 
atque unius pedum specu, nemorosa vertice et se vastis protegens ramis arborum instar, agros longis 
obtinens umbris ac, ne quid desit speluncae imagini, saxea intus crepidinis corona muscosos conplexa 
pumices, tam digna miraculo, ut Licinius Mucianus ter consul et nuper provinciae eius legatus 
prodendum etiam posteris putaverit, epulatium intra eam se cum duodevicensimo coite, large ipsa toros 
praebente frondis, ab omni adflatu securum, optantem imbrium per folia crepitus, laetiorem quam 
marmorum nitore, picturae varietate, laquearium auro cubuisse in eadem. 
 

                                                
161 Interestingly, Vitruvius’ phrasing (pro rigidis calamos… columnis) mirrors that of Ovid in the Fasti when he describes the 
primitive huts of the Anna Perenna festival. 
162 E.g., Tacitus’ story about the emperor Tiberius and the collapse of his dining grotto at Sperlonga 26 AD in (Ann. 
4.59); Pliny describes a cenatiuncula near a natural spring (Cernitur id palam et cum summa voluptate deprenditur. Iuxta recumbis et 
vesceris, atque etiam ex ipso fonte - nam est frigidissimus - potas; interim ille certis dimensisque momentis vel subtrahitur vel assurgit, Ep. 
4.30.3); Varro on Romans dining in storerooms of produce (Rust. 1.59.2). See also: Dunbabin 1996. 
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At this time, there is a very famous plane tree in Lycia, situated in close proximity to a 
fountain of the most refreshing coolness; standing near the road, with the cavity in its 
interior, it forms the appearance of house eighty-one feet in width. Its summit, too, has 
foliage full like a grove, while it shields itself with huge branches, each of which is equal 
in size to a tree, as it throws its long shade over the fields. Furthermore, so that there is 
nothing lacking in its resemblance to a grotto, there is a circle of seating within, formed 
from rock and encircling moss-covered pumice. This tree was looked upon as so worthy 
of remark, that Licinius Mucianus, who was three times consul, and recently the legate of 
that province, thought it a phenomenon deserving of transmission even to posterity, that 
he, together with eighteen persons of his retinue, had sat down to a banquet in the 
interior of it. It offered couches made from its leaves in the greatest abundance, while he 
himself, sheltered from every gust of wind, and desiring to hear to hear the sound of the 
rain on the leaves, reclined to eat in this same tree, and enjoyed himself more than he 
would have done amid the resplendence of marble, a variety of paintings, and beneath a 
ceiling paneled in gold. 

 
Although later in date than the Garden Room, Pliny’s text establishes for us an existing tradition 
of a Roman desire to dine in amazing, idealized natural environments. Moreover, he claims that 
such an environment offered even greater pleasure than dining amidst precious and luxurious 
materials. But Romans were also constructing for themselves idealized, artificial versions of these 
natural settings, and we might imagine that the creation of these dining rooms set in real villa 
gardens or orchards gave rise to the Garden Room.163 The desire to dine in a cool, subterranean 
room decorated to represent a lovely orchard is fundamentally identical to the desire to dine in 
actual (or artificial) grotto or cave, which is a phenomenon well documented in not just literature 
but villa culture, as well.  

Pliny’s story about this legendary plane tree provides an appealing parallel for the 
experience of dining in the Garden Room. In his narrative, stone, moss, and leaves replace 
luxurious coverlets, precious furnishings, and decorative art in a manner similar to the 
substitution of trees and plants for built architecture in the Garden Room; and both mimic the 
appearance of the grotto. While dining in this room the visitor was transported by its illusionistic 
garden imagery to the orchard of Pomona, and she, sheltered from the heat of the Italian 
summer, was able to derive the kind of pleasure we see evoked in Pliny’s story about Licinius 
Mucianus’ plane tree.  

While I have focused primarily on how the flora of the Garden Room, I have neglected 
up to now the other category of living thing (and the only fauna) in the composition: the painted 
birds. By examining the birds of the Garden Room, we shall see another, equally important 
aspect to the type of fantastic, artificially produced natural setting suggested in its decoration.  
 
 
Garden Room as Aviary 
The birds of the Garden Room are depicted with great diversity both in the species chosen and 
in their individual depiction. Their remarkable ornithological specificity allows the easy 
identification of sparrows, doves, warblers, buntings, pigeons, quails, blackbirds, thrushes, 

                                                
163 The House of Sallust and the House of the Ephebe in Pompeii both featured sites for outdoor dining in the garden 
and included masonry couches, fountains, and pergolas (Zanker 1998, 174-183).  
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orioles, magpies, jays, and nightingales. But there is much charm, too, in the different actions of 
each bird shown: some appear in mid-flight, while others peck at ripe fruit; a few perch lazily on 
branches and the lattice fence, as others waddle along the grass beneath the trees.  

To be sure, birds are common in both garden paintings and fresco types. Very often they 
are painted in conjunction with other sundry objects in still-life paintings, or images of xenia 
(“guest-gifts”); they are shown trussed and ready for the fire, or as animate creatures.164 But the 
birds of the Garden Room are of a different class: their sheer number, variety, and specificity 
demonstrate that they are not mere occasional or incidental decorative elements in the 
composition, but deserve a more prominent place in the scholarship. Below, I shall suggest that, 
besides contributing to fresco’s sense of life and movement, these birds play a role in the room’s 
primary function as a triclinium and represent a less obvious component of “green architecture,” 
as we shall see.  
 
 
The Place of Birds in Roman Culture 
In addition to their popularity as motifs in wall painting, birds are ubiquitous throughout Roman 
culture.165 In the realm of religion, they carry messages from the gods to mortals; in the craft of 
augury, their number, flight patterns, habits, and so on are minutely observed and interpreted. 
Let us not forget the story of the foundation of Livia’s imperial laurel grove and villa, where an 
eagle dropped into her lap an alba gallina, or white hen, carrying a laurel branch. But in the 
painted world of the Garden Room, in lieu of the impressive hawks, vultures,166 and eagles167 
mentioned in historically important cases of augury and portents, one gazes upon a collection of 
fairly quotidian birds, although the remarkable detail and care with which they are depicted 
elevates them to the status of items to be admired.  

The selection of birds depicted in the Garden Room includes some species that in Rome 
served a host of purposes, ranging from the practical to the pleasurable.168 In terms of the latter 
category, Roman writers provide innumerable anecdotes about affection for birds as beloved 
pets. Lesbia’s passer (sparrow), the focus of Catullus’ Carmina 2 and 3, remains the most well 
known example; in Carm. 3, the speaker’s mock-dirge for the now-dead sparrow reveals his 
jealousy over the intimate tenderness and companionship between Lesbia and her precious 
deliciae (pet).169 In contrast, an exotic parrot (psittacus) belonging to Ovid’s Corinna marks 
extravagance and affluence.170 Elite children in the writings of Plautus and Petronius receive 
birds as playthings and one of Trimalchio’s guests complains of his son’s over-fondness for 

                                                
164 On xenia as a category of painting, see: Vitruvius De Arch. 6.7.4. On still-life in Roman painting, see: Beyen 1928; 
Eckstein 1927; Croisille 1965, 11-16; Bryson 1990, 17-59; De Caro 1990; Wesenberg 1993. 
165 For an account of the archeological and literary evidence for the birds of Pompeii, see: Watson 2001. 
166 E.g., Twelve vultures appeared to Romulus immediately before he founded the city of Rome (Ennius Ann. 72-91 
Sk=77-96V; Liv. 1.6.4-7.2; Dion. Hal. 1.86-7; Dio Cass. 8.5). Suetonius reports that, like Romulus, Augustus saw twelve 
vultures upon returning to Rome after Caesar’s assassination (Aug. 95). 
167 According to Pliny, the eagle is the noblest bird and is one that appears on the standard of the Roman legion (HN 
10.3-4). 
168 For a general discussion of birds, see: Toynbee 1973. For a discussion of birds and Latin poetry, see: Sauvage 1975.  
169 On Romans and their various domestic pets, see: Innes 1953 
170 Ov. Am. 2.6.38: psittacus, extremo munus ab orbe datum. 
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goldfinches (morbosus in aves).171 Martial comments on the excessiveness of Telesilla’s affection 
for her nightingale, for whom she had built, as if for a deceased relative, a tiny tumulus.172 

Birds such as the blackbird (merula), nightingale (luscinia), magpie (pica) and crow (corvus) 
all could be taught to speak or sing. Philostratus claims that blackbirds could most closely 
imitate human speech;173 Pliny informs us that not only could certain magpies (picae) be taught to 
speak, but they also loved pondering words and grew despondent if they failed to remember 
one. Such birds were also popular in the imperial household: young Britannicus and Nero had a 
starling and nightingales that spoke both Greek and Latin.174 Macrobius recounts that even 
Octavian had a collection of birds, some of which were taught to speak: after the battle of 
Actium, Octavian purchased a crow that had been trained to say, “Ave Caesar, victor imperator;” he 
also acquired a parrot and a magpie that greeted him as imperator.175 In each instance birds were 
valued for the way they imitated human behavior and were often treated by their owners as if 
they were human. 

The wall paintings at Prima Porta feature dozens of examples of these pet birds kept for 
amusement and recreation. Sparrows and finches perch on pomegranate trees and laurel 
branches. Several blackbirds (merulae) are shown in flight, with wings outstretched (Fig. 2.25). 
Like the character of Trimalchio, who kept a magpie (pica) in a gold cage to greet his guests,176 
the owner of the Garden Room also displays for his guests his own caged bird: to the left of the 
oak tree, a solitary bird inside a golden birdcage looks out left, into the garden (Fig. 2.27).  

In addition to these literary examples of individual pet birds, Romans also maintained 
larger menageries and aviaries housing whole collections of birds, for either profit or pleasure. 
Pliny tells us that the first man to introduce the use of the aviary was a Marcus Laenius Strabo, 
an equestrian from Brindisium.177 Aviaries eventually became one the basic trappings of a 
Roman villa: thus, Cicero wrote to his brother Quintus and informed him of the progress on 
Quintus’ villa by explaining that the baths, promenade, and the aviary still remained to be 
built.178 Both Varro and Columella (4-70 AD) advocate the practice of raising birds to supply 
Roman households with fowl. Practical and necessary, birds such as the thrush (turdus), quail 
(coturnix), pheasant (phasiana), and partridge (perdix) were important components of working-
farms and villas.  

But aviaries could also be symptomatic of excessive luxury: anecdotes abound of the 
Tusculan aviary of notorious gourmand and bon vivant, Lucius Lucinius Lucullus (117-56 BC). 
Plutarch writes that a doctor once prescribed to Pompey the Great (106-48 BC) to eat thrush to 
cure an illness. But since it was winter and the wild thrush was out of season, the bird could only 
be found in Lucullus’ aviary. Pompey, in response, quipped, “So then if Lucullus were not a 
gastronome Pompey would have died?”179 Pliny the Elder, too, preserves other examples of 

                                                
171 Petron. Sat. 46. 
172 Martial, Epigrammae 7.87.8: luscinio tumulum Telesilla dedit. Cf. The parrot of Ovid’s Corinna receives a similar rite: ossa 
tegit tumulus, tumulus pro corpore magnus, “a tomb covers his bones, a tomb noble to match his body” (Am. 2.6.59).    
173 Philostr. VA 6.36. 
174 Pliny HN 10.59.118. 
175 Macrob. Sat. 2.4.29-30. 
176 Petron. Sat. 28. 
177 Pliny HN 10.72: Aviaria primus instituit inclusis omnium generum avibus M. Laenius Strabo Brundisi equestris ordinis. 
ex eo coepimus carcere animalia coercere, quibus rerum natura caelum adsignaverat; Varro Rust. 3.4, 2, v, 8.  
178 Cicero, QFr. 3.1.147: in Maniliano offendi Diphilum Diphilo tardiorem; sed tamen nihil ei restabat praeter balnearia et ambulationem 
et aviarium.  
179 Plut., Vit. Pomp. 2.6 
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extravagant bird-related gastronomy: the famous late Republican orator, Hortensius, kept 
peacocks and served them to dinner guests; and elsewhere, Pliny mentions an individual who 
had invented a bizarre dish of cocks’ crests and goose feet.180  

Exotic birds such as the peacock are absent from the Garden Room, but a large variety 
of not only common pet birds, but also edible one appears throughout: behind the oak tree, a 
well-fed quail quietly rests on the marble wall (Fig. 2.15); a plump-looking partridge waddles 
along the stone parapet towards the pine tree (Fig. 2.10). These birds, heavier and earthier than 
the dynamic blackbirds captured in mid-flight, were meant to be a feast for the eyes, and, what is 
more, probably suggested a more literal feast, as we shall see. For, along with the grottoes and 
tree houses, the aviary is another example of the kind of idealized and artificially produced 
natural setting that the Romans used for entertaining and extravagant banqueting known chiefly 
from literary sources. 
 
 
Varro’s Aviary 
The most famous and most detailed description of an aviary is Varro’s account, in book 3 of his 
De Re Rustica, of his own aviary at Casinum, located halfway between Rome and Naples. He 
describes not only his aviary, but also Lucullus’ one with all its inherent drawbacks. Varro sets 
his dialogue in 50 BC and selects his interlocutors for their avian names: L. Cornelius Merula, 
Minucius Pica, M. Petronius Passer, Fircellius Pavo, and Pantuleius Parra. In addition, he 
dedicated the book to a man named Pinnius, or “the Feathered one”.181 As the character of 
Merula tells us, “there are two types of aviaries, and one is for pleasure,” (duo genera sunt, inquit, 
ornithonis, unum delectationis causa)—and this is the type that Varro possesses at Casinum. Designed 
to resemble a villa in miniature, his incredibly elaborate aviary features amenities suitable for 
both humans and birds: porticos, columns, an ambulatio, water channels, fish pools and a small 
island, shade trees, ship-sheds used as duck houses, a central domed building, and even a clock-
tower.182 Under the overarching hempen netting, Varro’s birds even have access to a museum and 
“bird-theater” (theatridion avium).  

But Varro’s aviary, although like a miniaturized villa or city, also looks to nature to 
provide its architectural forms: for the colonnades near the entrance of his aviary, he substitutes 
rows of arbuscula humilia (low lying miniature trees) for typical stone columns,183 creating 
architecture out of living forms in a manner not unlike the green architecture of the Garden 
Room. Elsewhere, he fashions the exterior columns of his round tholos out of stone and the 
slender interior ones out of fir (Intra tholi columnas exteriores lapideas et totidem interiores ex abiete 
tenues), resonating with Vitruvius’ interest in the slim dimensions of fir trees. Thus, in this way, 
Varro’s combination of bird life and examples of “green” architecture brings it into dialogue 
with the Prima Porta frescoes.  

Although the design of the Garden Room in no way resembles that of Varro’s 
extraordinary aviary, it amounts to an imaginary one that not only brings into concert natural 

                                                
180 Pliny HN 10.45; 10.52. 
181 For studies of Varro’s text, birds, and their connection to philosophical life, see: Linderski 1988; C. M. C. Green 
(1997) points out that “Pinnius” was an attested Roman name. 
182 Van Buren and Kennedy 1919. 
183 Rust. 3.5.11: In limine, in lateribus dextra et sinistra porticus sunt primoribus columnis lapideis, pro mediis arbusculis humilibus 
ordinatae. 



 
  

52 

and built forms, but also eschews bird netting or bars.184 Just as Pliny objected to the practice of 
“imprisoning creatures that Nature designated for the sky” (carcere animalia… quibus rerum natura 
caelum adsignaverat),185 the painter has chosen to represent birds living freely in the open. These 
birds can be enjoyed at close proximity by the viewer and come and go at their will. But the 
painter has also included a detail that hints otherwise: the aforementioned small, domed gilded 
birdcage with a single bird inside that sits on the marble balustrade to the left of the oak (Fig. 
2.27). The presence of this isolated detail is curious, especially considering that all the other birds 
represented in the composition are free. I believe this caged bird is a clue for reading the entire 
room: for it not only underscores the freedom enjoyed by the other birds in this garden, but also 
signals to the viewer that he or she might also think of the entire painted space as a form of aviary, 
too. These garden paintings thus present an ideal environment in which to house and enjoy 
birds—something that Lucullus was not able to achieve for practical reasons (for example, 
because… offendit quod alienus odor opplet nares, “… the obnoxious odor that filled the nostrils gave 
offense,” 3.4.3).  

Like the aviaries of Lucullus and Varro, this fictive one has been “conjoined” with an 
actual dining room, allowing the birds to serve another function, meaningful for the room’s 
identity as a dining room. The painted birds at Prima Porta prefigure those birds that would 
have appeared on the banquet platters of dinners hosted there. In a manner similar to the 
painted berries and quinces, the images of birds offered visitors a glimpse of their possible 
mouthwatering dinner fare in its original context—before preparation and cooking. While 
comparing the representation of the “living” bird, with the actual, cooked bird on a platter, 
diners could delight in the amusing juxtaposition of the painted and the real, the “raw” and the 
cooked. This kind of playful juxtaposition provides material corroboration of something Varro 
mentions briefly in his description of Lucullus’ aviary (3.4.3): 

 
Ex iis tertii generis voluit esse Lucullus coniunctum aviarium, quod fecit in Tusculano, ut in eodem tecto 
ornithonis inclusum triclinium haberet, ubi delicate cenitaret et alios videret in mazonomo positos coctos, 
alios volitare circum fenestras captos. 
 
Lucullus wished his aviary, a combination of these two types [i.e. those for profit and 
those for pleasure], to be of a third type, which he built in his Tusculum villa, so that 
under the same roof he had an aviary and dining room where he could dine elegantly and 
see some birds lying prepared on a dish, and others flitting about the windows, captive. 

 
Like the Garden Room, Lucullus’ aviary appears to be indoors (circum fenestras). Even more 
importantly, the effect sought by Lucullus (although unsuccessfully) and the experience created 
by the Garden Room reveal a peculiar Roman desire to see two stages of a single process, 
simultaneously—here, it is foodstuffs before (captos) and after the act of cooking (coctos). In this 
way, while the birds in the Garden Room are intelligible and convincing elements of an 
imaginary garden, their appearance specifically in a dining room also encourages the viewer to 
consider their impending fate as a potential table fare.  

                                                
184 Bernard Andreae (1969) mentions Varro’s aviary and the garden paintings, but do not seem to develop the idea very 
far. Barbara Kellum (1994), too, hints at a connection to Varro’s aviary, but does not draw any further conclusions (217).  
185 Pliny HN 10.141. 



 
  

53 

Although considerably later in date than the Garden Room, a poem from book 13 of 
Marcus Valerius Martial’s epigrammata (published ca. 84-85 AD) captures the sentiment behind 
this constellation of ideas revolving around birds, dining, gifts, and guest-host relations. 
Commonly referred to as the Xenia, this collection of epigrams features pithy distichs that 
roughly correspond to the various courses of the Roman cena, and epigrams 61-78 deal with 
fowl.186 In epigram 51, the speaker proclaims his appreciation of the thrush—the same bird that 
appeared in Plutarch’s anecdote about Pompey and Lucullus: 

 
“Turdorum decuria” 
Texta rosis fortasse tibi vel divite nardo, 
At mihi de turdis facta corona placet 
 
“A 10-Pack of Thrushes” 
A crown woven of roses, perhaps, or rich spikenard, may please you,  
but a crown made of thrushes delights me. 

 
The crown of roses or spikenard would have been a typical gift presented by hosts to guests at 
banquets. But instead, Martial wishes for a crown of thrushes. His punning substitution of 
thrushes for roses (wild thrushes were caught in nets and usually hung up on a loop called a 
corona to be then sold in the market place) makes the two seem interchangeable: both are 
meaningful elements of the elite banquet and function as festive objects presented to guests; 
although for a hungry poet, a thrush is infinitely more desirable.187 In this poem, along with the 
other food and wine poems in the Xenia, Martial takes the (often) unglamorous stuff of the 
Roman banquet and draws our attention to it by deconstructing the banquet into its various 
components: e.g., pomegranates with hard and soft stones (13.42), lentils (13.9), turnips (13.20), 
and Alban wine (13.109). Moreover, the equivalency of the rose and the thrush established by 
the poem succinctly expresses the dual importance of the two elements in the Garden Room 
and encourages us to remember keep the primacy of the room’s status as a triclinium.  

Although shown in their natural habitats in the garden, the birds and, by extension, the 
various berries and fruits of the Garden Room proleptically and simultaneously represent the 
foodstuffs offered at a banquet hosted in the space of the room. Therefore, I suggest that these 
birds, fruit, and plants are like those of Sosos’ Hellenistic asaratos oikos (“unswept floor”) mosaic 
(Fig. 2.28), in which the detritus from a feast are shown strewn on the floor. The garden fresco 
also represents the various components of a banquet,188 but even before they have been selected 
for the menu—instead, they are shown alive and flourishing within their natural environment. 

In the Garden Room, instead of the birds and fruit functioning as subsidiary xenia, or 
details in a larger “still-life” composition, the entire room is now a coherent, large-scale tableau 
that advertises itself as a real, “living” world.189 In this way, the painter has magnified and 

                                                
186 On the order and the Roman cena, see: Sullivan 1968; Leary 2001. Imagined as accompanying gifts for the winter 
Saturnalia, Martial’s poems include lemmata, or titles, that form a kind of table of contents that resembles a list of 
ordinary household items (on this see: Blake 2011). Scholars traditionally comment on the “realism” of Martial’s 
epigrams; e.g., G. Biagio Conte (1994) observes that, “it is precisely its realism, its closeness to actual life, that Martial 
claims as the distinctive mark of his poetry (hominem pagina nostra sapit [10.4.10])” (507). 
187 Dalby 2003, 327. 
188 Pliny HN 36.184; Seaman 2009, 264-301. 
189 On still-life and garden painting as two genres in wall painting, see: De Caro 1991. 
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amplified what had previously been subsidiary décor; the peripheral and marginal has become 
the central and essential. The Garden Room’s birds have received an enormous amount of 
attention from the skilled hands of the wall painters, and are elevated to the status of scientific 
studies—or art objects, making the room an ornithological gallery of birds, as well.  

 
 

Art and Nature, Illusion and Reality 
In this final section, let us think of the garden represented in the Garden Room as a kind of 
collection; upon its walls, numerous types of flora and fauna are carefully rendered in all of their 
meticulous detail. In the previous section, I argued that the room could also be considered a 
marvelous open-air aviary, featuring a variety of birds that not only enliven the garden, but 
appear as objects collected and put on display, too. Earlier in this chapter I proposed that the 
design of room’s loosely resembles the fashionable fictive pinacothecae of elite Roman homes. But 
in the place of mythological paintings executed by famous Greek masters, the designer of the 
Garden Room has substituted artworks of nature: the fictive garden’s marble parapet frames 
individual trees like panel paintings in a pinacotheca.  

But the “art of nature” assumes another form, as well: with its luscious fruit trees and 
ripe berries the Garden Room is also the painted equivalent of a oporotheca—a storehouse, 
treasury, or even gallery of fruit—, but one in which the fruits still grow upon trees and bushes. 
Such a fruitful gallery appears in Varro’s De Re Rustica, and he invokes the oporotheca specifically 
as a point of contrast to the opulent pinacothecae of wealthy Romans. In addition, he tells us, 
some Romans held their produce in such high regard that they even put a triclinium in their 
oporothecae so that they could dine, gazing upon their fruits (1.59.2): in quo etiam quidam triclinium 
sternere solent cenandi causa. Etenim in quibus luxuria concesserit ut in pinacothece faciant, quod spectaculum 
datur ab arte, cur non quod natura datum utantur in venustate disposita pomorum? (“Some people even 
spread a dining table in their fruit-gallery in order to dine there; and, in fact, if luxury allows 
people to do this in a picture gallery, where the scenery is provided by art, why should they not 
enjoy scenery provided by nature, in a charming arrangement of apples?”).  

The equivalency Varro establishes between the optical pleasure (emphasized by the 
theatrical noun, spectaculum) afforded by the pinacotheca and that of the oporotheca—between art and 
fruit—is instructive for us in understanding one final aspect of the Garden Room. While his 
observation serves to elevate the status of, and reflect the high esteem Roman’s placed on, their 
agricultural products, it also provides a point of entry: for what would he make of a painted 
representation of an oporotheca? For the decorative program of the Garden Room gives physical 
form to the phenomenon Varro observes, but as if a further development in this equivalency: 
simply put, fruit has literally been made into art.  

But there is more to this connection between fruit and art in Roman culture. Fruit, 
surprisingly, played a significant role in Roman discourses about art. As a result, the frescoes’ 
fruit, birds, and trees should be situated within these broader discussions in Roman culture 
about not only art, but also the notions of semblance and illusionism itself.190  

                                                
190 Winkes 1975. The reason for this, as Gowers (1993) characterizes it, is that, “The significance of food in its literary 
representations lies both in its simple existence and in a bundle of metaphorical associations, a capacity to evoke a whole 
world of wider experience” (5). Even more recently, Michael Squire (2009) has argued that the genre of so-called “still-
life” (xenia) in Roman painting was very much a part of Roman explorations of real and fictive space, realism and 
illusionism. 
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As we have seen, Roman wall painting has traditionally been categorized according to the 
viewer’s perception of the wall as either a solid, closed form, or as an open aperture. Thus, it is 
the push and pull between these two poles that makes not only Roman wall painting so 
compelling, but also a space such as the Garden Room so intriguing because it takes the primary 
characteristic of Second Style wall painting—the dissolution of the wall—to its absolute limit.191 
This compositional choice—eliminating the wall—poses the greatest challenge to an artist’s 
illusionistic skill: persuading the viewer open sky has replaced stone, plaster, and paint.  

The detailed realism of the painting plays no small role in contributing to the Garden 
Room’s convincing and captivating trompe-l’oeil illusionism, and the exactitude with which its 
trees, fruits, flowers, and birds are depicted renders it an encyclopedic visual tour de force. This 
emphasis on accuracy and precision reflects a growing interest in plant encyclopedias and 
botanical handbooks in this period—a result of Roman expansion in the first century BC.192 In 
this light, the Garden Room becomes the visual counterpart to these popular reference works 
and, in addition, the verisimilitude seen in the representation of these specific plants, fruits, and 
birds, would have sparked an impulse in any viewer to not simply admire, but identify what is 
seen.  

Although of a much later date, the Deipnosophistae of Athenaeus (ca. 200 AD) tells the 
story of a dinner party in which guests were expected to research the variety of things they are 
served before actually eating.193 Here, the host, Larensis, places his library (conveniently 
connected to his triclinium) at the disposal of the literati he has invited to dine. I suggest that we 
might imagine that such activities occurred at Roman dinner parties earlier than Athenaeus’ text, 
and that the decipherment of the plants and birds depicted in the interior of a banquet hall could 
function as another kind of dinner entertainment.194 Although the Garden Room does not 
depict wildly exotic flora and fauna requiring library research, to show off one’s knowledge and 
participate in a lively, collective conversation about local species, genera, and typologies would 
have provided yet another source of convivial gratification. 

But the link between knowledge and the Roman dinner party shares a linguistic 
connection, as well: the Latin adjective sapiens means “wise, knowledgeable,” but comes from the 
verb “to taste.”195 Beneath the fictive boughs of the Garden Room, we see the two meanings 
simultaneously in play as guests eat, observe, and converse; knowledge and taste, wisdom and 
flavor, dialogue and dining are all mutually implicated. But I believe the theme of erudition and 
knowledge also extends dimensionally: i.e. looking at this painted interior also tested the limits of 
one’s knowledge of reality itself. So while the guests flaunted their botanical and ornithological 
learning, their “knowledge” is also assessed in a different way: for the credible and true-to-life 
representations of birds and plants prompt the viewer to creatively imagine herself in a real 
garden and to marvel at the painter’s ability to transport her into this fictional world. This 
mimesis thus encourages the “suspension of disbelief” and invites the viewer to participate in a 
world of make-believe. 

Examples abound in Latin literature of a Roman fascination with the capacity to perceive 
what is real and what is not and, in the majority of these cases, it is fruit that provides the 

                                                
191 Squire (2009) describes it as an oscillation “between dissolving and amplifying the pictorial plane” (376). 
192 Kuttner 1999a, 29. 
193 Wilkins 2003. 
194 Similar arguments have been made about the mythological stories appearing on the walls of Roman dining rooms.  
195 In a similar fashion, the Latin word for salt, sals, also meant “wit”. 
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ultimate trial.196 A common and familiar object of which people have knowledge through all the 
senses (species (sight), odor (smell), tactus (touch), and sapor (taste)), fruit comes to represent pure 
substance or matter and embodies the very idea of materiality. In the visual realm, images of 
food assume a similar role and, throughout the corpus of Roman wall painting, we see instances 
in which food, plants, and birds in particular are the subjects that most often test the viewer’s 
perception by simultaneously corroborating and undermining a semblance of reality. 

A famous anecdote found in Pliny’s Natural History epitomizes the way in which painters 
utilized fruit in the manipulation of human perception and the exploration of illusionism. Pliny 
recounts a famous story about two of the most celebrated fourth-century BC Greek painters, 
Zeuxis and Parrhasius, with each painter making a claim to be more skilled at convincing 
naturalism.197 First, Zeuxis succeeds in painting grapes so convincingly that a bird mistakes them 
for the real thing. Then, not to be outdone, Parrhasius paints an incredibly realistic curtain that 
Zeuxis then asks to be drawn back so as to display his painting underneath. Once Zeuxis realizes 
that he has been duped, he exclaims that, while he had fooled the birds, Parrhasius had fooled 
him, the artifex—the artist who uses ars in the creation of illusion (quoniam ipse volucres fefellisset, 
Parrhasius autem se artificem).  

This story of the competition between Zeuxis and Parrhasius had traction in the world 
of Roman wall painting, too: in a playful fashion, wall painters alluded to the story through the 
depiction of birds pecking at fruit, and, at times, even included an illusionistic curtain (e.g., the 
north wall of tablinum i. Pompeii IX.2.10; Villa at Oplontis). Admittedly, vignettes of birds and 
fruit are stock scenes of xenia ubiquitous throughout the corpus of Roman wall painting.  In the 
artist’s pursuit of naturalism, however, I would argue that these scenes inevitably comment on 
the concept of semblance itself. In Pliny’s story it is the representation of the grapes that affords 
the test of one’s perception of the actual or physical world, and the bird becomes the initial 
arbiter of what is real and what is not. But what does it mean when the birds themselves are also 
a fiction, as we see in the examples from Pompeii and elsewhere?  

In the case of the Garden Room, we have already seen how birds animate the garden, 
introduce movement, and suggest action; without them the scene would appear quite still. They, 
depicted as living and moving entities, also corroborate the rest of the composition’s evocation 
of a real garden. But what is the effect for those who know of the legendary competition 
between Zeuxis and Parrhasius—a tradition that certainly predates Pliny? If for some viewers 
birds represent the archetypal arbiters of reality and materiality, then by including birds in a 
tableau including representations of fruit, the artists responsible for the Garden Room 
accomplish two paradoxical effects: on the one hand, the bird’s attraction to a berry suggests to 
us—rather, persuades us—that the berry may be more than simply fiction; on the other hand, the 

                                                
196 There are other examples of food’s role in stories of deception and help us to understand these pervasive cultural 
discourses—both visual and verbal—for the Romans; Petronius describes imagines cenarum, which were clay 
representations of food as part of the festival of the Saturnalia. In Diogenes Laertius (7.177), a philosopher by the name 
of Sphaerus gets duped by a wax pomegranate, as he is pontificating on the very subject of knowledge. Macrobius’ 
Saturnalia 7.14.21-3 discusses the process of determining the real apple from the waxen, sorting through all the senses 
and the accumulated knowledge from each; he concludes: sic probabtur efficaciam sensuum de ratione pendere. While written in 
the fourth century AD and therefore considerably later in date than Livia’s Garden Room, we might imagine Macrobius’ 
passage as participating in a long tradition of testing and exploring the limits of reality through the object of fruit (Squire 
2009, 394). Squire, in his analysis of Roman images of xenia, writes that food—or rather, fruit—is “the pinnacle of 
empirically testable reality” (392ff). 
197 Pliny HN 35.65. 
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bird’s mere presence draws attention to the very act of artifice, if one were to recall the 
deceptions of Zeuxis and Parrhasius.   

Although it is difficult to assess to what extent or in what capacity viewers were 
“persuaded” by the highly naturalistic illusionism of the Garden Room, we can at least gain a 
sense of the desire to be—and pleasure in being—persuaded by reading Philostratus the Elder’s 
Imagines. Although of a much later date, Philostratus’ Imagines (ca. 190–ca. 230 AD) is an 
ekphrastic account of a painting collection located in a villa along the Bay of Naples, which 
preserves something of the experience of looking at convincing representations of fruit.198 As 
Philostratus’ narrator meanders from work to work in the painting gallery of this villa, paintings 
seem to move and breathe before our “eyes”—a result of either the hyperrealism of the 
paintings, or perhaps the vivid detail with which the narrator describes them.199 At one point, 
the narrator pauses before a painting of Erotes, hard at work gathering apples: “Can you perceive 
the sweet scent of apples over the garden, or are you slow in this? But listen eagerly; for with my 
words the smell of apples will strike you, too” (1.6). The apples in the painting of Erotes have 
been depicted in so real a manner we can almost smell them, and the narrator’s question clues us 
in to a desire inherent to the experience of looking at art: as viewers, we want to believe the 
fiction of a painted fruit—to be transported or momentarily give in to its promise of 
authenticity, with its sweet smell and syrupy taste.  

I propose that the Garden Room should be situated within this rhetorical-visual tradition 
that employs the motifs of fruit and birds to explore issues of knowledge, illusionism, and 
semblance. Its faithful rendering of various fruits and birds reveals the impulse to represent the 
world in a consistent, believable manner—what ought to be the primary goal of painting, in 
Vitruvius’ critical judgment (ex rebus finitis imagines certae, De Arch. 7.5.3). And, as viewers, upon 
seeing a quince in the fresco, we can already imagine its feel, smell, and taste and our mind fills 
in the gap between seeing and perceiving as real. But the artist’s dedication to realism and a 
faithful rendition of nature is at odds with another creative impulse evident in Roman wall 
painting: to draw attention to the artifice and the illusion. So while Sorcha Carey considers the 
Garden Room a decisive triumph of artifice over Nature,200 I see the room as something else: a 
place to enjoy both the vast gulf between, and potential overlapping of, these two “poles”.  

In the Garden Room, we stand before two sets of walls, which, although notionally 
meant to keep us out, are low enough so that our view is unobstructed. The pairing of the 
wicker fence and the stone balustrade—both warm and brightly colored against the cool, misty 
tones of the plant life—guides our eye around the room, tells us where to look, and functions as 
the frame for an artful display of trees, plants, and birds. The fresco offers the opportunity to 
explore the limits of illusion and reality, appreciate the artistry involved, and feel pleasure in the 
blurring between the real and the unreal. Artifice does not have to defeat nature. To argue this is 
to miss the point of the room.  
 
 
 
 
 

                                                
198 Lehmann 1941; Conan 1987. 
199 On Philostratus’ text as a meditation on the rivalry between text and image, see: Squire 2009.  
200 Carey 2003, 112. 
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Conclusion 
Columella’s manual on gardening begins with the fence; and, in his estimation, the best fence is 
the “living hedge” of thorn (vivam saepem).201 The interplay between constructed architecture and 
living plant is a pervasive fixation in Roman painting and villa design, and in this chapter we 
have seen one early example of how a completely illusionistic garden scene creates a complex 
world of “green architecture” that provides an extraordinary natural setting for elegant dining.  

In various ways, this room hovers between the real and the imaginary: it is a highly 
realistic picture of a cultivated garden aviary painted with encyclopedic precision—birds are 
recognizable, trees identifiable. But as a subterranean, open-air garden, it is also an unreal place. 
It creates a seductive environment that entices the viewer to enter the fiction and surrender to a 
world of fantasy that is both familiar and ordinary, and extra-ordinary. 

In the chapters that follow, we shall see many of the strategies used in the Garden Room 
deployed in other domestic contexts, but with the addition of physical architectural details and 
actual living plants, further confounding and complicating the distinctions between indoor and 
outdoor, natural and artificial. Literature will again prove to be an indispensible aid in defining 
the kind of natural world evoked in these spaces, and offering a glimpse of how Romans might 
have moved within them. The next two case studies will encourage us to think of the concept of 
“green architecture” as vast spectrum between the poles of “the living” and “the architectural”, 
between which domestic design and Latin literature constantly oscillate, making the garden in 
Roman culture essentially the expression of the constant negotiation between, and interaction 
between, these two seemingly antithetical ideas.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
                                                
201 On Columella’s gardening manual, see: Henderson 2002. 
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Chapter  3  
Garden Fences and Horatian Poetics: 

The Auditorium of Maecenas 
 

In the last chapter, I explored Livia’s Garden Room at Prima Porta primarily in four 
respects: as a visual meditation on the mediation of nature, a pictorialization of the very idea of 
fruitfulness and abundance, dining in nature, and the meaningful role birds can play in Roman 
décor. Towards these ends, sections of Vergil’s Georgics and Ovid’s Metamorphoses allowed us to 
plumb beneath the surface of the painted wall, and access preoccupations of the late Republican 
and early Augustan period relating to gardening, nature, and the idea of the “Golden Age.” In 
this chapter, my analysis relocates to Rome in order to investigate an understudied architectural 
space commonly known as the “Auditorium of Maecenas.” Within the confines of this structure, 
we shall see how another set of garden paintings reflects and engages with aspects of Roman 
life—in this case, literary life. First, I examine the frescoes’ relationship to issues of poetic 
production and performance. Second, I investigate the correspondences between the images, 
Epicureanism, and an evolving new relationship to a natural world that is separate from 
agricultural productivity. Finally, I explore how the decorative program resonates with 
contemporary ideas about order and disorder. 

Surprisingly, very little has been written about this fascinating building on the Esquiline 
Hill. The edifice, discovered by excavators Vespignani and Visconti in 1874, was part of a larger 
residential complex that no longer survives.202 Located near the grounds of the famed Horti 
Maecenatiani on the Esquiline (now situated in the “Largo Leopardi” on the Via Merulana, not far 
from the modern-day Termini train station), the structure consists of a rectangular, partially 
subterranean building terminating in an apse or exedra on the northern end (Fig. 3.1). The apse 
contains a peculiar architectural feature, consisting of seven semi-circular terraces or steps. 
These terraced steps, almost resembling seats in a miniature theater, along with the proximity to 
Maecenas’ gardens, are what led the first excavators to refer to the building as the “Auditorium 
of Maecenas.” The interior space, measuring 24.4 meters by 10.6 meters, was lit from above and 
covered by a wooden roof. Building techniques and materials (facing in opus reticulatum, or tufa 
reticulate, for example), and the style of the mosaic pavement of what appears to be the earliest 
building phase date the original structure to very end of the Republic period, roughly ca. 30 
BC.203  

The Auditorium was a grand and ornately decorated space. Mosaic work covered the 
floor and expensive red cinnabar, an import from Spain or Asia Minor that was difficult to apply 
and maintain, decorated large expanses of the walls (Figs. 3.3-4, 3.11-12).204 Marble revetment 
would have covered the terraced levels of the apse. An egg-and-dart stucco cornice framed the 
entire hall, including the apse. Originally the floors consisted of a simple design of white opus 
tessellatum, with the square tesserae regularly laid out in rows at a diagonal and surrounded by a 
border of two red bands (Fig. 3.2). A second phase of decoration (ca. 10 AD) included a 

                                                
202 For the original publication on the excavations of the Auditorium, see: Bullettino della Commissione Archeologica di Roma 2 
(Rome 1874), 137-71; L’archeologia in Roma capitale tra sterro e scavo, Roma Capitale 1870-1911, 7 (Venice 1983) 204-52.  
203 Steinby 1996, 74-5; Häuber 2011, 7. 
204 Pliny mentions that by his day, red cinnabar was no longer in fashion because it was expensive and impractical (HN 
25.117) (M. de Vos 1983, 236). 
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refurbishment of the floors in a rich patchwork of different types of marble in opus sectile, with 
rectangular pieces measuring approximately 42 cm by 19 cm.205  

Such an interior, although sumptuous and impressive, is wholly representative of trends 
in elite architecture of the late Republic-early Empire. What mark this space as particularly 
intriguing, however, are two sets of niches, set back from the surface of the wall and painted 
with beautiful trompe l’oeil garden views.206 One set adorns the long walls of the central 
rectangular hall and the other smaller set decorates the semi-circular area at the top of the apse 
(Fig. 3.1). The paintings were restored in 1983 and showcased in an accompanying catalogue, 
L’archeologia in Roma capitale tra sterro e scavo 1870-1911. Although the painted surfaces have faded 
significantly over time and many have suffered considerable damage (especially the lower set of 
niches in the main hall), enough of the painted program and its imagery survives so as to make a 
significant contribution to our understanding of the function, reception, and symbolism of the 
illusionistic garden-scape in the first century BC. While on the face of it this seems like another 
interior space designated for sumptuous dining, as Amanda Claridge posits, I believe that the 
Auditorium of Maecenas may have served another set of important functions, and possessed a 
significance intimately connected to the literary and performative aspects of elite life in Rome, 
and an emerging new relationship to the natural world.207 

 
 

The Garden Paintings 
In order to appreciate the significance of these garden paintings and to lay the groundwork for 
my discussion, it is worth examining the painted niches in detail. Above the topmost step of the 
seven concentric levels of the apse, five recessed niches, equally spaced out, reveal illusionistic 
vistas into a cultivated green area beyond the wall (Fig. 3.5). Although subtle variations in 
composition and motifs characterize each niche and distinguish one from another, the paintings 
share the same general design: a section of marble fence serves as the primary organizing 
principle around which plants, birds, and other decorative elements are positioned (Fig. 3.6). 
Decorative cutouts in a crisscross pattern adorn this low marble fence near the top, with two on 
the left and two on the right side; an edging of grass runs along the foot of the fence. Tan earth 
occupies the foreground in front of the fence and brilliant blue sky provides the backdrop for 
each garden scene. As in the Prima Porta Garden Room, the marble fences in each three-
dimensional niche separate the viewer from the fictive green-scape: we stand outside the garden 
while the fences control our access to the painted garden.  

The selection of plants shown in the niches of the apse is very similar to that of the 
Garden Room: oleander, laurel, pine, and various kinds of flowers. Within the real architectural 
frame of the physical niche, each section of painted fence creates an illusionistic rectangular or 
circular recessed space—similar to the marble fences of the Garden Room (Figs. 3.7-8). Unlike 
the Garden Room, however, these recessed spaces highlight not isolated trees, but marble urns 
and shallow, kylix-shaped basins functioning as fountains for the different painted birds (Figs. 
3.9-10). Each fountain sits atop a narrow fluted pedestal. But the desire for a prominent, solitary 
tree still plays a role in the Auditorium design scheme: behind the fence and the central fountain 

                                                
205 De Vos 1983, 234, 236.  
206 Some form of “primitive decoration” of the first phase of building may be visible in a fragment of red and white 
intonaco beneath the fifth niche of the apse (Rizzo 1983, 226). 
207 Claridge 1998, 294-96.  
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a focal tree—most often a pine—stands, flanked by the surrounding oleander and laurel brush. 
The plant-life represented behind the fence is not as dense as that of the Prima Porta Garden 
Room, and the trees and plants more sparsely spread out.  

The sidewalls of the niches preserve the three-dimensional garden illusion: here, the 
marble fence continues and partitions off more plants. By setting the painted garden-scapes 
within these architectural niches, the designers of the Auditorium were able to grant each scene 
additional depth, thereby enhancing the illusion that the niches were openings. Such a tactic 
mitigated the two-dimensionality of wall-painting and, since the niches simulated perforations in 
the wall of the Auditorium, the painted gardens would have called to mind the real gardens 
surrounding the building. 

As one draws nearer to the garden niches in the apse, fine details emerge that both 
support and belie the fiction of the garden scenes. On the ceiling of the niche, a scattering of red 
and blue flowers seems to float in the blue sky as if suspended in mid-air, emphatically breaking 
the illusion. Rising up from the marble fence, impossibly thin white columns with Corinthian 
capitals and a red abacus demarcate the back wall of the niche from the two adjacent sidewalls 
(Fig. 3.7). These same columns support a thin cornice that extends along the right angle where 
the back and sidewalls meet the ceiling of the niche. Such attenuated architecture closely 
resembles that of the House of the Fruit Orchard in Pompeii, discussed in the previous chapter, 
but, instead of lying on the flat surface of the wall, these painted architectural elements appear 
where the different planar surfaces of the niches meet. The columns, although slight and barely 
noticeable, deny the viewer a completely immersive experience: the barrier between viewer and 
garden is suddenly not only horizontal, but also vertical. These slim Corinthian columns create a 
space which functions almost like a “viewing platform” or miniature marble pergola from or 
under which one looks out into the garden.  

In following the real, physical, outlines of the niche itself, this painted architecture (i.e. 
the columns and cornice) plays a role in the fiction that these niches are windows onto gardens 
beyond. By appearing in the right-angle junctures between different planar surfaces they make sense 
out of the four walls of the niche and seem intended to persuade the viewer that these are not in 
fact the walls of a niche, but an opening into the outside, with intelligible architecture and open 
space in between. Had these columns appeared along the flat expanse of the niche (as in the 
House of the Fruit Orchard), their relationship to real architecture would have been not as 
convincing, calling into question the fiction of the whole ensemble. Thus, in this way the 
illusionistic architecture is credible and in turn makes the garden-scape credible as well.  

Yet, in a strange way, this architecture also has the opposite effect, which undermines the 
believability of the garden views. Paradoxically, this painted architecture likewise keeps the 
garden niches grounded in the physical, “built” realm of the whole edifice of the Auditorium. In 
outlining the shape of the niche these bits of architecture highlight the walls of the niche and 
thus reinforce the physical reality, or solidity, of the niche itself. What if there were no columns 
and no cornice? The viewer’s experience would be closer to that of the Prima Porta Garden 
Room: uninterrupted blue sky, continuous plant life receding into the background—and, as a 
result, the walls of the niches would dissolve away. Instead, the painted columns interrupt this 
type of immersive garden reverie and make the viewer aware of the architectural niche, drawing 
attention to itself—and its work—and away from the conceit of a real, living garden.  

Thus the columns both convince the viewer of the garden fiction, and reinforce for the 
viewer of the physicality and reality of the built space. The decoration of the Auditorium plays 
with opposing ideas: the living and the static; illusion and reality. Additionally, what is visually 
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prioritized is the image of natural and architectural forms together—as an ensemble: the tree and 
the marble urn; the bird and the column; the grass and the marble fence.  

While the niche and painted marble fence and columns organize the space of the 
illusionistic garden, a thin border of abstract or vegetal shapes (the precise details of the border 
now difficult to make out due to fading) frames the niche itself and supports two winged figures 
(either sphinxes or griffins) that function like acroteria, two square decorative elements with 
portrait heads, and the stucco cornice. This combination of framing devices and picturesque 
views constitutes a common conceit of painted decoration in the Roman house of the first 
centuries BC and AD. Other instances of such a device can be seen in painted “picture galleries” 
or pinacothecae, in which columns, architraves, pediments, and aediculae frame illusionistic pictures. 
First-century BC examples such as the House of Livia on the Palatine or the Villa under the 
Farnesina use columns and other forms of architecture to set off fictive paintings.208 In the 
Auditorium, which may still be earlier than these examples, the framing is subtler and the 
illusion more complex: these are views into a three-dimensional space beyond, not a painting or 
work of art, and the columns and architecture trace, or highlight, the actual architectural features 
in the niche. Framing the view of some important element—whether it a painting or a view of a 
garden or natural landscape—seems to be of the utmost importance in the design of the 
decorated program of a room. The use of framing performs an almost deictic function and 
draws our attention to the act of viewing—a point to which I shall return later, in the conclusion 
of the final chapter.  
 
 
The Painted Architecture of the Walls 
Broad expanses of rich, red cinnabar punctuated with delicately rendered columns, bases, and 
spiraling vegetal motifs decorate the rest of the Auditorium walls in which the painted 
decoration has survived (Figs. 3.11-13). A detail from the upper zone of the wall above the 
lower niches on the western side (wall S) shows a combination of aviary and vegetal imagery. 
Two heraldically placed peacocks face each other and rest atop twin vine tendrils with leaves 
that emerge from what looks like a base for an incense burner or candelabrum. This fantastic and 
purely decorative elaboration is not unlike details found in two roughly contemporary buildings: 
cubicula B and D of the Villa under the Farnesina in Rome (dated to c. 25 BC), and Room 16 of 
the Villa of Agrippa Postumus at Boscotrecase (ca. 11-7 BC). The earlier Farnesina cubicula 
includes Egyptianizing figures and heraldically positioned felines incorporated into vegetal 
scrolls and motifs on a red background. The Auditorium imagery, however, remains smaller in 
scale and, as far as the surviving portions of the wall show, includes no anthropomorphic figures 
in these plant-bird designs. In this way, with its minute decorative details, the Auditorium more 
closely follows the decoration along the upper zone of the north wall of Room 16 of the Villa of 
Agrippa Postumus at Boscotrecase. Both the Auditorium wall and Boscotrecase room feature 
delicate arcs of floral and vine imagery set symmetrically on either side of a perpendicular 
element. Both spaces also exploit the striking contrast of the juxtaposition of red and black 
mural zones. The richness of the color, the minute detail, and preciousness of this portion of the 
Auditorium speak of a world of luxury and visual enjoyment. 
 

                                                
208 For the Farnesina pinacotheca, see: Bergmann 1995a. 
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The Painted Niches of the Long Walls 
In the lower portion of the large rectangular hall, another set of recessed niches punctuates the 
two long walls, with a set of six niches along each wall. Larger in scale and deeper than those in 
the apse, these rectangular niches also feature trompe l’oeil garden views (Figs. 3.14-15).209 Here, 
instead of white marble, wickerwork fences partition off plants and trees. The fence, in simple 
lattice-work designs, features two patterns: cross-hatched frames around an open diamond 
pattern; slightly arched horizontal openings. Both allow a glimpse of the plants behind.210 
Compositionally, these lower niche garden scenes are simpler. While birds also appear, no urns 
or fountains are included and no illusionistic recesses in the fence. Less ornate and formal than 
their upper zone counterparts, the wickerwork fences lend an air of humility, but also represent 
a different kind of intricate illusion and provide a different challenge for the artist. Sadly, much 
of the painted surfaces of these larger niches in the rectangular portion of the hall have not 
survived and the decoration can only be discerned from two faded examples on the eastern side. 
All other examples are too badly damaged to be studied in any detail. 

The two sets of garden niches represent two types of garden architecture and the 
viewer’s proximity to one or the other allows a slightly different garden experience. In the 
Garden Room at Prima Porta, the wicker fence stands in closer proximity to the viewer, and 
seems to mark the foreground as more informal. The marble balustrade, in contrast, stands 
further back in the composition and separates the highlighted trees, grassy area, and dirt pathway 
from the dense foliage behind. In the Auditorium, a similar strategy appears: the wicker fence is 
more immediate to the viewer in the central area of the building, while the marble parapets and 
fountains appear more formal and remote atop the apse. The two views provide two different 
types of visual pleasure: the marble balustrades and urns of the upper niches reflect the luxury of 
the marble revetment of the terraces in the apse. In contrast, the larger niches with simple lattice 
fencing seem shallower and more casual. Each different type of garden scene also has provided 
the painter different opportunities to showcase his skill representing the different textures, 
surfaces, and depths of gardens.  

The playful variation within the Auditorium’s garden imagery delights the eye and 
confounds the boundaries between interior and exterior. But unlike Livia’s Garden Room and 
its grotto setting, built architecture—both real and represented—plays a prominent role in how 
the viewer sees and experiences this space. While it is easy for a viewer to become utterly 
immersed in the illusion of the Garden Room at Prima Porta because the illusion is so complete 
and uninterrupted, a spectator in the Auditorium will never entirely lose sight of the fact that he 
or she is in an architectural space and the gardens views are only narrow and intermittent 
“windows” into a natural world beyond. 
 Even in the Auditorium’s present faded state, the striking contrast between the recessed 
blue niche and the flat red wall creates an arresting visual experience for the visitor. In addition 
to the simple color opposition of brilliant blue and rich red, the décor of the room asserts the 
solidity of the two-dimensional wall at the same time as it convinces the viewer of an opening 
into the real gardens surrounding the building.211 The visual play on the notions of enclosure and 

                                                
209 The height of each lower niche is about 1 m. 
210 Farrar 1998, 33-34. 
211 Scholars have used these two features to categorize the different Pompeian Styles according to Mau’s typology (See: 
Ch. 1). The transition from First Pompeian Style wall painting to Second Style is marked by a shift from asserting the 
solidity of the painted wall to the dissolving of portions of the wall with illusionistic vistas. Flat expanses of painted wall 
return again in Third Style. The impulse to contrast the two within the same decorative program emerges in Fourth Style 
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aperture characterizes the decorative scheme of the Auditorium as a whole. Again, this is an issue 
we shall return to in the final section of this chapter. For now, let us look more closely at the 
physical and historical context of the Auditorium. 
 
 
Politics, Horti , Epicureanism, and the Esquiline 
The painted gardens within the Auditorium not only juxtaposed the built and natural 
environment, but may also have alluded to actual living gardens located in the vicinity of the 
Auditorium. Although the sorts of plantings and furnishings of the painted garden scenes and 
those of the physical gardens outside may have differed greatly, their collocation would have 
offered visitors stimulating visual and sensory contrasts as they entered and exited the space of 
the Auditorium. The Esquiline Hill was home to several famous large-scale gardens, known as 
horti, including the Horti Maecenatiani and Horti Lamiani. Many of the Roman patrons of these 
types of gardens consciously emulated the Hellenistic dynasts and Persian kings who 
constructed lavish pleasure-parks called paradeisoi.212 In the Republican period, the modest 
horticultural mode of existence championed by staunch traditionalists like Cato was, for some, 
replaced by an “oriental” (i.e., Persian-influenced) and tryphe-loving mode. Literary sources attest 
to the existence of at least ten horti in Rome; Cicero mentions the horti Cassiani, Clodiae, Cottae, 
Crassipedis, Cusinii, Damasippi, Drusi, Lamiani, Scapulani, Siliani, and Trebonii.213 While these gardens 
were undoubtedly in imitation of the oriental pleasure-park within the boundaries of the city and 
not agricultural plots, Romans did use the Latin term hortus for both small, utilitarian garden 
plots and the fabulous, large-scale gardens of the elite; the fifth-century BC law code known as 
the Twelve Tables employed the term hortus to refer to all country estates, regardless of size.214  

To complicate matters, each type of hortus—the vegetable plot and the pleasure park—
could also subtly suggest the other, at least conceptually; a vegetable garden could give a taste of 
elite leisure (or otium) and pleasure in the natural world, while the expansive grounds of a 
pleasure garden could conjure associations with the humble beginnings of the Romans. The 
imperial poet, Martial, describes his “window-box” garden as, not specifically a hortus, but a rus (a 
country villa estate): Donasti, Lupe, rus sub urbe nobis;/ Sed rus est mihi maius in fenestra (“You have 
given me, Lupus, a suburban estate, but my country estate on my window sill is greater,” 
11.18.1-2). Although meant to be tongue-in-cheek, Martial’s comparison of his window-box 
garden to the grounds of a country estate nevertheless works as a bitter joke because it reflects 
the very real practice of using window-boxes in the city as a way for urban Romans to have a bit 
of nature near them. And Martial mocks this modest desire when he claims that, in his window 
garden, a sprig of bitter rue (ruta) constitutes a sacred grove of Diana and a mouse replaces the 
Calydonian boar.  

On the other end of the garden spectrum are the six most famous and historically 
                                                                                                                                                       
painting, which scholars have characterized with the terms Durchblicke (views-through or vistas) and Vorhänge (tapestries 
or hangings). 
212 Xenophon is credited as the one to have introduced paradeisos, from the Persian pairadaeza, the word for enclosure, 
into the Greek language; so inspired by Persian practices, Xenophon created his own paradeisos at his estate in Scillus, 
south of the city of Olympia in the Peloponnese. On the paradeisos (παράδεισος) in Persian culture and specifically the 
Archaemenid Empire, see: Briant 2006, 442-444. On the process of the Hellenization of the Roman hortus, see: Wallace-
Hadrill 1998a.  
213 On the evidence of known horti in the environs of Rome, see: Grimal 1943, 113-175; Platner and Ashby 1929, s. v. 
Horti; Richardson 1992, 195-204. 
214 Purcell 2007. 
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significant Republican figures known to have had horti in Rome: Caesar, Pompey, Lucullus, 
Sallust, Lamia, and Maecenas. The notorious figure of Lucullus—a lightning rod for Roman 
moralists—epitomizes the unbridled pursuit of luxury in the Republican period, and, according 
to Plutarch’s account of the life of Lucullus, Lucullus’ horti formed a conspicuous part of his 
sumptuous lifestyle.  

In addition to serving as a symbol of luxury-loving, Hellenized hedonism, Lucullus is an 
exemplar of a prominent figure living outside the political world and his gardens symbolize 
withdrawal from, or an alternative to, public life.215 The same can be said of Maecenas and both 
C. Sallustius Crispus the historian and his heir, C. Sallustius Passienus Crispus.216 Andrew 
Wallace-Hadrill connects this novel mode of behavior specifically to Epicureanism and a Roman 
pursuit of the Epicurean ideal, ataraxia (ἀταραξίία “tranquility, freedom from anxiety”). What is 
more, the philosophy of Epicurus began in the philosopher’s own garden and, as a result, his 
school was simply referred to as the kēpos (κῆπος, “the Garden”).  

The poet Lucretius’ epic poem, De Rerum Natura, written most likely in the years 60-50 
BC, reflects this notable interest in Epicurus and his work, On Nature, in the late Republican 
period—not to mention a related interest in the natural world.217 The archaeological remains of 
the Villa of the Papyri in Herculaneum best encapsulate the conjunction of the villa, 
Epicureanism, the philosophical library, and the garden.218 The villa, most likely owned by 
Lucius Calpurnius Piso Caesoninus, consul in 58 BC, featured an extensive library of Greek and 
Latin texts, many of which were Epicurean in subject matter. 
 If these famous historical horti symbolized political withdrawal, the world of otium, and 
private cultivation, then the representation of gardens could notionally do the same and, in this 
way, villa owners could invoke—or allude to—this world of leisure and learning in the 
decoration of their homes. In the specific case of the Auditorium, however, the painted gardens’ 
proximity to a set of actual horti owned by the non-political literary figure, Gaius Cilnius 
Maecenas (c. 70-8 BC), strengthens this connection even further. Thus, the Auditorium can be 
thought of as marked as an “Other” space: surrounded both by fictional and physical green 
garden spaces, it is situated outside the realm of Roman political life and creates a space 
designated for other elite pursuits.  

 
 

The Function of the Auditorium: Convivia and Poetry  
But what activities went on in such a distinctive and peculiar space? What purpose did this space 
serve and what roles did its design, decoration, and physical location play? To date, scholars 
remain surprisingly uninterested in fully exploring the function of the Auditorium—or at least 
are content with the basic conjectures made in the handful of treatments of the Auditorium so 

                                                
215 The status of horti for emperors was slightly different. Mary Beard (1998) describes horti as sites of “contest and 
contestation” between the imperial family and the Roman elite in texts such as Tacitus’ Annales—making horti very much 
a part of Roman political life in Rome. For emperors, “retreating” to the horti was not a form of withdrawal, but a way to 
“observe the city, but not be part of it” (30). 
216 Andrew Wallace-Hadrill (1998a) observes, “Lucullus, Maecenas, and the two Sallusts seem to me to offer the 
possibility of an interesting pattern, of men whose interests it suited to make a display of a certain detachment from 
public life” (4). On the horti Sallustiani, see: Hartswick 2004.  
217 On Lucretius and Epicurus, see: Masson 1907-9; Boyancé 1963; Clay 1983; Sedley 2003; Warren 2007. 
218 For an account of the villa, see: Maiuri 1974, 35-39; Zarmakoupi 2010b. On the villa’s library and Epicureanism, see: 
Obbink 2007; Sider 2005; Gigante 1995. 
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far. It seems quite probable, as noted earlier, that the room functioned as an opulent triclinium, or 
dining room.219 Like Livia’s Garden Room at Prima Porta, partially submerged underground and 
featuring calming and pleasing scenes of cultivated nature, it would have been a delightfully cool 
retreat from the oppressive heat of Roman summers.  

It is the apse with its curved terraces, however, that is simultaneously the most 
interesting and most perplexing aspect of the room’s design.220 Such a distinctive architectural 
form invites us to imagine an obvious analogy to a seating area in a performance space, like a 
miniature odeon. Silvana Rizzo has argued that the dimensions of the terraced levels of the apse 
would have been too narrow to accommodate spectators,221 but the terraces are too high and 
too broad simply to be steps. The identification of this site as a performance space is not a novel 
one and the very name, “auditorium”, given to it by its initial excavators, perpetuates the still 
commonly held belief that it was used as a location for drama, mime, dance, music, or even 
poetry.222 We know that even the princeps himself, Augustus, enjoyed at his dinners entertainment 
such as music, acting, and storytelling, so we might imagine that the Auditorium of Maecenas 
likewise served as both a space for dining and entertainment.223  

One piece of archaeological evidence makes the space’s connection to poetry in 
particular especially compelling. When the building was first excavated in the nineteenth century, 
excavators found inscribed in the white intonaco of the exterior of the semicircular section of 
the building (near the central portion of the curve) a graffito in Greek that indicates that it was 
not merely a venue for poetic performance in general, but for a specific type of poetic 
performance, namely the poetry enacted at Greek symposia (the small-scale drinking parties of the 
elite).224 The graffito, executed in black ink, reproduces an epigram by Callimachus, and Mariette 
de Vos speculates that it dates from the period of Maecenas’ patronage of the arts.225 The 
epigram, specifically a paraklausithyron (a poetic lament outside a lover’s door), asks for 
forgiveness for any bad behavior induced by wine and love (8 Gow-Page=42 Pfeiffer):  

 
εἰ  µμὲν  ἑκὼν  Ἀρχῖν᾽  ἐπεκώώµμασα,  µμυρίία  µμέέµμφου,    
εἰ  δ᾽  ἄκων  ἥκω,  τὴν  προπέέτειαν  ἔα.    
ἄκρητος  καὶ  Ἔρως  µμ᾽  ἠνάάγκασαν,  ὧν  ὃ  µμὲν  αὐτῶν    
εἷλκεν,  ὃ  δ᾽  οὐκ  εἴα  τὴν  προπέέτειαν  ἐᾶν.    
ἐλθὼν  δ᾽  οὐκ  ἐβόόησα,  τίίς  ἢ  τίίνος,  ἀλλ᾽  ἐφίίλησα    

                                                
219 E.g., Rizzo and de Vos 1983. 
220 The architectural form of the apsidal-ended room derived from public and sacred Greek architecture and in Roman 
contexts served to frame a visual centerpiece for a public room, for example, the basin (labrum) of the caldarium in 
public baths, cult-images in temples, and tribunal of a basilica. There does exist a small number of examples of grand 
reception rooms with an apse in imperial and private houses (Tamm 1963, 147-88; Wallace-Hadrill 1994, 23). 
221 Rizzo 1983, 229. 
222 On dinner entertainment: Jones 1991; Schnurbusch 2011, 169-77. For literary accounts of dinner pantomime: Petron. 
Sat. 53.8-11, 59; Plut. Quaest. conv. 7.8.3, 711 E. 
223 Suet., Aug. 74: Nam et ad communionem sermonis tacentis vel summissim fabulantis provocabat, et aut acroamata et histriones aut 
etiam triviales ex circo ludios interponebat ac frequentius aretalogos (For those who were silent, or talked in whispers, he 
encouraged to join in the general conversation; and introduced buffoons and actors, or even low performers from the 
circus, and very often itinerant philosophers, to enliven the company). 
224 Rizzo 1983, 226-227. 
225 De Vos (1983): “L’epigramma riscontrato all’esterno potrebbe esservi dipinto in questo periodo: Callimaco, poeta 
alessandrino della prima metà del III secolo a.C. era preso come modello proprio dai poeti dell’età augustea” (231). 
Rizzo (1983), too, reminds us that Horace fancied himself as “l’erede Latino” of Callimachus (228). 
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τὴν  φλιήήν:  εἰ  τοῦτ᾽  ἔστ᾽  ἀδίίκηµμ᾽,  ἀδικέέω.  
 

If willingly, Archinus, I caroused, blame me ten thousand times, but if unwillingly I have 
come, then forgive my recklessness. Unmixed wine and Love compelled me, one of 
which dragged me here, and the other did not allow me to let go of my reckless haste. 
After arriving I did not cry out who, or whose son, I was, but kissed your doorpost. If 
this is wrongdoing, I am a wrongdoer. 

 
These Callimachean verses designate a distinctive type of poetic world filled with wine, 
carousing, and love at the drinking party. As text and epigraph, it marks, inscribes, and 
demarcates the space as one of poetic life, and also fantasy and pleasure.  

The old Republican authority, Cato, and antiquarian, Varro, tell us that early Roman cenae 
(dinner parties), too, were often accompanied by carmina (poetry). But Romans were more 
comfortable with poems of a martial and panegyric nature that celebrated the exploits of 
historical figures, than the themes of love, pleasure, and wine that appeared in the poetry 
performed at the symposion—that of Archaic Greek lyric poets such as Simonides, Anacreon and 
Sappho, who composed poetry at different moments in the period of the seventh to fifth 
century BC.226  

The Auditorium’s geographical location and immediate physical surroundings further 
supports a connection between the space and sympotic culture. The Auditorium was located in a 
distinctive part of Rome that had become the site of extensive gardens belonging to the very 
wealthy. To decorate these gardens, villa owners placed elaborate sculptural and fountain 
displays, and the Esquiline in particular was an area filled with fountains, made possible by its 
proximity to the Aqua Marcia (the poet Propertius once referred to the Esquiline as “watery”, 
Esquilinas aquosas, 4.8.1).227 This was a period in which the water supply in Rome was greatly 
expanded by Augustus’ trusted friend and son-in-law, Marcus Agrippa, who not only refurbished 
four preexisting Republican aqueducts (Appia, Anio Vetus, Marcia, and Tepula), but also 
financed the construction of two additional ones: the Aqua Iulia (33 BC) and Virgo (19 BC).228 
These garden fountains were prized for not only their visual but also their aural qualities: Seneca 
tells us that Maecenas took solace in listening to the water flowing from the fountains in his 
horti.229  

But the decoration on these fountains could also convey specific themes, as could the 
sculpture displayed in conjunction with them, and in the immediate area around the Auditorium 
                                                
226 Kurke 2001. 
227 De Vos 1983, 231. 
228 In his Commentarii, Agrippa kept a record of those private citizens to whom he apportioned water rights, and water 
distributions made to opera publica and street side basins (Frontin., Aq. 98-99.4). On the role of Agrippa, see: Evans 1982; 
Geißler 1998, 54-57; De Kleijn 2001; Peachin 2004, 14-20, 102. 
229 Sen., Prov. 1.3.10: Feliciorem ergo tu Maecenatem putas, cui amoribus anxio et morosae uxoris cotidiana repudia deflenti somnus per 
symphoniarum cantum ex longinquo lene resonantium quaeritur? Mero se licet sopiat et aquarum fragoribus avocet et mille voluptatibus 
mentem anxiam fallat, tam vigilabit in pluma quam ille in cruce; sed illi solacium est pro honesto dura tolerare et ad causam a patientia 
respicit, hunc voluptatibus marcidum et felicitate nimia laborantem magis iis quae patitur vexat causa patiendi (“So, then, do you think 
Maecenas a happier man, who when troubled by love and weeping at the daily rejections of his ill-tempered wife, sought 
sleep through the harmonious sounds of music echoing softly from a distance? Although he lulls himself to sleep with 
wine, diverts himself with the noise of falling water, and distracts his troubled mind with a thousand pleasures, yet 
Maecenas will no more sleep on his down cushions than the other upon his cross. Yet it consoles the latter that he 
suffers for the sake of honor, and he looks away from his anguish to its cause; while the former, jaded by pleasures and 
afflicted with too much good fortune, is injured more by the cause of his sufferings than by the sufferings themselves”).  
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archaeologists have discovered bits of garden sculpture that feature imagery explicitly linked to 
drinking, the symposion, and poetry. A pentelic marble rhyton (horn-shaped drinking cup) with 
“neo-Attic” style Bacchic imagery in relief served as a fountainhead in a garden display near the 
Auditorium and introduced into the garden setting associations to the god of wine and the 
revelry he fostered (Fig. 3.16).230 Statues of the Muses of tragedy and epic poetry, the so-called 
Melpomene and Calliope types were also found nearby and characterized the space of the 
garden as one of poetic inspiration and enjoyment (Figs. 3.17-18).231   

Thus drinking, fountains, and poetic inspiration from the Muses, were all brought 
together in the context of the real garden environs encircling the Auditorium. And because the 
Auditorium’s décor presented not just a representation of nature, but specifically an illusionistic 
presentation of the natural world, it invited comparisons to the physical garden grounds around 
it. As a result, one way in which the illusion of the painted interior garden-spaces was 
successful—or better, had an impact—was that it functioned in conjunction with the experience 
immediately preceding and following a dinner or recitation in the Auditorium: the passing 
through or by actual, living gardens. Moreover, the imagery inside the Auditorium in fact had 
much in common thematically with the garden furniture and art that was found on the grounds 
surrounding it, as we shall see. 

The graffito of Callimachus and the sculpture of the surrounding gardens help us to 
begin to form a picture of the world of the Auditorium, and it is one intimately tied to the 
poetry and the garden. I believe the literary world and the world of the Roman garden are 
connected in several vital and meaningful ways, relating both to the setting and subject matter of 
poetry. In the analysis that follows, it is my intention to unpack the intricacies of these 
connections by looking at the Auditorium’s decorative program and focusing on poetry in 
particular.  

Years before the construction of the Auditorium, Cicero once wrote to his friend Varro, 
in regards to his impending visit, “If you have a garden in your library, nothing will be lacking” 
(Si hortum in bibliotheca habes, deerit nihil, June 13, 46 BC, Epistulae ad Familiares IX.4). Cicero’s 
expression is a curious one, and led Evelyn Shuckburgh to include a note in her 1909 translation 
that Cicero must mean a garden to “sit and converse in, like philosophers in the Academy: the 
library being like Cicero’s Tusculan gymnasium, round a court containing shrubs, etc.”232 
Without a doubt, Cicero’s comment could easily imply a connection between the philosophical 
spaces—the “gymnasia”—many elite Romans had at their villas and the garden. But I believe it 
also holds meaning more generally for gardens as the sites of intellectual life and the life of 
literature and poetry—not just philosophical life, for the term he selects is bibliotheca and not 
gymnasium.   

Thus, the pronouncement of the statesman and man of letters, Cicero, collocates two 
important sites for the life of an educated Roman aristocrat: the library and the garden. Both a 
garden and a library, according to Cicero, were the most important and necessary components 

                                                
230 On the Dionysiac relief on the rhyton, see: Wyler 2013.  
231 Häuber 1998, 55. Häuber (2011) argues that the Calliope along with four so-called muses in the Prado in Madrid 
(erroneously thought to have come from Hadrian’s villa Tivoli) formed an ensemble commissioned by Maecenas to 
represent a singing contest between Pierides and Muses (7). On the conventions relating to the identification of these 
Muse types, see: Schneider 1999. 
232 Elsewhere, in a letter to his brother Quintus in which he asks Quintus to visit so that he can console him, Cicero 
writes: hortus domi est (“there is a garden at my house,” QFr. 2.8). Shuckburgh (1908-9) interprets this phrase to mean a 
place in which to walk and converse (83, 253). 



 
  

69 

of a Roman house. We know that there was a library in Maecenas’ horti,233 but Cicero’s comment 
holds relevance even in the context of the Auditorium: while decidedly not a library meant to 
house a collection of inanimate books, it can be seen as a space or backdrop for the animate and 
living life of literature and discourse of Roman men.  
 
 
Patrons, Poets, and Performance: Maecenas and Horace  
Already now the figure of Maecenas has appeared several times in this chapter, and his 
connection to both the poetic world of the late Republic and early Augustan age and the 
Auditorium in particular now deserves a closer look. Although still almost exclusively referred to 
as the “Auditorium of Maecenas,” the structure’s connection to the historical figure of Maecenas 
illustrious Roman eques and close confidante of the emperor Augustus, is not entirely secure.234 
The descriptions in written sources of the location of his famous gardens and the surviving 
remains of structures and other artifacts around the site of the Auditorium, however, provide 
convincing evidence that the horti Maecenatis were located approximately where the Auditorium 
stands.235 This close proximity to Maecenas’ horti on the Esquiline, the undisputed date of the 
structure to his lifetime, and his own well-known patronage of the arts, however, are tantalizing 
grounds upon which to postulate a link between the building and the famous historical figure. If, 
for the sake of argument, the Auditorium could be connected to Maecenas (or some other 
prominent Republican figure), then it yet again becomes implicated in Roman literary practices 
and the world of the elite poets of the late Republican and Augustan age. In the analysis that 
follows, I invoke Maecenas as representative of a type: a prominent figure in the literary world 
and a Republican patron of the arts.236  

                                                
233 Some scholars have argued that a statuette of Euripides, found on the Esquiline, includes a catalogue of titles 
representing works contained in a Greek library that would have stood in Maecenas’ horti in first century AD (See: Lang 
2012, 131 n. 1410)).  
234 For studies of Maecenas, see: André 1967; Williams 1990; White 1993; Graverini 2006. 
235 Literary sources on Maecenas’ villa and horti in Rome situate it on the Servian agger and adjacent to the necropolis just 
outside the Republican rampart (Hor. Sat. 1.8.7-15; Suet. Aug. 72.2). Part of the structure of the Auditorium incorporates 
a section of the Servian wall. For a thorough review of the evidence for the location of the Horti Maecenatis, see: Häuber 
2011; eadem 1998. In terms of dating the horti, Häuber (1998) points to several bits of evidence for the construction of 
the horti Maecenatis: the first book of Horace’s Satires in which he mentions the horti was published around 35 BC 
providing a terminus ante quem, and she ultimately proposes the year 29 BC as the construction date for the horti, 
speculating that Maecenas could have built the garden in honor of Octavian/Augustus’ triple triumph in that year; the 
garden would have then served as a sign of the Pax Augusta (64).  
236 I am consciously avoiding getting too mired in the issue of the specific dating of the Auditorium and its decoration. 
As I stated in the beginning of this chapter, architectural details date the construction of the Auditorium to around 30 
BC, but the two levels of marble flooring and other evidence clearly attest to multiple phases of building and decoration; 
Rizzo and De Vos (1983) posit three stages of decoration: ca. 40 BC, 10 AD, and the second half of the first century AD 
(Neronian or Flavian). What are of primary interest to me, the painted garden images, are of an uncertain date. Häuber 
(2011) and Rizzo and De Vos (1983, 226, 238) date the paintings to Tiberius’ era, and not Maecenas, who died in 8 BC. 
Since Augustus was Maecenas’ universal heir (Dio Cass. 55.7.5), he most likely inherited the gardens, and could have 
passed the property on to Tiberius or some other esteemed friend. De Vos in particular suggests that Tiberius himself 
commissioned the paintings upon his return from exile in Rhodes (ca. 2 AD), when he made Maecenas’ gardens in 
Rome his primary residence (Suet. Tib. 15: Romam reversus deducto in Forum filio Druso statim e Carinis ac Pompeiana domo 
Esquilias in hortos Maecenatianos transmigravit totumque se ad quietem contulit, privata modo officia obiens ac publicorum munerum expers, 
“Upon his return to Rome, after introducing his son Drusus to public life, he at once moved from the Carinae and the 
house of the Pompeys to the gardens of Maecenas on the Esquiline, where he led a very peaceful life, merely attending 
to his private affairs and taking part in no public duties”). In short, regardless of whether the paintings were executed in 
the 30s BC or not until Tiberius’ age (or whether they can be connected to Maecenas or not), my argument as to the 
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An integral part of Maecenas’ celebrated withdrawal from political life involved his role 
as patron of the arts, and his support of poets such as Vergil, Propertius (ca. 50-45-15 BC, and 
Horace (65-8 BC). A sort of literary circle or poets’ quarter formed near his home on the 
Esquiline;237 Propertius owned a home there (3.23.4), as might have Vergil and Horace.238 Such 
an association between Maecenas and these famed poets has encouraged scholars to interpret 
the Auditorium primarily as evidence for the poetic practices of Augustan poets rather than 
something inherently interesting, in and of itself. For example, Mathilde Skoie has argued for a 
possible link between the performance context of Vergil’s Eclogues and the Auditorium; Oswyn 
Murray makes a similar argument for the performance conditions of Horace’s lyric.239  

We have already seen suggestive archaeological evidence encouraging us to consider links 
between the Auditorium, Latin poetry, and poetic performance—in particular, the poetry of the 
symposion. Thus, I echo Oswyn Murray’s interest in the Auditorium and sympotic or lyric 
poetry—a genre of Greek poetry that was in effect defined by its performance in the context of 
symposia—, and further underscore Horace’s specific relevance in this study, too. I believe that 
focusing on the idea of performance allows us to better understand not only the world that 
desired and created this poetry, but also the spaces in which this poetry happened—and 
ultimately the experience of those spaces. Standing in the grand and magnificent space of the 
Auditorium, it is easy to envision poetry like that of Vergil or Horace performed in spaces like it.  

But it is Horace’s purposeful adaptation of sympotic practices for Roman consumption 
in the Carmina, also called the Odes, (e.g., “nos convivia… cantamus, I sing of banquets,” Horace 
proclaims in Carm. 1.6.17-19) that sets him apart from Vergil and his grand declaration in the 
very first line of the Aeneid, arma virumque cano (“I sing of arms and a man”), and makes him a key 
figure in forming a better understanding the function and decoration of the Auditorium.  

Moreover, it is Horace’s poetry that introduces into this discussion both the performative 
aspect of Greek lyric and the actual performance of Latin poetry in Rome. And, although my 
present project does not concern itself with the debate over to what extent Horace’s poetry was 
performed,240 I believe we can reasonably imagine all manner of performance contexts for the 
poetry of a someone such as Horace: some grand and civic like that of his Carmen Saeculare, and 
others smaller scale and intimate—whether we might call them convivia (the Latin term for 
banquets) or symposia. We should define “performance” as broadly as possible and Horace’s Odes 
in particular remind us to think of poetry in some way as “performed” (in all senses: recited 
aloud by the poet, re-performed, and read). Thus Horace’s sensitivity to the idea of performance 
dovetails with our interest in the architectural space of poetic performance.  

Without a doubt, by including the Auditorium in their readings, Mathilde Skoie and 
Oswyn Murray make a valuable contribution to Horatian scholarship by incorporating important 
examples of material culture into a discussion of Roman literary life—a practice not always 
                                                                                                                                                       
meaning and symbolism of the garden paintings and the space itself remains unaffected and I consider it an important 
product of the “Augustan period” defined broadly (Octavian/Augustus through Tiberius). 
237 Cairns 2006, 40-41.  
238 Donat. Vita Verg. 13 (Romae Esquiliis iuxta hortos Maecenatianos). Suetonius (fr. 298) claims that Horace was in fact 
buried on the Esquiline, near the tomb of Maecenas which stood in his horti: [Horatius] humatus et conditus est extremis 
Esquiliis iuxta Maecenatis tumulum (Vita Horati). 
239 Skoie 2006; Murray 1985. 
240 E.g., Oswyn Murray (1985) attempts to distinguish “actual performance” from “intent to evoke the image of the 
sympotic performance,” and deploys the Auditorium as evidence supporting the position that Latin poetry was 
performed: “we come closest to the reality of sympotic performance with the so-called Auditorium of Maecenas… 
There could hardly be a better example of that fusion of poetry and life which we are seeking” (43). 
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pursued by philologists.241 Yet, these scholars who foreground the performance function of the 
Auditorium consistently neglect to consider the particulars of the decoration of the Auditorium in 
relationship to the particulars of the language and imagery of the poetry itself, thereby missing 
an opportunity to draw what I believe are even more suggestive and nuanced connections 
between poetry, performance, and architecture—essentially to consider how the appearance of a 
space might impact the recitation of poetry, and how the recitation of poetry might affect the 
appreciation of an architectural space. 

While, admittedly, Skoie observes that the garden imagery of the Auditorium and Vergil’s 
Eclogues represent a common interest in the natural world, her treatment of the actual 
architectural space and its decoration remains cursory.242 Horace’s poetry and the decoration of 
the Auditorium, as I shall show, do share a very specific lexicon: a shared one that goes beyond 
a vague mutual or contemporary interest in nature. Through consideration of the details of the 
both poetry and the painting, we shall see that the rustic or natural world is not only 
characterized as the site in which poetic and sympotic life is enacted, but also eulogized and 
elevated by Horace’s words.  

But, while I do maintain that there is an overlap in subject matter between the poetry of 
Horace and the decoration of the Auditorium (analyzed in great detail in the next section), I am 
also interested in the way in which this shared subject matter—images of nature and gardens—
plays a role in the operation of the poem or painted design. By “operation” I mean specifically 
how the poem and architectural space make meaning. Without reducing the visual materials to 
the status of linguistic signs, we might think of these relationships between garden and other 
types of imagery as the syntax of both the poetry and the decoration. By looking at how the 
mechanics of this garden imagery work in both the poetry and the Auditorium’s design, we shall 
be able to see greater nuance in the how these materials reflect subtleties in Roman attitudes 
towards gardens and what they represent.  

In the remainder of this chapter, I apply pressure to the links between space and practice, 
literature and decoration, and demonstrate that the poetic imagery, language, and tenor of 
Horace’s poems explore a set of preoccupations similar to those that I suggest are thematized 
and serve as structuring elements in the architecture and decoration of the Auditorium of 
Maecenas. Therefore, my argument does not stop at encouraging us simply to consider the 
possibility that poetry like Horace’s Odes was performed in spaces like the Auditorium, but 
maintains that the poetry itself explored the very same themes seen in the decoration of the space 
of its very recitation. As a result, the two created a complicated and rich dialogue of the visual 
and the poetic. Again, my argument does not necessarily hinge on an actual relationship between 
the building and specific authors in the way that other scholars have argued, but uses the two as 
representative of different facets of literary life in Rome, with the seductive possibility left open of 
the two coming together in an actual—or perhaps historically factual—way. 
 
 
Garden as  Luxury 
If the Auditorium of Maecenas was the setting for drinking parties and poetic recitation, what 
kind of experience did the design and décor of the space create? What was the effect of the cool 

                                                
241 In many ways, Eleanor Winsor Leach (1988) was the first to make a case for considering poetry and painting as 
coincidental phenomena. 
242 Skoie 2006. 
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marble floors, striking red walls, and multiple garden vistas? In the discussion that follows, I 
isolate specific elements found in Horace’s poetry that correlate to aspects seen in the painted 
décor of the Auditorium—trees, grottoes, fountains, and flowers—in order to establish 
meaningful connections between the activities we might imagine occurring within the space and 
the decorative elements providing the backdrop.243 
 
 
Trees 
Trees play a prominent role in Horace’s verse—especially in the first book of the Odes. In the 
first fourteen poems of this book, he mentions twelve different types of trees, without any 
repetition of types.244 More general terms for trees and woods also appear: silva (seven times), 
arbor (four times), lucus (twice), pomaria and nemus (each occur once).245 But why would Horace 
include such an abundance of trees? 

First, for the Romans, trees often had a figurative relationship to poetry and Latin 
authors considered the composition of poetry an analogue to the cultivation of plants. In De 
Legibus (1.1), while walking through a grove on his Arpinum estate, Cicero comments to Atticus 
and Quintus that both trees and poetry live a long time and are sown: the former by the farmer’s 
art, the latter by imagination. Vergil deployed the beech (fagus) as a symbol of pastoral in his 
Eclogues. Much later, the poet Statius refers to his own collection of poems as silvae, “forests” 
(silvae nostrae, 3.7). His title reveals his indebtedness to Hellenistic aesthetics and metaphorical 
titles such as Meleager’s Stephanos, or Garland. His contemporary Quintilian (Inst. 10.3.17) uses 
singular silva to indicate a “rough” draft or hastily begun rhetorical piece. Elsewhere Aulus 
Gellius uses the term silvae to signal any miscellany in prose.  

But the language of trees and forest could also denote the unformed matter from which 
form is produced. Carol Newlands considers the extended meaning of silvae not as “forest(s)” 
but its elemental form as “wood” and connects it to the raw material of art.246 Similarly, David 
Wray argues that the title Silvae is Statius’ calque on Greek hulê/ὕλη, which is both a “forest” and 
the “material” from which objects are created. By extension, trees and wood can symbolize the 
very material of artistic or poetic production.247 Thus the metaphor links the natural, raw 
materials of building physical structures to the unformed matter shaped into poetry.  

For some erudite visitors to the Auditorium, the images of trees could also suggest this 
figurative symbol of poetry—either as the everlasting end product shaped by human genius as 
Cicero described it, or the unformed matter of poetry as Statius may have envisioned it. This 
would be an appropriate setting for visitors about to hear a poetic recitation or partake in a 
sympotic celebration. 

Many of the trees Horace invokes are connected to specific lyric and sympotic themes. 
Myrtle, ivy, and vines are all connected to spring, youth, love, and convivia. But I believe more 
emphasis should be placed on what his descriptions would achieve in the moment of 

                                                
243 Throughout this chapter, I will use “Horace” to refer to both the historical poet and the speaker of the Odes; thus for 
the purposes of this analysis I will treat them as one and the same individual.  
244 Tree types, identified by Andrew Fenton (2008): palma (1.5); arbutus, arbuti (1.21, 17.5); hederae (1.29, 25.17); ulmus (2.9); 
robur (3.9); myrtus (4.9, 25.18, 38.5, 38.7); oliva, olivae (7.7, 31.15); populea (7.23); cypressi (9.11); orni (9.12); quercus (12.12); 
pinus (14.11); vitis (18.1, 31.10, 38.8); aesculeta (22.14); hedera (25.17). 
245 Fenton 2008. 
246 Newlands 2002. 
247 Wray 2007.  
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“utterance” (or imagined utterance): namely, the vivid creation of an imagined living, natural 
space.248 Moreover, the specificity and descriptive detail he includes not only makes these spaces 
seem more “real,” but also highly desirable—in a manner that is distinct from Vergil or other 
poets invoking natural imagery.  

In Carm. 2.7, he asks the newly returned Pompey to place his exhausted body beneath his 
laurel tree (longaque fessum militia latus/depone sub lauru mea, “lay down that body, exhausted from 
lengthy warfare, beneath my laurel,” 18-19). The poet’s living laurel tree supplants the laurel 
crown of the victor. The cool grove is also a place in which to cavort with nymphs and satyrs 
(me gelidum nemus/nympharumque leves cum Satyris chori secernunt populo, “the cool grove and nimble 
bands of the Nymphs and Satyrs separate me from the crowd,” 1.1.30-32). This natural world of 
the Odes also contains elements of myth and fantasy. Horace sets each location (the vale, the 
shade of the tree, and the cool grove) apart from the rest of the world and demarcates it as a 
physical space in which to place oneself (e.g., in reducta valle, sub lauru mea). These are not just 
abstract ideas, but places to inhabit physically.  

He stresses the “here and now” quality to these natural places in the first poem of book 
1: nunc viridi membra sub arbuto /stratus, nunc ad aquae lene caput sacrae (“now resting his limbs 
beneath a green arbutus, now at the gentle source of a sacred spring,” 21-22). The repetition of 
now (nunc) conveys the immediacy of being there, in this moment, and the adjective viridis 
further emphasizes freshness and liveliness. This is not simply a time-less description of a locus 
amoenus, but a present conjuring of it. It is as if Horace has opened a window onto these worlds, and 
invited his audience to enter them. 

Horace also connects poetry to living plants in another capacity: the flourishing of the 
poet’s fame. In Carm. 3.30, he exclaims, “continually I shall grow, fresh with praise” (usque ego 
postera/crescam laude recens, 7-8). While crescere, “to grow,” is not limited to describing plants, the 
adjective recens directs our attention to the image of recent growth, freshness, youth, and new 
life.249 While discussing the overall character of the Odes, Ellen Oliensis, in fact, describes the 
speaker’s assertion here as one that claims that “his fame will remain green.”250 Thus, the 
palpable solidity, materiality, and physical grandeur of the aes and the royal pyramids invoked at 
the opening of the poem are contrasted with the poet’s monumentum, which is paradoxically, a 
growing monument not subject to time or the elements. In the niches of the Auditorium, 
flourishing, living plants are contrasted with static, “dead” marble fountains. In Horace, what is 
in fact immortal, and not ephemeral, is what grows, ever fresh. The poem ends with a reference 
to Apollo’s laurel plant (mihi Delphica/ lauro cinge volens, Melpomene, comam, 3.30.15-16), reinforcing 
in our minds an association between the speaker’s fame and an unambiguous living symbol of 
poetry.  

One may discern a further corollary between Horace’s poetry and the garden paintings of 
the Auditorium. One way in which Horace’s fame remains forever green is through his poetry’s 
afterlife, and we must always imagine the re-animation and re-performance of Horace’s poetry, 
either in the form of recitation or even in the simple act of reading. Each time his poetry is 
spoken or read, his verse is enlivened and given life, breath, and vigor. This effect is further 

                                                
248 He also notes in passing notes in passing that Horace may be responding to the growing popularity of sacred groves 
in wall painting. On this, see Bergmann 1992; Fenton 2008. 
249 In Caesar, caespites (bits of sod) are recentes, as are flores (flowers) in Horace and prata (meadows) in Vergil. Elsewhere, 
Horace writes: “Marcellus’ fame grows like a tree through secret time” (crescit occult velut arbor aevo/fama Marcelli, 1.12.45-
47) 
250 Oliensis 1998, 103. 
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heightened because Horace often writes his poems as if the events contained within are 
happening as he speaks; his poems capture and bring alive a certain immediacy and now-ness.  

In a strange manner, a similar phenomenon occurs with paintings of gardens and they 
produce a comparable experience. With plants permanently flourishing in a state of eternal 
growth and birds caught midflight, trompe-l’oeil garden painting is a literal manifestation of eternal 
growth and animation for the viewer. Paintings of gardens and plants, once given form in paint, 
are forever present, immediate, and, above all, alive. In this way, the poet and the painter both 
seek to seize, pin down, and preserve for posterity what is ordinarily something momentary and 
fleeting.  
 
 
Water 
The cave or grotto is another natural setting that holds significance for both the Auditorium and 
Horace.251 We have already briefly seen how gardens often included fountains and other water 
features, and the marble rhyton fountainhead found in the vicinity of the Auditorium confirms 
this practice on the Esquiline, too,252 as do anecdotes about Maecenas’ love of the fountains in 
his horti. But in Roman garden practices, fountains were often combined with artificial caves to 
create a grotto feature to mimic the naturally occurring springs or fonts found in caves.  

Because grottoes offered a cool and refreshing space in which to relax, it is not surprising 
that Roman gardens often included these types of water amenities.253 Moreover, the grotto was 
highly appealing in another sense because it served as, or was suggestive of, a watery shrine to 
the nymphs or the Muses, or even simply a charming place for them to frolic. These types of 
grottoes, often called nymphaea—along with other water features—became a part of domestic 
architectural morphology sometime at the end of the first century BC because of the extensive 
and impressive network of newly constructed aqueducts. In addition, fountains were no longer 
limited to rural villa estates.254 

At an initial glance, the Auditorium does not resemble a “grotto” in the patent way 
visible in the painted pumice-rock overhang of the Prima Porta Garden Room, but it is a space 
filled with images of fountains suggestive of cool water sources and springs more generally—
although in their most refined form as delicate white marble urns and shallow bowl fountains. 
The exedra shape of the apse also recalls the most common architectural form of nymphaea—
here involving an elaborate program with painted niches and terracing leading some scholars to 
identify the auditorium explicitly as a dining room modeled as a nymphaeum.255  

Against this backdrop of painted fountains, it is tempting to imagine an actual fountain 
in the Auditorium, and, in fact, some archaeologists have speculated that holes found on the 
second step down from the top tier of the apse could indicate the presence of water pipes.256 
                                                
251 The scale of such grottoes varied wildly, from the small painted grotto in the corner of the cubiculum of the villa at 
Boscoreale to the epic and monumental sculptural tableau in the cave at Sperlonga.  
252 Interestingly, the rhyton was also signed by an artist named “Pontios”, or “the seaman.” 
253 The most comprehensive study of the grotto is Lavagne 1988. Cicero (Att. 1.16.18; 2.1.11; 2.7.8) and Varro (Rust. 
3.5.9-10) use the terms amaltheum and museum respectively for artificial grottoes on their villa properties. The term 
nymphaeum appears for the first time in Pomponius Mela to denote a sacred space for Diana and the nymphs, and does 
not appear in inscriptions until the second century AD. On nymphaea, grottoes, and their terminology, see: Lavagne 1988; 
Settis 1973, 693; Neuerberg 1965, 27-9; Farrar 1998, 85-96. 
254 Glaser 2000; Zarmakoupi 2014, 152-157. 
255 E.g., Reeder 2001, 53-59. 
256 Claridge 1998, 295. 
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This configuration introduces the possibility that the tiered apse was not some sort of theatrical 
seating, but instead served as an artificial waterfall or cascade.257 Therefore the painted fountains 
coupled with a possible real, functional cascade would have created a multi-sensory experience 
of water that included sight, sound, and touch.  

The fountains of the Auditorium also called to mind the accompanying poetic 
associations of water and the grotto. Lucretius provides the first example in Latin of the image 
of drinking from a stream for poetic inspiration (iuvat integros accedere fontis/ atque haurire, “to come 
upon untouched fountains, and to drain them,” De rerum natura 1.927-8), and the trope seems to 
flourish particularly in the Augustan era.258 Horace, too, often invokes the font and the Muses 
when looking for inspiration for his lyric verse. When asking the Muse Calliope to descend from 
the sky, Horace describes how she and the other Muses are the ones who reinvigorate Caesar in 
the Pierian grotto (vos Caesarem altum…finire quaerentem labores/Pierio recreatis antro, “It is you who 
refresh our great Caesar, seeking an end to his labors, in your Pierian cave,” Carm. 3.4.37-40).259 
The Pierian Spring, located near Mount Olympus and sacred to the Muses, was synonymous 
with art and knowledge.  

But for Horace, the grotto and spring are usually linked to very particular types of poetry. 
At the end of the poem that opens the second book of the Odes, Horace, after addressing Pollio 
and his history of the Civil War, asks the Muse to seek with him poetic meters with a “lighter 
touch” beneath a Dionean grotto (mecum Dionaeo sub antro/quaere modos leviore plectro, 39-40). Here, 
by deploying the adjective Dionaeus, Horace marks the grotto as the particular domain of Venus, 
thereby distinguishing both lyric and erotic realms (i.e. “lighter touch”) from other “weighty” 
topics of a martial or panegyric nature. In this instance, the grotto provides an ambiance with an 
erotic charge, and introduces a note of lightheartedness.   

Horace’s Fons Bandusiae (Carm. 3.13), however, remains his most famous account of a 
spring. Eternally and preternaturally cool, the fountain shall find its own fame through the 
words of Horace: Fies nobilium tu quoque fontium/me dicente cavis impositam ilicem/saxis, unde 
loquaces/lymphae desiliunt tuae (“And you, too, will become one of the famous fountains, when I 
write of the oak tree rooted upon the hollow rock from where your babbling waters leap down,” 
13-16). The evocative imagery used to describe the fons—splendidior vitro, gelidos, and frigus—
contrasts the heat and cruelty of the dog-star.260 Additionally, he compares the brightness of the 
water of the fountain to glass—equating a manmade material with the natural. Horace appeals to 
our sense of touch and sight in describing the fountain, and conjures it before our eyes—and 
ears. Its waters are loquaces: the spring “speaks” (or “chatters”) just as the poet speaks (me dicente).  
                                                
257 Amanda Claridge (1998), however, does concede that, “what happened to the water once it reached the bottom of 
the steps is not clear” (295). Mariette de Vos (1983) describes the space as a “pseudo-grotta” and “ninfeo” (231ff). Linda 
Farrar (1998) is more confident in the identification of the apse as a fountain and explains that the catchment basin is no 
longer in situ (89). Although much later in date, the “stadium garden” at Hadrian’s villa at Tivoli (118-125 AD) features a 
similar set up in which semicircular tiers create a cascade of water. 
258 Before this, Pindar (Ol. 6.91; Isthm. 5.1ff) is the only Greek poet to explicitly claim that he drank from a stream for 
inspiration, while Homer and Hesiod are said to have done so similarly. Examples of Latin poets who write about 
drinking from streams for inspiration: Prop. 2.10, 3.3; Ov. Am. 1.15.35-36. Although older scholarly discussions of 
Augustan poetry have attempted to assign meaning to certain Greek streams (e.g., Hippocrene, Aganippe, Permessus) as 
they relate to specific genres or Callimachean poetics, the names, when mentioned, seem to be used by the poets more 
loosely and broadly (see: Crowther 1979). 
259 While spelunca initially seems to have been a term used exclusively for natural caves, antrum and specus denoted both 
natural and artificial caves alike. Lavagne 1988, 301-2, 311-16. 
260 Many scholars have read the poem as one not simply about poetry, but in an even more specific and programmatic 
way as a poem explicitly about Callimachean aesthetics. E.g., Hexter 1987; Mader 2002; Curley 2003. 
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Because they appear in a place that most likely was used for entertainment such as poetic 
performance, the illusionistic vistas in the Auditorium, I believe, feature fountains that subtly 
evoke the spring as a metaphor for the source of poetic inspiration. In this way, both the 
language of Horace’s poems and the decoration of the Auditorium not only create worlds of 
sentient pleasure in the pleasant coolness of a fountain, but also allude to places for, and sources 
of, poetic inspiration.  
 
 
Flowers 
While fountains provide pleasure in the form of coolness and sound, the rose bower, another 
natural environment captured in the lines of Horace’s Odes, offers delight in both sight and 
smell. Moreover, it, too, symbolizes additional poetic practices and themes.261 It is both the site 
of the seduction of a young girl, Pyrrha (quis multa gracilis te puer in rosa, perfusus liquidis urget 
odoribus grato, Pyrrha, sub antro?, “What slender boy, soaked in liquid perfume, Pyrrha, urges you 
upon a bed of roses beneath some pleasant cave?” Carm. 1.5.1), and an object representing 
needless luxury (mitte sectari rosa quo locorum/sera moretur, “do not seek out where the late-
blooming rose still lingers,” Carm. 1.38.3-4).  

The rose in Horace also signals the fleeting transience of time: the speaker of Carm. 2.3 
bids Dellius to “summon the excessively ephemeral blossoms of the charming rose” (nimium 
breves flores amoenae ferre iube rosae, 13-14).262 Roses, considered by the Romans to be symbols of 
spring, were confined to a very short springtime. Pliny tells us that the roses of Campania and 
Praeneste were esteemed above all others and that the former bloomed early, while the latter 
bloomed quite late. As Nicholas Purcell observes, “In the mutable domestic architecture of 
ancient Rome, the temporariness of beauty itself was a pleasure” and that flowers like roses were 
“a highly transient part of garden art.”263 Therefore much of the rose’s appeal was tied to its 
transitory nature and the luxury it symbolized by being so transient and dear.  

Roses, along with violets, were also the preferred flowers of garlands and wreaths.264 In 
the poetic realm, garlands of flowers and other plants bedeck the brows of poets and individuals 
at the banquet. Interestingly, in Horace garlands are often not roses but ivy or myrtle, perhaps 
suggesting a sense of moderation and temperance, in addition to a connection to poetry (e.g., me 
doctarum hederae praemia frontium/dis miscent superis, “the ivy, the glory of learned brows, joins me to 
the gods above,” Carm. 1.1.29-30; scindat haerentem coronam crinibus, “tear off the crown that clings 
to the hair,” Carm. 1.17.27-8; nexae philyra coronae, “garlands woven of linden-tree bark,” Carm. 
1.38.2; quis udo/deproperare apio coronas/curatve myrto?, “who is willing to prepare in haste wreaths 
of damp parsley or myrtle?” Carm. 2.7.23-25).  

Flowers play a role in the setting of the Auditorium’s painted garden, as well. Behind the 
tidy white stone fences of the painted niches of the Auditorium of Maecenas, flowers adorn the 
illusionistic garden views. The flowers of the Auditorium remain a minimal element, however, in 
comparison to the Garden Room. Also quite unlike the Garden Room, the Auditorium garden 
images also feature an “unreal” scattering of cut flowers—roses and cornflowers—along the 
ceiling of the niches (Fig. 3.7). These suspended flowers represent a world of fantasy. Instead of 

                                                
261 Jashemski 1979; Farrar 2000, 135-141; Ciarallo 2001; ead. 2006. 
262 On the rose’s connection to time in Horace, see: Gold 1993. 
263 Purcell 1996. 
264 Pliny HN 21.10.14. 



 
  

77 

including a trellis or pergola—typical furnishings of Roman gardens—to support the painted 
flowers, the artist instead focuses on the flowers as isolated objects themselves: floating and 
suspended in mid-air, they stand outside the realism and illusionism pursued in rest of the 
garden-scape of the niche. But these flowers, detached from their stems and vines, introduce a 
note of whimsy and contribute to the overall delight offered by the space. To add to the visual 
pleasure of these painted flowers, we should imagine real floral garlands adorning the space of 
the Auditorium or its esteemed guests—perhaps even binding the temples of the performing 
bard (e.g., vincire novis tempora floribus, “bind the temples with fresh flowers,” Carm. 4.1.32). The 
scent of these flowers would have additionally gratified the senses, and we might imagine the 
pleasing contribution it made to the overall ambience of the Auditorium—along with the sounds 
of running water.  

Although I am not advocating for a strict one-to-one correspondence between the 
poetry and the room in the hopes of arguing that the space of the Auditorium influenced 
Horace or that the poetry of Horace led the artist of the Auditorium to decorate the space in a 
particular way, I do believe that both the decoration of the Auditorium and the poetry of Horace 
overlap in their thematic content. Each creates a very individual natural world and, most 
importantly, one inflected by poetry. By bringing Horace’s poetry into dialogue with the 
iconography and design of the Auditorium, I am proposing that the space of the Auditorium 
created for the visitor an environment that would have not simply enhanced the experience of 
dining or listening to poetry performed, but actively engaged the visitor’s mind with symbols 
that were also enmeshed in the poetic lexicon of poets such as Horace. Both the images and the 
words appeal to our senses and create a specific, meaning-laden environment.  

In each of these instances, I have suggested that elements of the particular natural world 
described in Horace’s sympotic poetry—trees, grottoes, fountains, and flowers—are also 
constituent features of the painted garden images of the Auditorium of Maecenas. Yet while it 
could be argued that many of the Auditorium’s painted elements can be found in any number of 
other examples of garden paintings, their appearance in the clearly customized space of the 
Auditorium—by no means a typical domestic, country villa, or actual garden setting—requires 
that we take a second look at them through a slightly different lens.  

While the Odes of Horace provides a description of sympotic themes and practices, it also 
allows access to a different kind of Roman world that is not found in historiography, 
philosophy, or forensic writing: one of pleasure, imagination, and fantasy. And part of this 
imaginative, fantasy world Horace describes is the sensual enjoyment that can be found in 
nature. In this way, what Horace’s lyric poetry advocates here is actually something quite novel: 
he encourages his audience to take up the simple pleasures of gardens, nature, and country 
living, as if they were luxuries to be treasured. Through his poetry, Horace achieves a kind of 
alchemy and transforms the shady vale and blooming rose into objects both precious and highly 
desirable.  

In a similar manner, the niches of the Auditorium signal the metamorphosis of the 
garden into a new form of private pleasure and indulgence by framing and highlighting the 
painted gardenscapes in a manner even more explicit than that of the marble balustrade of the 
Garden Room. In it, images of exquisite gardens replace the panel paintings and sculpted works 
by Greek masters that were often displayed in niches and between the columns of porticos of 
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public spaces and private homes.265 Physically set back and apart from the rest of the hall’s 
painted decoration and accompanied by various visual cues such as painted framing devices, 
unlike the continuous landscape of the Garden Room these garden vignettes are architecturally 
marked as special and distinct from their surroundings.  

This relationship to the natural world differs dramatically from the one promoted by the 
previous generation of figures such as Cato, or even the contemporary Varro. Nature is the site 
of leisurely enjoyment. And in the case of gardens, the labor dedicated to it has little to do with 
agricultural productivity. Instead it seeks to enhance natural amenities to afford the greatest 
enjoyment.  

Thus, not only does the poetry of Horace combine many elements of interest here (e.g., 
drinking and carousing; the rejection of the political and martial; and the composition, 
performance, and discussion of poetry), it also defines and celebrates a new and distinct vision of 
the natural world. Through his verses Horace attempts to convince his audience that these 
pleasant natural settings provide an experience—whether it is an outdoor picnic, conversation, 
or relaxing stroll—just as refined and gracious as a modern palace adorned with every 
imaginable extravagance. Horace’s motivation in making such a case suggests that many Romans 
would indeed need such convincing. The effectiveness—or potency—of Horace’s persuasiveness 
lies in the beauty and charm of his poetry.    

The gelidum nemus (“cool grove”) of Horace’s poetic world is not unlike the space of the 
Auditorium: both are sites of pleasurable poetic production and enjoyment. What is more, the 
encircling garden niches function like precious, living jewels in a crown and create a space that 
invites private amusement and gratification. But this novel approach to nature takes another 
form in Horace’s Odes, and in the section that follows I examine the way in which he defines 
nature and country living explicitly through their relationship to their opposing ideological 
counterparts, namely, luxury and lavish architecture.  
 
 
The Garden against  Luxury: Maecenas’ Villa and Horace’s Farm 
In this section, I examine a second aspect to Horace’s exploration of nature, which is not about 
sympotic life and the natural sites of poetry. In several poems he employs language and imagery 
relating to luxury, grand architecture, country life, and nature in order to characterize Maecenas 
and himself. In contrasting the images of the extravagant villa and simple country farm, Horace 
reveals not only how his poetry responds to, and has been shaped by, contemporary 
architectural fashions and discourses concerning the natural world, but also the way it captures 
the fascinating interplay between these two very different worlds.  

Horace openly refers to his relationship to his patron in poems such as Carmina 1.1 and 
1.20 of the Odes. In Carm. 1.20, Horace begins by affectionately inviting him for a drink: “vile 
potabis modicis Sabinum/cantharis… care Maecenas eques” (“you will drink cheap (i.e. homemade) 
Sabine wine from ordinary cups, dear Maecenas, noble though you be,” 1-5). The cheap Sabine 
wine, like Horace’s simple Sabine farm mentioned not only in the Odes (e.g., silva Sabina 1.22) but 
also the Satires, is the antithesis to the luxury and extravagance of Maecenas’ famed villa and horti 
in Rome. Horace juxtaposes the adjectives vile and modicis of the first stanza with Maecenas’ 

                                                
265 In Rome, the Porticus Pompeianae and the porticoes attached to the Temple of Mars Ultor in the Forum of Augustus 
both held art collections; in the next chapter I will look more closely at the portico and the display of art in the Roman 
villa. 
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important status as eques in the beginning of the second, and pursues these contrasts throughout 
the Odes.266  

What interests me in particular is the way that to Horace the home—as a physical, 
material structure—may symbolize either profligacy and luxury, or frugality and simplicity.267 In 
Carm. 3.29, Horace invites Maecenas to his home and asks the following of him: fastidiosam desere 
copiam et/ molem propinquam nubibus arduis (“Abandon that tiresome wealth and that mass among 
the lofty clouds,” 9-10). Instead of a domus or another type of building, Horace paints a picture 
of a hulking, shapeless, and artificial urban mass suggested by the term moles. Here, moles most 
likely refers to a tower on Maecenas’ Esquiline estate (turris Maecenatiana) in Rome, mentioned 
elsewhere in Horace and other authors.268  Horace tells us in this poem that the tower has a view 
of the Alban Hills, in addition to the city of Rome, and this built mass challenges the natural 
order with its prodigious height.269 In contrast, Horace can offer a simple meal beneath his 
pauper’s roof (13-16): 

 
plerumque gratae divitibus vices 
mundaeque parvo sub lare pauperum 
 cenae sine aulaeis et ostro 

sollicitam explicuere frontem       
 

Often changes are pleasing to the wealthy, and a simple dinner under a poor man’s 
modest roof, without tapestries and a purple coverlet, smooth an anxious brow.  

 
Here, Horace’s household god, his Lar, stands in for his modest, unassuming country home and 
he further underscores its lowness and humbleness with not only the noun Lar, but also the 
preposition sub (“beneath”), which presents a striking contrast to Maecenas’ towering and 
massive urban moles in the preceding lines. In the first stanza of the poem, he offers Maecenas 
the simple components of a country (and poetic) evening: mild wine, roses, and balsam for his 
hair (1-4). These objects, uncomplicated and produced from nature in a simple fashion, appear 
in lieu of the labor-intensive, elaborate tapestries and purple coverlets that he tells us are absent 
from his country home. 

                                                
266 Elsewhere, the poet goes even further to emphasize their different statures and invokes the “regal” roots of the 
knight Maecenas, through allusions to his Etruscan origins (e.g., atavis edite regibus 1.1.1; Tyrrhena regum progenies 3.29.1). 
267 Bernie Frischer (2006) has looked at a number of domestic sites that have been put forth by scholars as possible 
candidates for Horace’s Sabine farm. While Frischer discounts several, he and other archaeologists acknowledge the 
possibility that Horace’s “simple” Sabine farm was only so in name, and that his putative property was most likely more 
like a luxury villa. Whether or not any of these purported sites can be connected to Horace, or whether Horace’s Sabine 
property was a luxury villa, does not affect my reading of his poetry. I believe that the particular approach to nature and 
country life he promotes and the biographical details he includes in the Odes do not necessarily have to correspond to the 
life of the historical Horace. The attitude towards nature he expresses is still part of the larger cultural milieu of 
Augustan Rome.   
268 Charles Bennett (1965), in his student commentary, explains that moles should be understood as the tower on 
Maecenas’ property (361). Horace calls Maecenas’ villa alta domus in Epodes 9.3-4. This tower was best known as the one 
from which Nero, having connected Maecenas’ horti to buildings on the Palatine in order to create his Domus Transitoria 
(Tac. Ann. 15.39-40), is said to have watched Rome burning in 64 AD (Suet. Ner. 38.2). 
269 Evidence for Maecenas’ elaborate palatial home in Rome abounds, as do references to his notable horti: Hor. Sat. 
1.8.7-15; Suet. Aug. 72.2; second-century AD Porphyrio claims that Maecenas was the first to have horti on the Esquiline 
(Schol. Hor.); Suetonius reveals that Tiberius lived in the horti Maecenatis after his return to Rome in 2 AD (Tib. 15). 
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But, despite using his Sabine farm as a touchstone of artlessness and restraint time and 
time again, everywhere in the Odes Horace seems to revel in descriptions of costly and alien 
goods increasingly often found in Roman houses. In Carm. 2.18, Horace boasts of his own 
simple life on his Sabine farm, and, in particular, the unpretentious way the farmhouse has been 
outfitted (1-14): 

 
Non ebur neque aureum 

mea renidet in domo lacunar; 
     non trabes Hymettiae 
premunt columnas ultima recisas 
     Africa, neque Attali            
ignotus heres regiam occupavi, 
     nec Laconicas mihi 
trahunt honestae purpuras clientae. 
     At fides et ingeni 
benigna vena est pauperemque  
     me petit; nihil supra 
deos lacesso nec potentem amicum 
     largiora flagito, 
satis beatus unicis Sabinis.        
 
No ivory nor gilded coffered ceiling shines in my house, nor do beams of Hymettan 
marble press upon columns quarried in farthest Africa, nor do I, unknowingly an heir of 
Attalus, dwell in a palace; nor for me do well-born ladies trail long purple robes. But, I 
am loyal and have a lucky vein of talent, and the rich man seeks me, a poor man. I beg 
the gods for nothing beyond this, and from my powerful friend I ask no larger benefits, 
happy enough in my one and only Sabine farm. 

 
Again, Horace is particular about emphasizing the physical materials—precious and at times 
exotic—that typically adorn the luxurious Roman house (ebur, aureum lacunar, trabes Hymettiae, 
columnas recisas… Africa). These materials have no place in his Sabine farm, yet the description of 
these opulent goods takes up much of the space of his poem. Even their very narration provides 
a sort of pleasure to the listener or reader, who has the ability to conjure in their minds these 
very objects. Those hard, gleaming materials vie with his Sabinis, which receives no fanciful 
elaboration in his description and remains just a place—only a name.  

Another poem, Carm. 3.16, expresses this same contentment in rural life, untouched by the 
city or wealth (29-32):  

 
purae rivus aquae silvaque iugerum 
paucorum et segetis certa fides meae 
fulgentem imperio fertilis Africae 

fallit sorte beatior.        
 

The illustrious man who holds power over fertile Africa does not realize that mine is the 
more fortunate lot—with my stream of pure water, my woods of few acres, and sure 
reliability of my fields. 
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Horace isolates the key elements of his happiness: stream, woods, and crops. The rivus most 
likely refers to the Digentia River, which flowed through Horace’s Sabine property. He contrasts 
the ordinary elements of his domestic Italian world with a ruler of Africa. Although the Roman 
senator, Lepidus, ruled Africa as a Roman province in the early 30s BC, Africa still signals for 
Horace the exotic and the lavish, as it did in Carm. 2.18. Similarly, the speaker of Carm. 3.1 extols 
things such as the humble cottage (humiles domos), shady bank (umbrosam ripam), and vale fanned 
by Zephyrs (zephyris agitata Tempe). In the final stanza, he asks: “why should I build a lofty atrium 
in the new style with columns that incite envy?” (cur invidendis postibus et novo/sublime ritu moliar 
atrium 45-46).  

The contrast between simplicity and luxury—not just in connection with Maecenas—
permeates the Odes as a collection, has been thoroughly studied by other scholars.270 In this 
present study, I focus on these objects of Horace’s poetic fixation in the Odes—the opulently 
built home and the modestly appointed farm or natural country setting—, and suggest that they 
are also present in the decoration of the Auditorium of Maecenas. Both the poetry and the 
building are, in fact, linked through their sensitivity to both materiality and appealing tactile 
nature of the built and living world.  

At its most basic level, Horace’s poetry sheds light on Roman attitudes towards their 
built environs: he reveals what Romans were building and, furthermore, what they were thinking 
and feeling about what they were building. By responding to what, culturally, had been and was 
happening among the elite (e.g., novo…ritu), namely an evolving taste for domestic luxury and 
foreign goods, and the pursuit of more and more elaborate building practices, Horace, in fact, 
creates a poetics about the built environment.271 The Auditorium, too, speaks to this culture of 
luxury: it, like the products of Horace’s poetic imagination, shapes and is shaped by this elite 
world.   

In addition, Horace’s appeal for a return to simpler times has caused scholars to single 
him out as a moralist in the Catonian vein. But what makes his criticism quite specific is that he 
is keen to disparage specifically the building materials that signal this wanton luxury: 
embellishments in ivory, panels of gold, support beams in exotic marble, and envy-producing 
columns. Moreover, he juxtaposes architecture with natural environments: the river of pure 

                                                
270 Horace’s critiques and exhortations, like Vergil’s “green” poetry in the Eclogues and Georgics, are linked to the uncertain 
circumstances of the first century BC, which witnessed the collapse of the Republic and the beginning of the imperial 
period. In this era of social and political instability, authors deploy the dichotomy of “city versus country” to advocate a 
return to an earlier period of agricultural simplicity when Rome was in her infancy—the mythological “Golden Age” we 
examined in close connection to the Garden Room. E.g., P. L. Bowditch (2001) considers Horace’s invocation of his 
Sabine farm a form of the Pastoral (117-160). Other scholars have noted that the farm symbolizes the aesthetics of 
poetry and functions as a source of creativity—a place far removed from political and economic concerns. It represents 
the otium necessary to produce poetry. E.g., Fraenkel 1957, 205-7; Commager 1962, 348-52; Schmidt 1977; Johnson 
1982, 140-42; Thomas 1982; Davis 1991; Putnam 1994. More recent work includes Spencer 2006. One of the most cited 
scholarly treatments of shifting attitudes towards the country and city in times of crises is Raymond Williams’ The Country 
and the City (1975). Although Williams addresses the English experience, he does identify the enduring appeal of the 
trope across several periods and cultures. He writes, “Clearly the contrast of country and city is one of the major forms 
in which we become conscious of a central part of our experience and of the crises of our society” (289); elsewhere, he 
asks, “Is it anything more than a well-known habit of using the past, the ‘good old days’, as a stick to beat the present?” 
(12). 
271 For a survey of this phenomenon along the Bay of Naples, see: D’Arms 1970. More recent work has been done by 
Zarmakoupi 2014, who focuses specifically on the cultural factors that impacted architectural practices revolving around 
luxury. 
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water, the woods, cultivated fields, the shady shore, and breezy vale. He does not wax poetic 
about the simple, hearty materials used in the construction of his farm buildings (in the way 
Ovid does in his story of Baucis and Philemon in the Metamorphoses), but instead focuses on 
entirely green architecture, namely the components of natural landscape. The tactile, substantive 
materiality of luxury architecture is further contrasted with the sensuality of the descriptions of his 
farm or pleasant natural places—places that move and breathe with life and are never static.  

But the critical poetic bite of, and, as we will see, the aesthetic pleasure in, Horace’s 
descriptions of luxury goods and building materials is in many ways contingent upon luxury 
architecture’s opposition to what might be called “the natural world”. First, we must bear in 
mind that the “natural world” that Horace summons for his audience is, as we saw in the 
previous chapter, the product of unceasing toil and labor. Thus, the opposition between the two 
worlds is not unnatural versus natural (i.e., both architecture and the kind of natural setting 
Horace invokes require labor and, additionally, each is fashioned from materials produced by 
nature), but an ideological and moral opposition.  

But the actual effect of Horace’s poetry is that the more powerfully his words conjure the 
allure of sophisticated luxury and urban life, the more powerful is his rejection of these 
extravagances in preference for a humble country one, which, in turn, bestows enormous value 
and prestige on the natural world. A similar poetic effect can be first seen in Lucretius’ De Rerum 
Natura: Lucretius, in an incredibly vivid and imaginative manner, describes the beautiful and 
sensual pleasures of the physical world, only to discount them and encourage his readers to 
renounce them and take up a life of Epicurean detachment, or ataraxia. The moral position the 
poem espouses permits Lucretius’ audience to rise above the sensual enjoyment of the world, 
even as they indeed enjoy it both in reality and virtually though the beauty and brilliance of his 
verse. 

In its own way, the Auditorium of Maecenas achieves similar aesthetic effects. Both it 
and Horace’s poetry appeal to the viewer’s senses and create an environment of contrasts—one 
type of manmade world contrasted with another. Horace’s interest in contrasting the details of 
luxurious built environments with the charm of natural landscapes allows his listener (or reader) 
to visualize real spaces and physical materials—to picture them in their minds and imagine the 
tactile materials of both worlds simultaneously. This is not unlike the painted program of the 
Auditorium itself, which juxtaposes richly painted red walls adorned with fanciful illusionistic 
architecture with suggestions of the living, breathing garden. But what is key, and makes this 
opposition powerful and affective, is that the juxtaposition of each environment with its 
ideological counterpart actually enhances and amplifies the pleasures found in each because they are 
found within the same “space”—whether upon the walls of the Auditorium or within the lines 
of an Ode.  

In both Horace’s poetry and the decoration of the Auditorium we see two attempts to 
negotiate the tensions inherent in aesthetic pleasure. The moralizing tone of Horace’s poetry 
combined with its beautiful descriptions of built interiors enables this enjoyment of both worlds, 
in the same way that the striking illusionism of Second Style Pompeian painting in interiors such 
as the Auditorium affords a quasi-virtuous sensual pleasure because none of its lavish materials 
are real. The décor of the Auditorium embraces the juncture of rich, closed walls and green, 
expansive “windows”—and all effects sought with a view to visual and sensual pleasure. And 
unlike the Garden Room at Prima Porta, both the garden and the built are in focus at the same 
time. 
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In the next section, I look at one final aspect of the decorative program and garden 
imagery of the Auditorium and explore a set of correspondences between Horatian poetics and 
the Auditorium decoration that demonstrate how the very manner in which the garden is 
defined makes it an apt vehicle to express themes relevant to not only Latin poetry and 
embracing a new type of refined pleasure, but also a sense of the tension in managing the 
delights and excesses of pleasure.  
 
 
Boundaries and Bacchus 
In this final section, I focus on another set of garden images in the Auditroium. The two sets of 
illusionistic niches (the aspect of the décor most often discussed by scholars), however, are not 
the only garden representations in it: a painted frieze cycle of miniature garden-scapes in yellow 
on a black background follows the interior curve of the apse (Fig. 3.5).272 While the type of total 
illusionism seen in the painted niches is not the goal of these miniscule images, they still transmit 
a sense of three-dimensionality as their forms recede into space towards a central vanishing 
point (Figs. 3.19, 3.20). Schematic bits of garden furnishings such as arches and pergolas fill the 
space and low wicker fences enclose shrubs. Shrines appear as central aedicula and tholoi and 
before them fountains refresh pools of water. Tiny statues and vases stand atop piers. The 
components of these smaller garden-scapes are in some ways even more elaborate and fanciful 
than the representation of the life-size ones above: dramatic waterfalls trickle down from 
fountains placed atop tall columns, ducks congregate in the square pool below, and hanging 
garlands crown the surrounding columns of the wicker fence.273  

These black ground miniature garden scenes of the frieze alternate with panels of 
Dionysiac imagery (Figs. 3.19, 3.22).274 The subject matter, almost all of it relating to Bacchus or 
more generally amusement and riotous celebration, varies from scene to scene: one wall features 
a marine thiasos (scene 11); elsewhere amorini fish and lead animals such as a stag and dog (scenes 
9 and 11).275 The Bacchic frieze continues onto the walls above the lower niches in the main 
hall: along the western wall (wall S), an inebriated Bacchus leans upon a satyr; on the eastern wall 
(wall D), a Silenus rides an ass while other Dionysiac followers sacrifice a goat (Fig. 3.21). In 
another scene that survives only in a drawing from the original 1874 excavation, Maenads stand 
with thyrsi and other objects (Fig. 3.19). Exotic animals such as African antelopes known as oryges 
fill additional panels that decorate the walls along the main hall. Although not all the scenes have 
survived in legible condition, from what remains their mood and symbolism is unmistakable.  

Dionysiac imagery in Roman wall painting is far from unusual. The introduction of 
Dionysus into the Roman repertoire of domestic decoration was a byproduct of a process of 
Hellenization that began sometime in the third century BC. The historian Plutarch identifies the 
                                                
272 The length of the garden scenes varies from 106 cm to 131-132 cm (De Vos 1983, 243). 
273 Roughly 51 examples of miniature painted garden scenes survive from diverse architectural contexts, including 
cubicula, triclinia, tablina, tepidaria, atria, and peristylia. They appear in sites from Rome and in cities along the Bay of Naples, 
Veleia in Aemilia, and in Gaul. De Vos notes that only three are identified as Fourth Pompeian style, and the rest are 
Third Style (De Vos 1983, 245).  
274 The height of these panels is 27 cm (De Vos 1983). 
275 De Vos postulates that the figural frieze scenes were paired thematically on the left and right. E.g., Amorini and 
various animals appear in scenes 3 and 9. Extrapolating from this correspondence, she suggests that perhaps the marine 
thiasos in scene 11 was paired with another in scene 1, which unfortunately does not survive. Similarly, the meaning of 
scenes 5 and 7—at the very center of the apse frieze—and their potential relationship remain unclear because so little of 
scene 7 survives (244).  
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general Marcellus’ conquest of the Greek city of Syracuse in 211 BC as the event that brought 
Greek culture to Roman shores, because it led to the importation of vast quantities of not only 
Greek art, but also a Greek way of life and a love of luxuria (luxury) and pleasure, to Rome. But 
a love of luxury, wine, and the sympotic culture of Greece—even the very idea of elegantia—were 
not everywhere accepted in Rome and these practices sat uneasily with the Roman mores maiorum 
(ancestral traditions and customs). Yet despite the Romans’ pride in leading lives of austerity and 
self-discipline, a great deal of evidence—much of it from the domestic realm in the form of art 
collections, beautiful household furnishings, and (from ca. 100 BC on) elaborately painted 
walls—attests to their enjoyment of life’s pleasures, too, in the form of wine, food, poetry, and 
love. Living amidst this “world of images,” as Paul Zanker calls it, Romans reminded themselves 
to embrace “the Good Life,”276  

Scenes of Dionysus and his entourage had been common motifs on objects used during 
the Greek symposion and, when Romans dined and drank wine in imitation of the Hellenistic 
“demimonde” during their cena or convivium, they surrounded themselves with these same images. 
The god of revelry and wine, Dionysus, Bacchus, or (sometimes) Liber to the Romans, was an 
appropriate figure to serve as the backdrop to life’s pleasures: as Jasper Griffin quips, “The life 
of pleasure was naturally incomplete without the joys of wine.”277 Even the conservative Cato 
recognized the necessity of viticulture and wine-making and, in his De Re Rustica, instructed his 
readers on what to plant and what to drink, si voles in convivio multum bibere (“if you will want to 
drink a great deal at the convivium,” 6-7, 156.1).278 Pleasures, however, often can be taken to 
extremes and Cicero’s vituperative attacks on the characters of Piso and Antony used their 
excessive drinking as evidence of their immoral characters (In Pisonem 22; Philippic 2.42, 63; etc.).  

Like the character of Chremes in Terence’s Eunuchus, who once observed, “Sine Cerere et 
Libero friget Venus” (“without food and drink, Love is cold,” 732),279 the Augustan elegiac poets 
saw wine as a companion to love. Maecenas, patron of many of the Augustan poets, was said to 
have written his own Symposion, in which a character describes the merits of wine in the 
following way: idem umor ministrat faciles oculos, pulchriora reddit omnia, et dulcis iuventae reducit bona, 
“the same liquid renders the eyes easy, makes everything prettier, and brings back the advantages 
of sweet youth” (Serv. Dan. Aen. 8.310). But the elegiac poets differed in how they engaged with 
wine and the figure of Bacchus. While elegists such as Propertius and Tibullus are content to 
refer to wine in general terms, Horace alone is the connoisseur. Like the emperor Augustus, who 
appreciated the nuances of different wines (Pliny informs us that Livia and Augustus each had 
their own regional preferences: she, Pucine wine, he, Setine, HN 14.59, 14.149-50), Horace 
relishes the different vintages of wines and refers to them by name.280  

The Auditorium’s decorative frieze of Maenads and drunken figures undoubtedly would 
have inspired and encouraged visitors to carouse amidst these scenes of Bacchic revelry, as they 
listened to poems exalting love and wine. Let us not forget the Callimachean verse inscribed on 
the exterior of the Auditorium, which is a palpable reminder of the building’s connection to 

                                                
276 On Dionysiac imagery in the domestic setting and “the Good Life”, see: Zanker 2008, 120-143; Wyler 2008. 
277 Griffin 1986, 65. 
278 Horace claims that even the manly excellence of old Cato is said to have been warmed by wine (narratur et prisci 
Catonis/saepe mero caluisse virtus, 3.21.11-12). Vergil’s second Georgic also remains a resource about different types of wine. 
279 Cf. Ar. fr. 490: οἶνος Ἀφροδίτης γάλα. 
280 E.g. Prop. 2.3.9: Ebria cum multo traherem vestigia Baccho. Vintages mentioned in Horace: Alban, Caecuban, Calenian, 
Chian, Coan, Falernian, Formian, Lesbian, Massican, Methymnaean, Sabine, Surrentinan, and Syran. On Horace’s 
interest in wine, see: McKinlay 1946; Commager 1957. 
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drinking, love, and poetry; the Pontios rhyton with its Maenad frieze also contributed to the 
sympotic atmosphere of the surrounding horti. But the Dionysiac imagery, I believe, assumes a 
different kind of meaning when one considers its placement within the decorative program: 
alongside miniature garden scenes. The pairing of the two cannot be arbitrary or accidental.281  

To better understand this visual pairing, let us return to Horace’s lyric poetry in the Odes. 
Although Horace, like his Augustan contemporaries, invokes the world of Bacchus, for him the 
god represents more than simply wine and good living. Through the figure of Bacchus we see 
yet another way in which Horace uses nature and landscape to explore poetic and, to a less 
obvious degree, social and political issues. As I will show, an analysis of the imagery and 
mechanics of Horace’s Bacchic poetry provides insight into the motivations behind the 
seemingly innocuous juxtaposition of miniature gardens and Bacchic elements seen in this 
decorative frieze. 

Horace is careful to distinguish his Bacchus and sympotic world from the debauched 
hedonism and wild carousing associated with Greek symposia. In Carm. 1.18, the vine is sacred 
(sacra vite, 1) and Horace is quick to tell his listener to learn from the Lapiths and Centaurs and 
drink in moderation: ne quis modici transiliat munera Liberi (Do not transgress over the gifts of 
temperate Bacchus, 7). But when describing the “gifts” of Liber, Horace presents a paradoxical 
image: by pairing the adjective, modici, with Bacchus’ alternative name, Liberi, Horace creates a 
tension within the figure of Bacchus between the idea of “moderation” and the notion of 
“freedom,” suggested by the proper name, “Liber.” The tension between freedom and 
temperance is implicated in Horace’s choice of verb, “leaping over” (transiliat), too, which 
introduces the related ideas of limit and going beyond the limit—an idea to which I will return a 
bit later.  

Two poems in particular bring into close proximity three key elements relating to 
Horace’s use of Bacchus: the god himself, nature and natural landscapes, and poetry. And this 
triangulation of the three elements, I would argue, is an important theme within Horace’s lyric 
verse and one third and final way in which Horace engages with the natural world. 

As the first word in Carm. 2.19, Bacchus dominates the poem, and, in the compact space 
of the first line, Horace collocates the god, poetry, and remote crags (Bacchum in remotis carmina 
rupibus, 1). Like in many instances in the Odes, Horace’s experience with the god is firsthand, and 
he describes the thrill of seeing Bacchus: recenti mens trepidat metu,/plenoque Bacchi pectore 
turbidum/laetatur. Euhoe, parce, Liber,/parce gravi metuende thyrso (“my mind trembles with fresh fear, 
and wildly rejoices at my heart filled with Bacchus. Evoe, spare me, Liber, you who are dreaded 
for your mighty thyrsus, spare me,” 5-8). Bacchus’ approach elicits fear (metu), trepidation 
(trepidat), but pleasure as well (laetatur). 

But the figure of Bacchus in Carm. 2.19 does more than simply inspire a pleasurable fear: 
he also inspires a particular kind of poetry or poetic song. Although he typically teaches carmina 
to his maenads, here, Bacchus has given Horace the task of singing of (cantare) the bacchanals. 
When Horace tells us that his heart is full of the god, either in the form of wine or Bacchus’ 
spirit, he reveals the divine source of his song. But this manner of divine inspiration is very 
different from the type that comes from the Muses or the god, Apollo. As Alessandro Schiesaro 

                                                
281 Stéphanie Wyler (2013) has recently examined the Dionysiac panels in the Auditorium, but while she mentions the 
miniature garden scenes in passing, she draws no conclusions about a potential relationship between the two (546-549). 
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describes it, “Bacchic inspiration is closely connected with the role of enthousiasmos, and often 
with a form of poetry dominated by furor and the Furies.”282  

Furthermore, this frenetic kind of inspiration engenders poetry that celebrates not just 
the natural world, but the supernatural: vinique fontem lactis et uberes/cantare rivos atque truncis/lapsa 
cavis iterare mella (“[it is right] to sing of the fountain of wine, the rivers rich in milk, and to 
celebrate the honey flowing from hollow tree trunks,” 10-12). The distant and mountainous 
landscape that Horace describes in this poem—where marvelous things seem to happen—serves 
to underscore all of these themes: fear and titillation, inspiration and madness. It also reminds us 
that Bacchic poetry and pleasure in wine is always imbued with a hint of danger. Such a world 
seems far removed from that of the rose bower and poetic garden described in the previous 
section. 
 Horace, too, recognizes the distance between this world of Bacchus and that of the 
poetic or sympotic garden and he himself compares these two natural worlds in Carm. 3.25, a 
poem in which the affiliation of Bacchus, poetry, and natural landscapes appears again. The poet 
begins with a direct address to the god (1-6): 
 

Quo me, Bacche, rapis tui 
plenum? Quae nemora aut quos agor in specus 
     velox mente nova? Quibus 
antris egregii Caesaris audiar 
     aeternum meditans decus                
stellis inserere et consilio Iovis?        
 
To where, Bacchus, do you carry me off, full of you? Into what groves or caves am I 
being driven, hurried, with a new mind? In what grottoes will I be heard contemplating 
how to enroll the eternal glory of outstanding Caesar among the stars and Jupiter’s 
council?  

 
Here, Bacchus acts as the agent—nearly an abductor—escorting the speaker into groves, grottoes, 
and caves—the traditional natural sites, as we have seen, in which poetry is often inspired or 
composed.283  
 The poem continues, but into very different terrain (7-14):   
 

Dicam insigne, recens, adhuc 
indictum ore alio. Non secus in iugis 
     exsomnis stupet Euhias, 
Hebrum prospiciens et nive candidam               
     Thracen ac pede barbaro 
lustratam Rhodopen, ut mihi devio 
     ripas et vacuum nemus 
mirari libet.          

 

                                                
282 Schiesaro 2009, 61; Schiesaro asserts that Horace’s lyric is poetry “which is by definition unruly.” 
283 On poetic landscapes in Horace, see: Troxler-Keller 1964. 
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I will say something notable, fresh, up to now unsaid by any other mouth. Not otherwise 
is the wakeful Bacchant struck senseless on the mountain ridge, looking out upon 
Hebrus and Thrace glistening with snow and Rhodope traversed by barbarian foot, just 
as I, solitary, take pleasure in admiring the river banks and empty grove. 

 
While the initial groves and grottoes the speaker mentions at the start of the poem appear 
relatively benign and remind us of those haunts of the Muses, the landscapes and locales 
mentioned above are pointedly exotic, desolate, and removed. The poet, although looking out 
onto picturesque but ordinary riverbanks and groves, likens himself to a Bacchant in these 
foreign locations: each sees awe in or admires (stupet, mirari) their respective landscapes, and both 
are “taught” by Bacchus. This is also a solitary world for each: the speaker highlights his own 
isolation and out-of-the-way-ness (devio) as he stands, secluded at the end of line 12 and in the 
same position of the Bacchant at the end of line 9. 

But nature serves another purpose in Carm. 3.25: while Horace emphasizes the features 
of existing landscapes in the first part of the poem, a few lines later he demonstrates how the 
landscape and nature itself can is often reconfigured under the influence of Dionysus (14-20): 

 
O Naiadum potens 
     Baccharumque valentium                
proceras manibus vertere fraxinos, 
     nil parvum aut humili modo, 
nil mortale loquar. Dulce periculum est, 
     o Lenaee, sequi deum 
cingentem viridi tempora pampino.            

 
O one in command of the Naiads and Bacchants who have strength to overturn with 
their hands lofty ash trees, nothing insignificant or mortal with a humble strain will I 
speak. It is a sweet danger, O master of the wine press [i.e. Dionysus], to follow the god, 
who binds the temples with a green vine shoot.  
 

The closing lines of the poem describe how followers of Bacchus, the Naiads and Bacchae, have 
the strength to overturn ash-trees, thereby reconfiguring and reshaping the landscape. In this 
respect, nature can also illustrate—or perhaps register—the world-altering power of Bacchus. 
The trope of the inhuman strength of those suffused with the spirit of the god appears in many 
Dionysiac texts—the most famous example remains Euripides’ Bacchae and the superhuman 
actions of Agave and her sisters. Here, too, Horace assures us that nothing he sings or says will 
be trivial, in a humble vein, or mortal—topics inappropriate for the realm of Bacchus. In all 
these ways the normal order of nature is turned upside down when Bacchus is present.  

In this final stanza, Horace contrasts the tall, loftiness of the ash tree (proceras… fraxinos) 
and the encircling crown of the green vine (viridi… pampino), and opposing concomitant acts of 
overturning and binding. In doing so, Horace brings together two Bacchic “natures”: the 
majestic, supernatural, and often destructive power of Bacchic inspiration, on the one hand, and 
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the productive, domestic world of viticulture and the garlanded, poetic realm of the poet, on the 
other.284 

Horace’s Carm. 3.25, “quo me Bacche rapis,” explores the edges of the thematic links 
between the world of Bacchus, the natural realm, and poetry, this time by contrasting two very 
different natural worlds within the lines of the same poem. Initially nature and its groves and 
grottoes serve as the places for poetic composition, and the god Bacchus provides the 
transportation and inspiration. His ability to intoxicate is not simply about drunken, destructive 
debauchery, but the constructive creation of poetry (and important poetry, too, that praises the 
accomplishments of “Caesar”). But as in other poems, the final lines of the poem introduce a 
note of incongruity or ambivalence in following Bacchus: “to follow”, he says, “is sweet danger” 
(dulce periculum, 18). Thus as the poem moves from what seem to be the idyllic sites of poetry to 
the remote environs at the edges of the empire, it ultimately ends with a delicate balance 
between sweetness and danger—and, I would add, these two natural domains.285 

The decorative frieze cycle of Auditorium of Maecenas, I believe, also suggests the kinds 
of contrasts and delicate balance seen in Horace, in the visual juxtaposition of panels of 
Dionysus and the manicured garden (Fig. 3.22). While I am again not arguing that the poetry 
directly inspired the wall painting or vice versa, I propose that the effects it produces and the 
satisfactions it offers are in fact shared with those of the poet Horace, and that these two artistic 
explorations employ a similar vocabulary and even syntax. It is by looking at them in tandem that 
we gain a more profound appreciation of each. To take the argument one, perhaps speculative, 
step further, we might even imagine the poetry and the painting being appreciated together, 
simultaneously, at a poetic recitation in the Auditorium.  

The environment of the miniature and orderly painted garden diametrically opposes the 
typical Bacchic natural world suggested in the lines of Horace’s poems. These tiny gardens 
appear in lieu of the wild, untamed, mountainous world of Bacchic revelry and the iugae, ripae, 
and vacuum nemus of far away places such as Thrace. As described in a poet like Horace, these 
sites—deserted, unknown, and empty—are the antitheses of the domestic, cultivated Roman 
garden. In the Auditorium frieze, however, the artist has not marked the striking contrast 
between cultivated garden and wild mountainous region by painting two different natural 
environments, but by pairing the garden with the human figures of Bacchus’ thiasoi. Therefore, 
from another vantage point, the decorative program also defines each world in a particular way: 
one world is made up of the products of human labor (the manmade wickerwork and fountain of 
the garden); the other is populated and defined by human and divine figures (the standing and 
kneeling human participants of Bacchic festivities). Even the animals associated with each world 
differ: ducks populate the domain of the garden, and the horse, stag, hippocamp, and exotic 
antelope fill the world of Dionysus.  

This opposition between the orderly garden and the disorderly Bacchic revelry, however, 
could be described in slightly different terms, by highlighting the bounded world of the garden 
and the boundless world of Dionysus. A careful survey of the Odes reveals that imagery relating 

                                                
284 Ellen Oliensis (2002) sees a reassuring resolution in the conclusion of Carm. 3.15: “Horace contains Bacchus’ 
dangerously centrifugal energies within an ivy garland” (94). 
285 What I am observing here is slightly different from Diana Spencer’s (2010) notion that the Pastoral is always infused 
with an untamed Bacchic spirit: “Pastoral verse came to Rome complete with tightly controlled numinous qualities and 
delightful rustic landscapes replete with amenity value, but still offering thrilling hints of wilderness just offstage” (20). I 
do not consider what Horace describes here as pastoral, nor do I deem the gardenscapes in the Auditorium “pastoral” in 
accordance with how Spencer uses the term.  
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to boundaries, borders, and limits appears throughout the Odes, too, although not always 
specifically in connection to Bacchus. Such ideas represent a set of concerns unique to the early 
Augustan age—a period following a long era of civil discord and witnessing the emergence of a 
newly consolidated Roman empire. Towards this end, Ellen Oliensis has shown how Horace 
deploys the language and imagery of “enclosure” and utilizes formal closural gestures in an 
address to both his own poetic process and the imperial policies of Augustus.286 She observes, 
“In Odes 2.9, Horace represents Augustan imperialism as an analogue of his own lyric practice—
the imposition of order on unruly materials”.287 In this way, Horace compares the boundaries of 
an ode to the edges of the empire: order, or disorder, within the lines of an ode mirrors the 
emperor’s ability, or inability, to keep Rome’s enemies at the margins. Spatial or geographical 
order within the empire was also inextricably tied to its moral order, and, as a result, the words 
of Horace, by enacting the “aesthetics of containment,” explore, elide, and compromise “poetic, 
moral, and territorial forms of mastery.”288  

Although Oliensis’ interest is literary and focuses on the relationship between Horatian 
poetics and Augustan politics, the features and poetic effects she observes in Horace’s Odes can 
also shed new light on the decorative frieze of the Auditorium of Maecenas, and vice versa. 
Gardens, too, result from “the imposition of order on unruly materials”: human hands tame and 
domesticate the raw elements of nature. Thus, I read the “bounded” imagery of Horace’s Odes as 
analogous to the peculiar fixation on garden paintings—and specifically the representation of the 
fixtures and accoutrements of gardens—in the period of the late Republic and the early 
Augustan age.289 Such paintings—either as the focal point of a painted design scheme or a 
subsidiary or minor detail—typify a Roman preoccupation with the organization and 
demarcation of space. To put it in even stronger terms, such paintings are the visual 
manifestation of an ardent and pronounced desire for order, boundaries, and stability. 
Therefore, I believe that the idea of “order” and its inverse function as principal concerns and 
governing principles for not only the emperor and the poet, but the painter, too.290 

In my reading, the particular nature of the miniature gardens in the Auditorium frieze 
correlate to Horace’s “closural” poetics in a very specific way. In the Odes, transgressions over 
boundaries occur within not only narrative, but also syntax: Oliensis observes that Horace’s 
avarus in Odes 2.18 destroys and leaps over not only the terminos agri and limites of his neighbors, 
but also the line break (23-26). In other instances throughout the Odes Horace signals disruption 
of order with enjambment, and containment with self-contained stanzas. Horace’s manipulation 
of syntax, I argue, functions in the same way as the garden imagery of the Auditorium frieze.  

The painted wickerwork fences of the miniature gardens are analogous to syntactical or 
metrical schema: both provide structure and keep irregularity and unpredictability in check. I 
propose that the use of fence-work—the structures that set gardens apart from the surrounding 
space—in the garden panels of the Auditorium frieze is the most significant aspect of the 
                                                
286 Oliensis 1998, 102-153.  
287 Ibid., 113. 
288 Ibid., 107. 
289 There is a noteworthy corollary here to the discourse surrounding Latin prose style: according to Seneca, Maecenas, 
interestingly enough, was notorious for having a “dissolute” or “ungirded” (or in my terms here, “unbounded”) style 
both in his physical presentation of himself (e.g., solutis tunicis, 6) and his writing (e.g., non oratio eius aeque soluta est quam 
ipse discinctus? 4), which Seneca also characterized by the noun ambages (winding, rambling, circumlocution) (Ep. ad 
Lucilium 114).  
290 A project parallel to my interest in poetic form and garden practices is the work of Jacqueline Fabre-Serris (2008), 
who observes a corollary between the artificiality of garden topiary and that of pastoral poetry. 
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composition, and what mark the images as “gardens”. The emphatic use of wicker fences, 
pergolas, columns, and trellises “define”—literally give fines, or boundaries—to these miniature 
gardenscapes. It is not so much the plants but the enclosures that comprise these spaces; plants in 
the form of low shrubs and hanging garlands constitute a very minor element of the overall 
composition (Fig. 3.19). The precise symmetry in their layout further reinforces their unity, 
order, and cohesion: like a seventeenth-century French formal garden, each half of this 
miniature one is a perfect and exact reflection of the other. The central fountain and bird pool 
anchor the scene, and from this focal point radiate the other garden elements in neat succession.  

But let us not forget Bacchus, with whom we began this section. The Bacchic imagery 
plays a crucial role in the way this miniature garden imagery operates. Just as Horace’s poetry 
oscillates between images of order and disorder, in obeying and betraying syntax, likewise, 
images of tidy, fenced gardens alternate with riotous scenes of Bacchic carousing. Differences in 
scale, too, mark the vast gulf between these two worlds: the human figures dwarf the tiny 
trellises and miniscule aedicula of the garden images. But boundaries not only define the garden, 
they also play a role in how these two types of frieze panels interact with each other as well. 

The garden fences are not the only barriers in the Auditorium’s decorative frieze. 
Decorative columnar elements between garden and Bacchic panels provide a form of visual 
separation and protection (Fig. 3.22). One type consists of medallions with portraits, squares, 
and volutes and is centered beneath the red panels of wall; a second example features grotesques 
of birds such as falcons and swans as embellishments along the sides of kraters, and is situated 
below the niches of the apse. These columns notionally fend off imaginary potential incursions 
from an adjacent hippocamp-riding Nereid, or a drunken Bacchus supported by a satyr, who 
threatens with the rest of his entourage to breach the termini of the two scenes.  

The Auditorium’s Dionysiac thiasoi and garden locales conjure very different visions of 
the “natural” world: the wild and ecstatic abandon of the Dionysiac revelry, and the calm, 
organized, and cultivated world of the Roman garden.291 But while there is also a clear, pictorial 
division between these two worlds, there is a vague affiliation, too, simply by virtue of their close 
proximity—and, in one instance, a bleeding between worlds. In scene 8, a lone horse rears up 
and appears to gallop into the garden (Fig. 3.22); elsewhere, the postures, gestures, and diagonal 
energy of the human figures provide an implied sense of movement into garden panels. And like 
in the case of the garden niches and the beautifully painted red walls, these two images of nature 
find their meaning in their pairing. 

Let us remember Horace’s Carm. 1.18, discussed earlier in this section: in that instance, 
Horace’s Bacchus is both “Liber” and modicus, characterizing the god as a sort of paradoxical 
figure of uninhibited temperance. Additionally, when advising his audience not to abuse the 
“gifts” of Bacchus (i.e., wine), Horace deploys the image of a boundary not to be crossed 
(transiliat), with wine functioning as the limit. Similarly, throughout this study of the decorative 
program of the Auditorium, we have seen how Bacchus has a place in the garden, as well, 
through his connection to poetry and sympotic life. In all these ways, the juxtaposition of the 
garden and Bacchus in the Auditorium frieze and the Odes of Horace demonstrates that, while 
obvious differences between these two natural worlds—between Bacchus and the garden—set 

                                                
291 While De Vos (1983) describes the style of the Dionysiac scenes as closer to classical Greek art seen in vase painting, 
mirrors, and coins and thus it lacks a “vivacity” and complexity, the symbolism of the iconography and its ability to 
influence its audience remains potent and persuasive (238-40). 
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them apart and create a tension, there also exists an interconnectedness—an appealing combined 
sweetness and danger in their pairing.  

The fence has the peculiar ability to both separate and bind, and the Auditorium of 
Maecenas’ frieze itself performs both tasks. On the one hand, the frieze cleaves the space of the 
Auditorium from the public and political worlds that physically and metaphorically surround the 
building. The inclusion of Bacchus in its frieze further delimits the space and designates it for 
celebration and conviviality. On the other hand, the frieze, like the fence, can also encircle and 
unite what is contained within. In this manner, it could also be thought of as a decorative 
wreath, not only binding but also adorning the space of the apse.292 Like the closural wreaths of 
Horace’s poetry, noted by Oliensis (e.g., cingentem viridi tempora pampino, Carm. 3.25.20; mihi 
Delphica/lauro cinge volens, Melpomene, comam, Carm. 3.30.15-16), the frieze of the Auditorium brings 
together a disparate group of decorative and architectural elements.293 Sitting beneath the 
brilliant, life-size illusionistic garden paintings on the wall of the Auditorium’s apse, the 
miniature frieze cycle is a secondary detail that is only noticed after the dazzling illusionistic 
garden displays. But, it is the decorative feature that physically links the painted niches to the 
steps in the apse. As a fence, as a garland, the painted frieze in the Auditorium both demarcates 
and binds. 
 
 
Conclusion 
In this chapter, I described the “poetic” character of the Auditorium of Maecenas as twofold. As 
a physical space, it is a site of poetic recitation and sympotic revelry. But, as I hope to have also 
shown, it is poetic is another respect: what can be observed in its decoration corresponds to and 
pictorializes central themes in Horace’s lyric poetry to a remarkable degree. Moreover, an 
examination of several poems revealed these correspondences and the three ways in which 
Horace uses nature and landscape in his poetry.  

These literary and visual materials, when read in tandem, reveal three aspects of Roman 
attitudes towards the natural world. First, in both Horace and the Auditorium, gardens become 
the sites in which, and through which, worlds of poetic inspiration and fantasy are created and 
enjoyed. What is even more striking—perhaps even revolutionary—is that Horace develops a 
new attitude towards nature. His promotion of the countryside and natural pleasures puts shady 
trees and cool springs of water on equal footing with the precious jewels, furnishings, art, and 
other luxuries of his day. In this way, instead of enjoying Nature as it is, Romans shaped and 
molded it to provide additional kinds of sensual pleasures. Thus in this formulation, the labor of 
the post-lapsarian age is devoted to the creation of a specific version of nature—one focused 
not on the glorification of or communion with the rustic past, but on sensual pleasure, 
preciousness, and refinement. Horace invents a type of hedonistic approach to nature and the 
countryside that is no doubt informed by a contemporary interest in Epicureanism, and his 
moralizing position against worldly pleasure finds expression in the most beautiful and elegant 

                                                

292 Another example of this type of parallel in poetry and art can be found in Andrew Stewart and Rebecca Martin’s 
(2003) observation that garland motifs in Hellenistic mosaics are related to contemporary literary works such as 
Meleager’s poetic anthology, Stephanos, “the Garland”. 

293 Oliensis 1998, 119. For a further unraveling of the garland motif in particular in Horace’s Odes, see: Oliensis 2002.  
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of artistic forms that relies on sensory effects and the enjoyment they bring. Likewise, the 
Auditorium’s beautiful illusionistic trees, delicate fountains, flowers, and birds, all attest to a 
desire to showcase the precious beauty of gardens and their amenities, and to create a space to 
encourage a private and refined enjoyment of the natural world.   

Second, in the Odes, Horace sets descriptions of the lavish building materials of the urban 
Roman elite against descriptions of the simple pleasures of country living in an attempt to 
dissuade his audience from pursuing this world of urban luxury and indulgence. His tone is 
coaxing and moralizing. Yet the language of his descriptions of those same luxuries permits its 
own kind of sensual enjoyment, too, and in the end both the worlds of luxury and nature are 
celebrated simultaneously, thereby elevating the status of country life. The Auditorium’s 
decorative program provides this same juxtaposition: expensive red cinnabar on the walls and 
marble flooring and revetment appear next to images of trees and water, and the pairing makes 
each more impressive and desirable than either on its own. In each, contrasts between the built 
and the natural thematize not just the tension between but also the mutual enhancement granted 
two modes of Roman domestic life, and explains in part why Roman elites included paintings of 
charming natural scenery in their urban homes, and bedecked their country estates in the 
incredibly lavish, exotic, and costly materials. 

Finally, in the last section we looked at one last feature of Horace’s use of nature and 
landscape, specifically in connection to the god Bacchus. Looking at the syntactic relationship of 
garden imagery and Bacchic imagery in both Horace and the frieze of the Auditorium exposed 
the way in which gardens and their enclosures thematized concepts such as demarcation, 
enclosure, and order. All these preoccupations dwell in the verses of Horace and on the walls of 
the Auditorium, and find expression through the image of the garden. 

Early on in this chapter I looked at the peculiar ways in which the Auditorium’s décor—
despite the fact it includes some of the highest quality examples of illusionistic garden 
painting—calls attention to the program’s very own fiction and uses framing and other conceits 
to make the viewer aware of both the very process of viewing and then what that means for the 
status of the object of his or her gaze. This is an aspect of garden art to which I will return and 
explore further in the succeeding and final case study. 

In the next two chapters, my analysis moves forward in time and shifts from Rome to a 
villa located between Naples and Pompeii, known now as the Roman villa at Oplontis. It is here 
at the villa of Oplontis that I look more closely at physical garden contexts, including the display 
of art and the animating properties of water. Alongside the gardens of Oplontis, I read two 
letters by Pliny the Younger and two poems of Statius—both on the topic of the Roman villa. 
Through these narratives, I explore two very different aspects of the villa: one highlights a 
physical and technological mastery over the natural world and the other seeks to evoke the 
glamorous and thrilling realm of mythology. At Oplontis we shall see yet another presentation 
of garden paintings: but, instead of garden paintings standing alone or combined with fictive and 
real architecture, we will see these painted gardens are paired with actual living gardens. Here, 
gardens and their representations create a world in which the actual and the fictional, the natural 
and artificial, are seamlessly integrated within the same physical space. 
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Chapter  4 
The Aesthet i c izat ion  of the Natural World: 

Villa A at Oplontis, Satius and Pliny the Younger 
 

This chapter examines one of the most extensive and beautiful villa sites outfitted with 
elaborate gardens, both real and fictive: the Villa of the Poppaei at Oplontis, found on the slopes 
above the Bay of Naples in the modern Italian town of Torre Annunziata. In the previous two 
case studies we looked at versions of green architecture particular to the last half of the first 
century BC that emphasized two different relationships between garden trees and plants and 
architecture: the substitution of the living for the built, and the juxtaposition of the natural and the 
architectural. In this case study, I examine examples of green architecture that extend beyond 
the walls of a single room and analyze the different ways in which the design and decoration of 
the villa at Oplontis explore the collaboration of art and nature.294 Although this project does 
not, strictly speaking, argue for a progression or evolution in the relationship of gardens and 
art/architecture seen in these case studies, it is worth noting that the complexity of these 
decorative programs does increase with each example. And the arguments that I have outlined 
thus far culminate here in the extraordinary site that forms the concluding case study for this 
project on Roman gardens.  

This chapter engages with the garden design at the villa at Oplontis in three specific ways 
that all relate to the relationship between art/architecture and nature. First, I look at the 
connections between art collecting, the porticus, and the garden. Second, I explore how the 
installation of art works in garden settings imbues the garden landscape with a special, numinous 
atmosphere and transforms them into mythological landscapes. Finally, I investigate the 
important role of the framed view in this complex interaction of gardens, architecture, and art. 
 
 
Villa A at Oplontis 
The villa at Oplontis is located about 14 miles south of Naples and 3 miles north of the city of 
Pompeii. Situated along this extraordinary landscape on the Bay of Naples, the villa and its 
grounds stood upon a cliff that overlooked the sea and rose up 13 meters from the ancient sea 
level (Fig. 4.1).295 The writer Strabo (63 BC-24 AD) once quipped that this stretch of coast, 
extending from the Cape of Misenum to Sorrentum (modern Sorrento), had begun to take on 
the appearance of one continuous city because the slopes of the cliff overlooking the bay were 
so crowded with sprawling luxury villas.  

While the first two case studies examined sites in and around Rome, this chapter and the 
following explore villa culture centered in the place Cicero that once referred to as the crater 

                                                
294 Bettina Bergmann (2002) has argued that the villa at Oplontis, “typifies a new attitude in Italy toward art and nature” 
(88). I distinguish my project by pushing this interest in “art” and “nature” even further and looking into greater depth at 
how the categories of art and nature interact within not only the villa, but with roughly contemporary literature, too. For 
another perspective on artifice and nature at the Roman villa, see: Schneider 1995. 
295 For a selection of general treatments of the villa, see: Alessio 1965; Bracco 1975; De Franciscis 1975a and 1975b; id. 
1982; Broeder 1974; Carola 1976; Maggi 1976; Tybout 1979; D’Ambrosio et al. (2003). On the excavations, see: 
D’Ambrosio et al. 1987; id. 1991Excavation notes from the 2009 season: 
http://www.oplontisproject.org/index.php/fieldwork/. 
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delicatus (“charming bowl”, Ep. ad Att. 2.8.2): the Bay of Naples.296 It is here that elite Romans 
freely adopted a Hellenized way of life, away from intense scrutiny that accompanied the 
political and social life of Rome. Along this coastline around Naples, Romans indulged in 
luxurious living and constructed elaborate, lavish country estates that they filled with art and 
furnished in expensive materials. They built their villas along the slopes above the shoreline to 
fully exploit views of the sea.  

By the Flavian period (when the villa of Oplontis was preserved by Vesuvius), villa 
culture was well established and the lower echelons of society had already coopted the insignia 
of villa life, demonstrating their aspirations for the kind of abundance, leisure, enjoyment, 
wealth, and social status enjoyed by their social “betters.” In modest homes in Pompeii, images 
of elaborate villas adorn the walls (e.g., the tablinum of the House of Marcus Lucretius Fronto, 
Pompeii), conjuring notions of the “good life” associated with the villa culture of the elite that 
we saw in the previous chapter.297 It is within this larger context that we must place the villa at 
Oplontis. 

This villa remains one of the most impressive residences along the Bay of Naples, both 
for its scale and quality of decoration (Fig. 4.2).298 And part of its extraordinary nature lies in the 
fact that much of this decoration has been left by archaeologists in situ, making it a stunning site 
to visit. Rarely are modern scholars granted such an opportunity to see decorated walls within 
the actual context of their original architectural settings and to move through physical spaces as 
the villa’s inhabitants had. Unfortunately, as a result, the remains of the villa have suffered (and 
continuing to suffer) significant deterioration from exposure to the elements.  

While the villa at Oplontis is an outstanding example of a general cultural phenomenon, 
what sets it apart from other comparable Roman villas of the first century AD in this area is its 
remarkable integration of nature and architecture. What is more, this combination occurs 
throughout the entire building and takes an astonishingly diverse number of forms, with each 
iteration or permutation of natural and architectural elements exploiting a slightly different 
feature or effect. In this way, the expansive and richly decorated villa offers one of the most 
extraordinary interpenetrations of nature and architecture. At Oplontis, not only do the natural 
and the man-made coexist within the same space, but nature also finds enhancement through 
innovative, varied, and complicated combinations of materials.  

 
 

Layout of the Villa 
In the sixteenth-century, the architect Domenico Fontana began work on a partially 
underground channel, now known as the Sarno Canal, which would supply water to an 
armaments factory in the town of Torre Annunziata. During this construction project, Fontana 
first uncovered sections of an ancient Roman villa when builders cut through a southern portion 
of the complex, now known as the villa at Oplontis. But no formal excavations of the site 
occurred until 1839-40, when part of the peristyle and the garden were discovered. Yet it was 

                                                
296 The definitive work on the culture of the Bay of Naples is still J. D’Arms’ Romans on the Bay of Naples: a social and 
cultural study of the villas and their owners from 150 B.C. to A.D. 400 (1970). See also: D’Arms 1984; Zanker 1979, 460-523; 
Mielsch 1987; Neudecker 1988. 
297 Zanker 1998, 23, 184-6.   
298 De Franciscis 1975, 9-38; Fergola 1996, 134-141; Fergola and Pagano 1998, 20-70; Guzzo and Fergola 2000; S. De 
Caro 2005, 372-98. 
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not until 1964 that complete systematic excavations were carried out under Alfonso de 
Franciscis; these large-scale excavations continued until the 1980s.  

The excavated area of the villa covers around 8,500 square meters and consists of 
approximately 90 separate spaces, ranging from very small to quite large; an impressive pool 60 
meters in length occupies the entire eastern side. The surviving central core and eastern wing 
represent approximately half of the villa at the time of the eruption: there was an identical wing 
on the western side, which now either lies underneath the modern streets of Torre Annunziata 
or was destroyed during the construction of the Sarno Canal in the sixteenth century.  

But what is most impressive about the design of this villa is the thoughtful and 
purposeful way in which its various architects harmonized its form with the topography of the 
surrounding landscape over its ca. 100-year life. Here we see the first instance of the villa’s 
integration with the natural world. An example of “pavilion” architecture, it features projecting 
wings that function as the end bays of the façade. As its colonnades trace the surface of the 
terrain, its sprawling form spills over the topography of the landscape.  

The original architects also capitalized on the particulars of this ideal location. Although 
now well below the modern street level, the property originally would have commanded an 
impressively panoramic view of the sea to the south and its grounds also must have extended 
down to the shore.299 To the north of the north-facing façade was a formal garden that stretched 
out towards a hillside, beyond which was a road and a dramatic view of Vesuvius. In addition to 
the sweeping views of the sea to the south and Vesuvius to the north, the villa also offered 
attractive cultivated scenery: carbonized remains of olive branches, grape vines, apples and pears 
found on the hillside behind the it indicate that there was an orchard and a vineyard attached to 
the property. Agricultural tools, too, were found in interior courtyards.300  

Like the previous two case studies, this villa, too, is believed to have imperial 
connections: it is thought to have belonged to the family of Nero’s second wife, Poppaea Sabina 
(30-65 AD), whose family, the gens Poppaei, may have come from this region, perhaps even from 
Pompeii itself.301 Likewise, just as was the case in the previous two chapters, the analysis that 
follows depends in no way on this possible imperial ownership. For the themes, effects, and 
experiences that I attempt to recover relating to the gardens, architecture, and decorative 
program stand on their own: as fascinating and valuable features worthy of careful 
consideration.  

A sprawling complex, the villa underwent four to five phases of construction from ca. 
50-40 BC to the eruption in 79 AD and, because of this, the vast complex features a magnificent 
collection of Second, Third, and Fourth Style Pompeian wall paintings.302 The first building 
phase probably took place ca. 50-40 BC and included a beautiful atrium decorated in the Second 

                                                
299 Clarke and Muntasser 2014; Thomas and Clarke 2011; Clarke 2010; id. 2008; id. 2007. 
300 Jashemski 1979, 293-301; ead. 1987, 71-76; Ricciardi and Aprile 1988; Bergmann 2002, 187-120.  
301 The evidence for a connection with Poppaea is based on several bits of graffiti. The first was an inscription painted in 
red on an amphora from the Julio-Claudian period found in the villa that said: …[se]cundo Poppaeae (“To Secundus, slave 
of Poppaea”). The second came in the form of a wine-jar stamp (L. Arriani [A]mphionis), that might have made reference 
to a brickworks, or figlina Arriana, that Poppaea supposedly owned somewhere in the suburbs of Pompeii, according to a 
Herculanean wax tablet (“in Pompeiano in figlinis Arrianis Poppaeae Aug[ustae]”) . Finally a graffito stating, “may Beryllos be 
remembered,” was found on a wall in the villa, and scholars have speculated that it represented a Beryllos, who was a 
Jewish freedman of the emperor Nero and mentioned in the writing of Flavius Josephus. The theory of Poppaea 
Sabina’s ownership was first proposed by de Franciscis (1979). For a review of the evidence and the Poppaei in Pompeii, 
see: De Caro 1987, 131-33; Beard 2008, 46-7. See also: Giordano 1982; id. 1978; Prosperi 1980; id. 1982; id. 1986. 
302 For an overview of the wall paintings, see: De Franciscis 1975c. 
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Style (5), as well as a cubiculum (11), a triclinium (14), and two oeci (15 and 23) (Fig. 4.3). Around 
this “atrium-core,” a second remodeling phase occurred ca. 1 AD: northwest of the atrium, a 
bath and kitchen complex—complete with plumbing—was built (rooms 7, 8, 17, 18) and 
oriented around a diminutive peristyle with fountain (16) that featured paintings in the Third 
Style. After 45 AD, there is evidence of two to three additional stages of remodeling and 
refurbishment.303 In this period the bath complex was transformed into entertainment spaces 
decorated in the Fourth Style and two enormous wings were added on the west and east sides of 
the earlier atrium-nucleus.304  

Recent archaeological work has supported the theory that the villa also suffered 
earthquake damage in 62 AD, which resulted in several large-scale repair projects. At the time of 
the eruption in 79 AD, the complex resembled more a construction site than a luxury villa: the 
owners had already dismantled the portico in the east wing (60) and stacked its columns against 
the wall in room 21. Statues, too, had been placed in storage. No human remains were found at 
the site, nor has any evidence of furniture survived.  
 
 
Gardens as Natural Showcases for Works of Art 
For the Romans, there was a close association between works of art and planted garden settings. 
While it might strike us as counterintuitive, to them it was clear and obvious. This tradition 
began in the Roman porticus—the public peristyle garden—, a genre that served as the setting for 
the display of plantings (usually, a grove of trees), water features, and art works.305   

One of the most famous examples of the porticus-garden phenomenon in Roman culture 
is the exceptional theater complex constructed by the Republican general, Gnaeus Pompeius 
Magnus, or Pompey the Great, in 55 BC (and rededicated by the emperor Augustus in 32 BC). 
This vast complex included not just a theater, but also a curia (senate meeting house), temple to 
Venus Victrix, and a quadriporticus (four covered colonnades) that encircled a huge court and 
public garden (the very first of its kind).306 Within the various arcades and galleries of this 
massive portico and in the grounds of the garden, Pompey displayed the Greek masterpieces he 
had appropriated during his many military campaigns abroad in the East.307 Importantly, it also 
featured exotic plants that symbolized his victories in the East and he was the first to display 
foreign trees like trophies in triumphal processions (Pliny HN 12.111). Augustus, too, displayed 
art in conjunction with trees in the porticoes dedicated to his wife, Livia, and Octavia, his sister, 

                                                
303 Thomas and Clarke 2009. 
304 On the villa’s architecture, see: De Franciscis 1982, 907-925; Mielsch 1987, 52-54; Kockel 1985, 546-54; Borriello 
1996, 266-70; Carandini 1989), 187; Dickman 1999, 184-85, 330-1. 
305 The introduction of art collecting into the Roman world was another aspect of Hellenization in the Republican 
period.305 From the third century BC onwards, victorious Roman generals on campaign in the Greek world would send 
newly acquired plunder back to Rome and would parade these objects in their triumphal processions. Later they 
dedicated these “trophies” in temples or put them on display in public locations around the city. In the second century 
BC, generals began to construct their own lavish building projects from their personal spoils (ex manubiis) in order to 
properly display the famous Greek works of art procured on campaign. As a result of these practices, the porticus became 
the Roman art gallery. 
306 Gleason 1990; Von Stackelberg 2009, 81–82. Pompey’s sculptural collection included images of Greek female poets, 
Muses, hetairai, and personifications of the lands conquered by Pompey (Plin. HN 36.41). On Pompey’s sculptural 
collection and its link to gender, see: Kuttner 1999b. On Pompey’s portico as the site of flirtations and secret trysts, see: 
Catull. Carm. 55.6; Prop. 2.32.7 and 11-12, 4.8; Ov. Ars Am 1.67 and 3.387. For analysis on this theme in elegy and the 
idea of “cityscaping,” see: Keith 2015. 
307 On the Roman use of public porticoes for the display of art, see: Macaulay-Lewis 2009.  
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and his temple to Apollo on the Palatine, which featured statues of the Danaids.308 Thus there 
emerged a close correlation between art works and planted garden spaces and a further variation 
of “green architecture.” 

Since most of first examples of Greek art in Rome were showcased in porticoes, viewing 
art naturally became coupled with the action of strolling. Vitruvius himself characterized this 
phenomenon as a distinctly Roman practice (De Arch. 7.5).309 And it is this aspect of the birth of 
art collecting that is of particular interest to me,310 because I argue that this the association 
between strolling through a garden portico and viewing art forms another aspect to the “green 
architecture” we see in the villa. For what began as a public phenomenon soon entered the 
vocabulary of private building. Soon art collecting and the practice of viewing art in this way was 
reproduced in the luxury villa setting.311 

Like most luxury villas, the villa at Oplontis possessed an impressive collection of 
sculpture.312 Around fifty works, executed in Sarno limestone, Parian, Pentelic and African 
marble, were showcased amidst the trees and plants and along the pool. The collection included 
portraits, copies of Greek masterpieces, mythological and divine figures, and a crater used as a 
fountain. While some statues were found in their original display location, many were stored 
elsewhere while work on the villa was being performed at the time of the eruption.  

The combination of sculpture and the garden setting at Oplontis, however, has yet to be 
satisfactorily explored in the scholarship on the site, both in terms of understanding the 
motivations behind this design and the experience generated by it. In the analysis that follows I 
suggest two ideas: first, the placement of sculpture in the garden in relationship to its portico 
created the pleasurable experience of seeing the dynamic interaction of art, architecture, and 
plants; and second, these sculptural displays set in this garden attempted to create a fantastic, 
imaginative mythological world—a space for glamorous encounters with figures from Graeco-
Roman myth.  

In order to access this world of art and horticulture, one only has to look to the poet 
Publius Papinius Statius (ca. 45–ca. 96 AD), who directly engages with luxury villa life in the first 
century AD. Statius himself lived in the heart of Roman villa culture anear Naples, and found 
many patrons among the Roman elite living in this area.313 Two Statian poems in particular, 
Silvae 1.3 and 2.2, exemplify the kind of value placed on villas and the emotional reactions 
elicited by their designs.  

Statius’ descriptions of villas on the Bay of Naples provide material evidence for the 
ways in which works of art can help animate and lend a special atmosphere to Roman gardens. 
First, he participates in the tradition that I would argue Horace established in the Odes when he 

                                                
308 Prop. 2.31; Ov. Am. 2.2.3-4, Ars Am. 1.74. Peter Heslin (2015) has recently studied the lesser-known Porticus of 
Philippus in Rome (mentioned in Pliny, HN 35.144), which was near the Porticus Octavia and housed a painted version 
of the Trojan War cycle by an artist named “Theorus”. 
309 Cf. O’Sullivan (2011) on the importance of the portico frames of the Esquiline’s painted Odyssey Landscapes (116ff). 
310 This idea can be found first in Robin Osborne’s (1987) argument regarding the viewing of the Parthenon frieze from 
the Acropolis in Athens.  
311 Jashemski 1987, 34-41; Bartman 1991; Zanker 2000, 135-203; Dillon 2000; Gazda 2015. For an account of a 
comparable sculpture collection and its programmatic character, see: Pandermalis 1971.  
312 De Caro 1976; id. 1987; Neudecker 1988, 241-2; Borriello 1996, 266-70; Soprintendenza Archeologica di Pompeii 
1992, 120-21. 
313 On the Silvae, see: Cancik 1965; Szelest 1966; id. 1977; Newmyer 1979; Newlands 2002. On Statius and patronage, see: 
Hardie 1983; Myers 2000; Nauta 2002; Hinds 2001.  
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praises the beauty of the landscape and also the impressive materials of the villa. We see this in 
Silvae 1.3, a poem dedicated to Manilius Vopiscus and his Tiburtine villa (34-46):  

 
 Quid primum mediumve canam, quo fine quiescam? 
auratasne trabes an Mauros undique postes           
an picturata lucentia marmora vena 
mirer, an emissas per cuncta cubilia nymphas? 
huc oculis, huc mente trahor. venerabile dicam 
lucorum senium? te, quae vada fluminis infra 
cernis, an ad silvas quae respicis, aula, tacentis,           
… 
an quae graminea suscepta crepidine fumant 
balnea et impositum ripis algentibus ignem, 
quaque vaporiferis iunctus fornacibus amnis           
ridet anhelantes vicino flumine nymphas? 
 
What shall I sing of at the start, what in the middle, and with what conclusion shall I fall 
silent? Should I marvel at the gilded beams, the Mauritanian citrus-wood doorposts on 
every side, the painted veins of shining marble, or nymphaean waters flowing through 
every bedroom? Eyes draw me this way, and mind that. Should I speak of the venerable 
age of the woods? Or you, the courtyard that gazes on the river down below, or you, the 
other court that looks back towards the silent woods… or the steaming baths resting on 
a grassy bank and the fire set upon the icy shores, and where the river—joined with a 
vaporous furnace—mocks those nymphs panting in the nearby flowing waters. 

 
The kinds of materials implicitly critiqued by Horace in Carm. 2.18—the Hymettan marble 
beams, ivory- and gold-paneled ceilings, and so on—are praised unabashedly by Statius. His 
poetic “dilemma” is not about balancing the different sensual pleasures in nature and art, but 
instead about simply how or where to begin. Such extravagant decorative and architectural 
features are so familiar, that at one point Statius addresses the two courtyards directly (te, quae… 
39).  
 In addition, the kind of approach to nature that we observed in the Carmina of Horace 
and the decoration of the Auditorium, has evolved and is reconfigured for a new age by Statius. 
He gives no indication that the natural scenery he has already praised in Silvae 1.3 ought to be 
preferred to the luxurious building and the expensive materials that give it shape. Instead, both 
are equally important constituent elements of the Roman villa. In this way, nature and 
architecture are juxtaposed not simply in order to elevate the status of the former, but in a way 
that demonstrates how they are inextricably intertwined.  
 Technology, too, has changed garden and villa poetics: it brings architecture and nature 
into harmony and offers novel material for poetic praise. Unlike his poetic predecessors, Statius 
celebrates human technology, such as piped plumbing in bedrooms: Vopiscus’ villa straddles the 
Anio, but, because of aqueducts, water flows through it like a river, too, 1-4. He extols the 
Marcian aqueduct (known for the purity of its water and its impressive length and height) that 
allowed the astounding planted grounds and baths of Vopiscus’ villa to exist.314 In order to 
                                                
314 On changing attitudes toward luxury and technology in the Empire, see: Pavlovskis 1973. 



 
  

99 

glorify it, Statius invents a Roman nymph, Marcia (66-9), connected to this aqueduct and in this 
way marries modern Roman technology to the natural world and inserts it into an imagined epic 
tradition. Thus, Statius “naturalizes” Roman innovation. 
 Statius’ poem about Vopiscus’ villa reveals another hugely important aspect of villa 
culture: the display of art. For I would argue that when Romans thought about villas, they would 
also be thinking about art, too. In Silvae 1.3 Statius describes the artistic marvels Vopiscus holds 
in his collection (47-57): 

 
Vidi artes veterumque manus variisque metalla 
viva modis. labor est auri memorare figuras 
aut ebur aut dignas digitis contingere gemmas; 
quicquid et argento primum vel in aere minori           
lusit, et enormes manus est experta colossos. 
dum vagor aspectu visusque per omnia duco, 
calcabam necopinus opes. nam splendor ab alto 
defluus et nitidum referentes aera testae 
monstravere solum, varias ubi picta per artes           
gaudet humus superatque novis asarota figuris. 
expavere gradus. 
 
I saw works of art, the authentic creations (manus) of old masters, and metals made living 
in diverse ways. It would be a mighty task to enumerate all the figures of gold or ivory or 
gems worthy of adorning fingers; whatever in silver or in small-scale bronze the hand of 
sculptors has first playfully essayed, and then conceived as enormous colossi. As I 
wandered, looking around, gazing at everything, I stepped unexpectedly on riches. For 
brightness flowing down from above, and tiles reflecting back the shining sky (aër), made 
conspicuous the ground—where the floor, rejoicing in being colored with many tasteful 
designs, surpasses with novel figures the famous “unswept” one. I proceed gingerly. 

 
Statius is initially struck by the naturalism and skill seen in the artworks in metal, which appear 
to live (metalla viva). His characterization is reminiscent of the famous spirantia aera of Vergil’s 
prophecy in the Aeneid 6.847, which proclaimed that “others” (i.e., the Greeks) would be the 
ones to excel in the arts and their skills at creating life-like forms would be unparalleled. The 
adjective viva is put in the emphatic first position in the line (48), creating the effect, “I saw 
works of art… living/alive!”  
 Statius’ comment about the realism of the gold, ivory, gems, silver, and bronze artworks 
is also very much about the skill of the artistry (ars)—a theme that is highly emphasized 
throughout this passage. In the span of just ten lines we have manus twice (47, 51); artes twice (47, 
55); and figuras/figuris twice (48, 56). For him the representational/artistic aspect of these items is 
crucial: they are not just rich materials but works of art. Statius’ description of these objects, which 
vary by material and scale, demonstrates the important role played they play in the aesthetic 
experience of the villa. 

Toward the end of this excerpt, as he is surveying Vopiscus’ art holdings, Statius 
(literally) stumbles upon something unexpected (necopinus) and worthy of immortalizing in his 
verse: a truly impressive floor mosaic, which he characterizes as a form of “riches” (opes) that he 
treads upon with his feet. The mosaics that he admires are figural mosaics (figuris, 56), and not 
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just abstract designs in opus sectile. Moreover, he alleges that the ars seen in these mosaics even 
trumps one of the few great masterpiece of representational mosaic design—the “Unswept 
Room” (asarotos oikos) of Sosos of Pergamon—a work we looked at briefly in our discussion of 
the Garden Room, too. While he expresses appreciation and admiration for the traditional 
works of art and precious objects highly coveted and collected by the Roman elite, it is the 
artistry of elaborate floor mosaics that occupies six lines of his verse. Although his métier is to 
compose poetry in praise of his patron’s character and taste, his verse is also very much a poetics 
in praise of the villa itself and its art and decoration.  

Statius’ emphasis on ars also is linked to the animate quality he invests in the objects in 
Vopiscus’ collection. For the materials themselves seem to live: bronze works are made living and 
the floor of the villa, anthropomorphized, “rejoices” in the artistry that appears upon it. What is 
more, the active reflection of light that Statius describes transforms the mosaic into something 
more than simply a highly realistic figural work of art (which Statius could easily have described): 
the mosaic itself becomes a sort of dynamic artistic process that engages the viewer. What he 
captures is animate art in the villa. 

Although not explicitly about the kind of art displays seen in Pompey’s porticus and other 
examples of public peristyle gardens, Statius’ description of Vopiscus’ art collection and mosaics 
sets the stage for our study of the display of art in the garden at Oplontis. For not only does he 
demonstrate how integral art works were to the Roman villa, his emphasis on the ars, or skill, of 
art works also foregrounds for us the importance of ars in all the ways Romans manipulated 
natural materials—whether bronze, ivory, or plants—and combined artificial and natural 
elements in the decoration of their villas. For in this passage, he effectively places a decorative 
mosaic floor in a villa on equal footing with traditional canon of collected art works.  

By extension, I argue that Statius’ fixation on ars in this passage encapsulates for us, first, 
a link between viewing art and the villa setting, and, second, a broader first-century AD 
preoccupation with the widespread role of ars in the villa—namely, all the ways in which ars is 
deployed to shape the villa experience. In my view, the connection between ars and villa gardens 
is an extension of what Statius observes, as we shall see. While there is no mention of garden 
sculpture in Statius’ poem, his emphasis on ars reveals the mindset underpinning the 
combination of plants and sculpture at Oplontis. 
 
 
The Poolside Sculpture Garden 
Like Vopiscus, the villa owner at Oplontis assembled a sizable collection of impressive art 
works—in this case, marble sculptures—and put them on display in several areas of the villa 
grounds. In particular, the garden area along the east side of the pool in the eastern section of 
the villa complex provided his topiarius an exceptional opportunity to combine a water feature, 
statuary, plants—and a portico.315  

The pool is flanked by a long portico (60) on its west side and a series of marble 
sculptures (98) on its east (Fig. 4.4).316 Behind each statue were plantings of various sorts, laid 
out in a symmetrical relationship to it.317 The organization of plants and sculpture was oriented 

                                                
315 On the inclusion of water in garden triclinia specifically, see: Salza Prina Ricotti 1987.  
316 While thirteen statue bases have been found, not all the associated sculpture has been. 
317 Only about half of the plant cavities found have been identified. The information about bases and cavities can be 
found in Jashemski 1979, 298–301; Gleason 2014, 1009-1024. 
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specifically for a viewing position from exedra 69 in the eastern wing of the villa, which looked 
across the pool to approximately its midway point. In addition, walking north and south along 
portico 60 would also have been considered a primary mode of viewing the poolside sculpture 
collection. 

Let us imagine a visitor walking inside portico 60 and approaching the pool area from 
the south, looking north.318 As the visitor’s gaze moves from south to north over the pool, she 
first encounters a pair of status bases (but with no currently associated sculpture) and plane trees 
behind. To the left of these bases, her eyes would rest on a marble herm of Hercules with a 
poplar crown (h. 42 cm) (Fig. 4.5), a standing nude ephebe wearing a chlamys (h. 1.60 m with 
base) with another plane tree behind (Fig. 4.6), a Nike figure (h. 1.76 m with base) with a plane 
tree behind (Fig. 4.7), four bases (also with no currently associated sculpture) framed by 
oleander and a lemon tree, and an identical Nike figure (h. 1.76 m with base) with oleander 
behind it (Fig. 4.8). Next comes a marble statue of a young girl in a chiton, possibly Artemis or 
an Amazon type (1.15 m), with a plane tree (Fig. 4.9), and another bust of Hercules wearing a 
poplar crown that differs only slightly in expression from the pendant Hercules (h. 44 cm) and 
surrounded by matching plantings.319 To the north of this Hercules was another base with no 
statue currently associated, which stood in front of a tall cypress tree and most likely introduced 
a separate garden configuration.  

Each step through the portico and each glance across the pool to the works of art and 
trees also involved the intervening columns of the portico. In this way, at any given moment 
views of the gallery of statues across the pool would be framed, demarcated, and at times even 
obfuscated by the physical interpolation of the portico columns. The rising verticality of the 
portico columns underscored that of the statues upon their bases and the towering plane trees 
behind.  

As we have seen in the previous two chapters, Roman wall painters often set off and 
highlighted fictive panel paintings through the use of illusionistic architectural framing that 
included columns, entablatures, and aediculae. In the case of the Auditorium, slender, illusionistic 
pergolas in the upper niches frame the views of those garden fountains and plants. In the pool 
garden at Oplontis, the physical columns of the garden portico perform the same function as the 
“pergolas” of the Auditorium, but here the viewer develops a dynamic relationship to the 
sculpted art and plantings through her physical movement. The portico columns frame views 
and create for the viewer a visual interaction between architectural column, artwork, and living 
tree. Each element showcases a different degree to which labor and ars have shaped natural 
materials. 

The arrangement of sculpture beside the pool at Oplontis represents the kind of display 
typical of Roman villas. A fragment of a miniature maritime landscape painting epitomizes this 
combination and shows figures boating and strolling around the grounds of a seaside villa. 
White marble hip-herms adorn the roof of the pavilion architecture on the left and another 
statue stands atop a central tholos (Fig. 4.10). Lofty cypress and plane trees frame both statues 
and architecture. It is a charming, evocative scene of leisure at the villa and the enjoyment of 
natural and architectural beauty, together. If we think of these villa images as “shorthand” for “the 

                                                
318 Like Bettina Bergmann (2002), I encourage us to approach the sculptural ensemble by the pool by imagining 
ourselves as visitors (96ff). 
319 De Caro (1987) sees this assemblage of sculpture as a thematic program evoking the Greek-style gymnasium, with the 
pool as an actual natatio for swimming and the adjacent paths for running (130). 
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Roman villa,” then the inclusion of these art works—and specifically art works in conjunction 
with porticoes and trees—attests to their significance at the villa. For these elements lend 
something distinctive to the atmosphere of the villa. In addition, this vital collocation of water, 
porticoes, art, and trees evokes precisely what we see at Oplontis. 

These art collections would have served to showcase a villa owner’s wealth and 
discerning taste.320 But existing scholarly interpretations that focus exclusively on a connection 
between art collecting and self-representation do not offer satisfying explanations for the 
intriguing choices and, what is more, why art works were paired with living plants in these types of 
arrangements.321 For many Romans, the display of art must have represented something more 
than the elite practice of simply amassing valuable artworks. 

The combination of art and living plantings in the Roman garden must have been 
spurred in part by a different kind of impulse, and I suggest that that impulse was linked to the 
desire to create a world of glamour, fantasy, and illusion linked to the mythological subject 
matter of much of the art in the villa. For while I do not deny that there was an important social 
dimension to the Roman villa, I encourage us not to minimize the fact that these types of villas 
were also about diversion and, above all, pleasure. We can gain a form of access to these 
experiences and desired effects in this strange, wonderful world of garden fantasy—so different 
from our own—, by looking again to the villa poetry of Statius. For I argue that his evocation of 
the mythological associations of landscape is comparable to, and perhaps even dependent upon, 
the villa owner’s strategic placement of marble figures in the garden.322  

Statius’ long descriptions of—or at times, digressions about—the divinities that haunt 
the grounds of the villa complex would have introduced an epic flavor into the villas of his 
patrons.323 Without a doubt this aspect is part of his motivation for providing elaborate 
mythological narratives, because, first and foremost, his poems were eulogistic. But there is 
another quality to his mythic excursus that exceeds the parameters of this aspect of laudatory 
poetry: by describing these mythic and divine figures in the villa settings of his patrons, and 
doing so in the present tense, Statius both inspires and reflects the fantasy of encountering such 
divinities in real time in the villa landscapes.324 Through these narratives he imbues the villa 
landscape with a special, numinous spirit. 

In Silvae 2.2, Statius addresses the villa of Pollius Felix, located near Surrentum (modern 
Sorrento).325 The poem begins with the formulaic “Est” of epic poetry: “Est… celsa Dicarchei 
speculatrix villa profundi” (“There is a lofty villa that watches over Dicarchean sea”).326 He 
describes in an equally grand manner the villa itself, which overlooks the bay of Naples 
(hyperbolically described as “Dicarchean Sea” in the first line of the poem) (30-35):  

 
 

                                                
320 E.g., Neudecker 1988. 
321 A similar tendency appears in accounts of mythological subject matter in domestic wall painting. 
322 Bettina Bergmann (1999) makes a similar argument about the role of mythological painting in the daily life of 
Romans.  
323 E.g., Myers (in the forthcoming Gardens in the Roman World), 36.  
324 The evocation of this type of poetic mythological landscape is a “tradition” (if it can be called that) that I would argue 
began in Ovid’s Metamorphoses. 
325 On Silv. 2.2, see: Argenio 1970; Nisbet 1978. On the relationship between Silv. 2.2 and real geographical locations, 
see: Belloch 1890, 269-74; Vollmer 1898, 338; Kirsten 1975, 269-73; Mingazzini and Pfister 1946, 54-70; Cancik 1968; 
D’Arms 1970, 220-22 n. 34. 
326 An epic formula (Est locus…) for introducing a place (Newlands 2002, 120 ff.).  
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Inde per obliquas erepit porticus arces 
urbis opus, longoque domat saxa aspera dorso. 
qua prius obscuro permixti pulvere soles 
et feritas inamoena viae, nunc ire voluptas: 
qualis, si subeas Ephyres Baccheidos altum 
culmen, ab Inoo fert semita tecta Lechaeo.            
 
From there a colonnade climbs the slanting summits—a monument worthy of a city—, 
mastering with its long spine the rugged cliffs. It is a pleasure now to wander where 
dense dust once obscured the sunlight, over those places where the track was rough and 
foul: it is like the covered path that leads from Ino’s harbor at Lechaeum, if you should 
climb the high slope of Bacchus’ Corinth. 

 
Statius’ description is an apt parallel to the design of the villa at Oplontis: its own sprawling 
form, with colonnades and multiplicity of wings, follows the topography of the site and would 
have sat high up and looked down to the Bay of Naples. His use of dorsum, a word typically used 
to describe the back of a beast of burden, infuses the villa with life and characterizes the 
structure as a living, breathing creature. While scholars have focused primarily on the poem’s 
emphasis on the theme of mastery and human ingenuity in homage to Pollius (e.g., domat, aspera), 
I would stress the idea of the cordial cooperation between humans and nature.327 For the living 
villa, although dominant, becomes very much a part of the natural landscape—coexisting in a 
form of symbiosis.  

But in addition to this picture of architecture and nature in harmony is another striking 
attribute to the site, evident in Statius’ epic comparison to Ino’s harbor and Bacchus’ Corinth. 
For the reference seems to be more than hyperbolic praise: there is a quality to Pollius’ villa that 
makes you feel as if you are in these far-away mythic places (qualis, si subeas…). It is this mythic, 
imaginative quality that permeates much of Statius’ villa poems through not only mythic allusion 
but the actual physical presence of divinities on the villa grounds. 

In another section of the poem, Statius interweaves into an account of the amenities of 
Pollius’ villa a fantastic and glamorous description of how marine deities such as Galatea and 
Neptune, too, utilize his amazing bath complex and stand as watchful guardians (13-29):  

 
… placido lunata recessu 
hinc atque hinc curvas perrumpunt aequora rupes. 
dat natura locum montique intervenit unum             
litus et in terras scopulis pendentibus exit. 
gratia prima loci, gemina testudine fumant 
balnea, et e terris occurrit dulcis amaro 
nympha mari. levis hic Phorci chorus udaque crines 
Cymodoce viridisque cupit Galatea lavari.             
ante domum tumidae moderator caerulus undae 
excubat, innocui custos laris; huius amico 
spumant templa salo. felicia rura tuetur 
Alcides; gaudet gemino sub numine portus: 

                                                
327 On Statius and the significance of the theme of the domination of nature in 2.2, see: Newlands 2002, 154-198. 
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hic servat terras, hic saevis fluctibus obstat.            
 
… Curving headlands on either hand frame crescent-shaped waters, forming the tranquil 
bay. Nature grants the space, and a single beach separates the sea from the mountain and 
runs towards the land in overhanging cliffs. The first thing that lends grace to the place is 
a steaming bathhouse with twin domes, where sweet fresh water from the land flows to 
meet the brackish sea. Here Phorcus’ nimble choir, Cymodoce with dripping hair, and 
blue-green Galatea desire to bathe. Neptune, the cerulean governor of the swelling wave 
and custodian of this harmless house, keeps watch before his temple; his shrine foams 
with the pleasing spray. Hercules, in turn, protects the fertile fields. The bay rejoices 
under the protection of its dual deities: here, Hercules preserves the land from harm, and 
there, Neptune thwarts the savage surges.  

 
Statius, not content to simply emphasize the pleasurable baths and calmness of the bay, embarks 
on a lengthy aside about the many marine divinities that inhabit Pollius’ villa.328 But what he 
seeks to evoke through his poetry is very different from other examples of the “mythology of 
place,” such as the foundation myths of the Greek poet Pindar’s praise poetry, Callimachus’ 
Aetia, and Vergil’s Aeneid. These divinities do not necessarily have any specific mythic or 
aetiological connection to the actual geographical site of the villa: they seem to have been drawn 
there because its dramatic beauty and luxurious amenities, just as the visitor, too, is drawn there. 

But it is the way in which Statius describes the presence of these gods that is key. The 
dramatic description of the natural setting and the forceful repetition of the adverb hic (here…, 
here…) puts Statius at the site as he speaks, and we as his audience stand there with him, 
witnessing the parade of divinities before our eyes. But his tour of the gods of the villa is not as 
poetically imaginative as it would seem, or simply in support of his encomium of Pollius. For his 
description is also a reflection of the very real Roman practice of not just collecting art, but 
placing images of divinities specifically in garden settings at luxury villas.329 His poems are a 
contemporary telling of divinities inhabiting a real, physical place in Italy that serves as a 
comment on a villa setting’s evocation of a mythic place and shows what the presence of gods 
could do for a villa landscape.330 As a result, he reveals how the presence of a statue in a villa 
garden could activate mythic associations and how the mythological stories associated with these 
deities could also become stitched into the very fibers of the villa’s architecture and landscape.331 

Statius’ mythic descriptions capture something of the lived experience of moving 
through garden landscapes such as the pool garden at Oplontis: two Hercules herms (Figs. 4.5, 
10) appear on the far ends of the display and visually bracket the statues in between—echoing 
the god’s protective function at Pollius’ villa;332 an Artemis figure (Fig. 4.9) appears to approach 
the edge of the pool, as if to refresh herself after a long hunt. Hunting narratives were common 

                                                
328 Pindar’s praise poetry performs a similar task and uses landscape and myth.  
329 On garden sculpture, see: Farrar 1998, 97-129.  
330 Statius’ Silvae 3.1 about Pollius’ restoration of a Temple of Hercules at his villa also shows how these actions can 
imbue the villa site with mythic or divine significance.  
331 Bettina Bergmann (1991) compares the landscapes of the villa poems of Statius with painted landscapes on villa walls 
that often showed images of divinities such as Galatea on the sea, and argues that this topos in Statius parallels such 
examples of Fourth Style wall paintings (55). But in my mind it is the sculpture that seems a better fit for helping us 
understand Statius’ motivations. 
332 On the role of Hercules in the domestic setting, see: Coralini 2001. 



 
  

105 

themes for sculptural ensembles near pools in villa gardens and a wonderful example survives in 
the House of the Citharist in Pompeii, in which a bronze sculptural ensemble of two hounds 
attacking a boar was located in a semicircular edge of a water feature in the central garden of the 
home (Fig. 4.11). At the House of the Citharist, the trio would have alluded to the famous 
Calydonian boar hunt and cast villa visitors into the heroic roles of Meleager and Atalanta, or 
perhaps as a young Odysseus, hunting on Mount Parnassus, as recounted in Odyssey 19. The 
addition of trees and plants would have contributed to the staging of these interactive dramas. 

Although of a much later date, the emperor Hadrian’s celebrated villa at Tivoli featured a 
more elaborate version of the basic layout we see in the Oplontis display: in a section of his villa, 
Hadrian constructed a garden-entertainment complex playfully called “Canopus”, featuring a 
terraced garden, long canal, and artificial grotto as Serapeum (125-133 AD). Along the canal 
Hadrian set up a single colonnade (west) and a double one (east) with statuary on both sides.333 
The images of these sculptures—Caryatids, Sileni, Amazons, Hermes, figures of the Nile and 
Tiber rivers, and others—were reflected in the canal and the entire tableau could be seen from 
the dining facility in the Serapeum. The sophisticated combination of sculpture, plants, water, 
and colonnades represents an imperial version of the effects sought at Oplontis. 

Admittedly, the Oplontis Artemis and other figures were set much further back from the 
water’s edge than those preserved at Hadrian’s villa, and, although all the sculpted works stood 
on bases, it is likely that only the tops of the trees behind would have been reflected in the water 
(Fig. 4.12). But another sculpture was located right at the edge of the water, and its strategic 
position introduces an additional layer of meaning to the grouping of statuary, plants, and pool.  

Having reached the north end of the pool, the viewer looking back to the south would 
see two more sculpted marble works in a grassy area at the southern foot of the pool (92). A 
Neo-Attic bell crater, carved out of Pentelic marble (h. 109.5 cm) and repurposed as a fountain, 
adorns the center of this lawn in a shallow pool and lies on the central axis of the length of the 
pool. Along this same longitude and directly north of the crater, a white marble statue group of a 
satyr and a hermaphrodite locked in struggle rests at the very edge of the pool (Fig. 4.13).334 This 
same sculpture could also be viewed from a large window in the so-called diaeta 78. From this 
vantage point, the viewer saw the sculpture from the back and was presented the most titillating 
view because of the ambiguity of the hermaphrodite’s gender.335 But from other vantage points 
around the pool, the viewer would see not only the hermaphrodite and satyr, from the other, 
more revealing points of view, but also their images reflected in the surface of the water. This 
idea of the reflection is fundamental to the relationship between art and nature at Oplontis, as 
we shall see later in this chapter. 

The statuary finds at Oplontis and the kind of animate mythological world Statius 
describes in his villa poems constitute a topos thst (I would argue) began in Ovid’s Metamorphoses 

                                                
333 On the sculpture of the Canopus, see: Pensabene 2009-10. For a different perspective on sculptural water tableaux 
and mimetic journeys in the Roman garden, see: Kuttner 2003.  
334 The crater is quite large in size (109.5 cm in height on a 48 × 48 m base; cat. 11, inv. OP 1406). The satyr and 
hermaphrodite sculpture was found in situ in 1977 (cat. 12, inv. OP 2800) and is a variation of the “Dresden Type” (Cf. 
Stähli 1999, 15-41). 
335 Bettina Bergmann (2002) notes that this fact is confirmed by contemporary frescoes such as a fragment of wall 
painting shows the back view of a darker skinned satyr and lighter skinned hermaphrodite in a landscape (Naples 
Museum 110878) (117). On viewing the statue and the “double take”, see also: Stewart 2013, 190-93, figs. 111-113. 
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and can be seen in the kinds of natural and erotic mythological landscapes he creates.336 His 
story of Narcissus in book 3 of the Metamorphoses in particular makes an analogy between a 
mythological figure and a work of art, and reveals the poet’s acute awareness of the “living” 
world of myth in the Roman garden (407-419):  

 
fons erat inlimis, nitidis argenteus undis, 
quem neque pastores neque pastae monte capellae 
contigerant aliudve pecus, quem nulla volucris 
nec fera turbarat nec lapsus ab arbore ramus 
gramen erat circa, quod proximus umor alebat, 
silvaque sole locum passura tepescere nullo. 
hic puer et studio venandi lassus et aestu 
procubuit faciemque loci fontemque secutus, 
dumque sitim sedare cupit, sitis altera crevit 
dumque bibit, visae correptus imagine formae 
spem sine corpore amat, corpus putat esse, quod umbra est. 
adstupet ipse sibi vultuque inmotus eodem 
haeret, ut e Pario formatum marmore signum; 
 
There was a fountain silver-clear and bright, which neither shepherds nor the wild she-
goats, that range the hills, nor any cattle’s mouth had touched—its waters were 
unsullied—birds disturbed it not; nor animals, nor boughs that fall so often from the 
trees. Around were grass that the nearby stream nourished and a forest that permitted no 
sunshine to warm the place. Here, the boy [i.e. Narcissus], exhausted from his passion 
for hunting and the heat, lay down—drawn to this place because of its beauty and the 
fountain. While desiring to sate his thirst, another thirst grows. And while he is drinking, 
he is seized by an image of himself reflected and loves a hope that has no body. He 
believes that it is a body, which is in truth a shadow. Astonished at himself and unable to 
move, he clings to the same expression, as if a statue carved from Parian marble.   

 
Ovid’s image of the marble-like figure of Narcissus and his reflection in the water’s surface 
intentionally alludes to the kinds of sculptural programs Roman villa owners sought and 
achieved.337 What is more, Ovid’s emphasis on the pool of water here and elsewhere in the 
Metamorphoses fossilizes for us the great importance of the pool in actual garden settings, as 
well—and as not only a constituent element or amenity in the creation of a locus amoenus for the 
villa owner,338 but also a symbol of the production of art itself. For Narcissus’ reflection in the 
mirrored surface of the water represents the creation of representational art and the pursuit of 
naturalism: he is both a statue and the subject depicted in the pool’s own “painting.” Ovid adds 

                                                
336 On Ovid’s visuality, viewing, and allusions to art, see: Rosati 1983; Solodow 1988, chapter 6. Specifically for the 
influence of Roman wall painting on Ovid’s work, see: Grimal 1938; Viarre 1964, 29-140; Solodow 1988, 224-6. On 
Ovid’s mythological landscapes, see: Segal 1969; Hinds 2002.  
337 Bettina Bergmann (2001), coining the phrase “landscapes of allusion,” makes a similar argument, but stresses the 
ideas of geographical lore, memory, and time travel as they relate to the recreations or “virtual” Greece created on the 
shores of Italy. While including garden art in her analysis, she compares the experience of these spaces to a religious 
theoria. 
338 Cicero mentions the amoenitas of his villas in several letters: Att. 4.8.1; 12.19.1; 14.13.1. 
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his own layer of complexity to the traditional story of Narcissus by presenting Narcissus’ 
eventual transformation into a daffodil through a complex alchemic process of metamorphosis 
from boy, to statue, and then finally to flower—as if the statue were an intermediate step 
between human and plant.  

Ovid’s tale of Narcissus succinctly encapsulates the kind of effect engendered by the 
tableau of the satyr and hermaphrodite set up near the garden pool at Oplontis: the plantings, 
the pool, the sculpture all work in concert to create a lush mythological world that could be 
entered and inhabited. Statius, in turn, is not as explicit as Ovid in self-consciously referencing 
the use of sculpture in this way, but his villa poems describe deities as they move within and 
interact with the modern villa and its grounds. In this way, Statius’ poems, firmly rooted in the 
lavish environs of the contemporary building, insert divine characters to create a mythologically 
charged natural landscape—a supernatural landscape.  

The villa poetry of Statius effectively elevates garden design—a facet of Roman villa 
planning for some time—to high culture. His mythological villa landscapes disclose the motivation 
behind such “real-life” tableaux: namely, villa owners sought to cue these types of responses by 
setting up statuary in conjunction with garden plantings to create a physical world of fantasy and 
glamour. Their garden sculpture displays introduced the possibility of a kind of gratifying 
voyeurism and the frisson of stumbling across mythological figures such as a struggling satyr and 
hermaphrodite. Although the sculpture ensemble east of the pool emphasized a certain degree 
of formalism and symmetry in its arrangement, looser and less structured compositional 
schemes (an example of which we see in a set of centaurs in the north garden) would have 
provided an element of unexpected surprise to a visitor strolling through the villa gardens.339  

Thus, the inclusion of sculpture in a villa garden is not just about an arid, connoisseurial 
interest in showcasing one’s art holdings or contributing a “narrative dimension into the 
gardener’s contrived, natural world.”340 The plants and trees provide the appropriate green 
architecture for this sculpture, to give shape, substance, and animation to those worlds in which 
these divine actors lived. And the two elements, the living and the inert, in collaboration and 
conjunction afford the pleasurable opportunity to inhabit this illusory world of myth and 
imagination.  
 
 
Rooms with a View  
Never content to offer the visitor to Oplontis a single garden or landscape view, the villa owner 
added another dimension to the vistas available to his poolside garden portico by contrasting the 
view of his pool and its sculpture collection with that of another set of artworks. As a visitor 
strolls though the east portico of Oplontis, she encounters two radically different views 
simultaneously: on one side, the sculptural-horticultural ensembles across the pool, and, on the 
other, a series of miniature seascapes on a spare, Third Style white background. Each view 
presents a different vision of a water landscape. 

Furthermore, each view demands a very different kind of attention. Looking east to the 
pool, the dramatic, life-size collection of sculpture offers a glimpse of an impressive private art 
collection—but one that also has the potential to slip into the realm of a thrilling, “living” world 
of myth. Looking west, along the walls of the portico itself, the viewer must stand quite close to 

                                                
339 Gleason 2014, 1025-26. 
340 Bergmann 2002, 95. 
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the wall in order to discover these miniature maritime landscapes and appreciate all of their 
detail and preciousness.  

The status of these miniature landscapes as art objects is unmistakable because their 
human figures and other elements are executed in the sketchy technique found in other 
examples of fictive paintings that functioned as shorthand for reproduced pictures. Thus, these 
seaside scenes, like the sculpted works of art, are a constituent part of the art collection of the 
villa, even though they are illusionistic representations of panel paintings. As framed landscape 
paintings however, these images epitomize the dominating design principle of the entire villa.341 
For they are just one instantiation of an intense preoccupation with landscape, natural 
environments, and “the view” in the design of the villa at Oplontis.342 But before examining 
these landscapes in greater detail, let us look more closely at this emphasis on the prospect, first 
as it informed the layout of the villa itself. 

Standing before the main entrance of the villa with our backs to the north garden, we 
look upon a monumental propylon façade consisting of two very tall, fluted columns. Flanking 
this porch on its east and west sides are two identical porticoes and projecting wings. This 
section, the original nucleus of the villa, is a variation of the traditional fauces-atrium-tablinum-
peristyle axis, typical of Roman homes and villas of the first century BC.343 These types of home 
featured an inward-looking orientation and privileged views or enfilades through one room to 
another and beyond.344 At Oplontis, a visitor standing at the monumental porch (21), looks 
through it to an interior garden (20), then across the so-called tablinum (4), and finally into a 
grand atrium with an impluvium (5), and perhaps beyond (Figs. 4.2-3).345  

Instead of a traditional open, peristyle garden, however, the Oplontis villa features an 
enclosed interior one, or viridarium (20).346 In lieu of the columns of a peristyle, viridarium 20 
includes four fictive “engaged” columns on the east and west sides that match two actual 
columns on the south side that adjoined room 4 (Fig. 4.14). The space was open to the sky and, 
although one could not stroll through a surrounding colonnade, on the north side there was a 
large, horizontal picture window into the viridarium, and on the south side there were the two 
columns and a low parapet between the viridarium and room 4.  

Broad expanses of painted red wall frame central illusionistic wall paintings of birds and 
plant life on the west and east walls of the interior garden, extending the extent of the garden 
plantings into these directions. Sadly, much of these illusionistic garden images have suffered 
from exposure to the elements, and one can barely make out the outlines of fountains, oleander 
bushes, fruit trees, flowers, and birds such as a peacock on a branch. Although not strictly 
                                                
341 For an account of the landscape paintings found at Oplontis, see: Clarke 1996.  
342 For landscape’s relationship to luxury at the villa at Oplontis, see: Zarmakoupi 2014. 
343 Clarke 1991. 
344 On the social dimension to this type of design and the Roman house as a locus of a network of social relationships or 
“powerhouse,” see: Wallace-Hadrill 1994. On social relationships and access-analysis, see: Grahame 2000; id. 1997.  
345 Heinrich Drerup (1959) was the first to theorize about the importance of the view, view-planning, and the “framed 
view” in Roman domestic design; he argued that the Durchblick from the entrance and through the home was the 
dominating principle that established the relationship between the home’s owner and visitors. For more on the 
constructed view in the Roman house, see: Jung 1984; Clarke 1991; Bek 1980; ead. 1993.  
346 The term viridarium (viridaria in the plural) is a contraction of viridiarium, and literally means “a place of greenery.” 
From its usage in authors such as Cicero and the Elder and Younger Plinys, it seems to have been specifically a 
designation for ornamental gardens of the elite, as opposed to the term hortus, which was multivalent and associated 
more the concepts of cultivation and productive labor. Viridarium could denote a space as small as a garden box, or as 
large as a lawn or an arboretum, but seems always to have implied artifice and extravagance. On garden definitions, see: 
Von Stackelberg 2009. 
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speaking a peristyle garden, this enclosed area did in fact house living plants, too. And 
paleoethnobotanists who have studied the site have determined that at least three living trees 
were maintained in this inner garden, fed by a deep irrigation channel along the perimeter of the 
space.  

As many scholars have noted, the use of fictive gardens en enfilade served to expand the 
space and sightlines of the real garden; we see an example of this scheme in the peristyle of the 
House of the Tragic Poet in Pompeii.347 While it is undoubtedly true that painted gardens served 
this functional purpose (it is easy to imagine town houses in Pompeii with limited space for 
gardens relying on such optical tricks),348 the combination of real and fictive garden also appears 
in contexts in which space and finances were not at issue—as in the case of Oplontis. 

In viridarium 20, the absence of a surrounding peristyle and closed and partially closed walls 
create a garden space that one is not meant to enter. With no entrance or accompanying 
colonnade, this garden with its painted backdrop can only be appreciated optically from the 
outside. And what we see in operation here represents the primary design principle used 
throughout the villa, as we shall see: the careful framing of the view. But, at Oplontis, it is not 
simply the privileging of the view in the villa in the way that many scholars have observed, but 
the construction of a view that is always of a playful and varied example of the interpenetration 
of art and nature. 

The Picture window on the north side of viridarium 20 functions as a frame and in this 
way serves a deictic function: it directs our gaze into the viridarium and with its physical shape 
provides the visual boundaries that enclose the scene for us and designate it as the “view”. In 
this way, standing in room 21 and looking through this picture window in the wall into the 
interior garden, the viewer finds pleasure in not just an attractive space with wall paintings and 
plants, but an enhanced, living tableau of painted and planted greenery. This northern window 
then becomes the frame for an animate landscape painting. 

The living tableau seen in viridarium 20, I argue, encourages a reconsideration of the 
traditional view of the relationship between the illusionistic garden images and actual gardens, 
which suggests that the painted garden walls serve an ancillary role to the living plants. Instead, 
what if we were to think of the living plants also as enhancements for the painted gardens? For 
the topiarius “sculpts” and “paints” in plants, and art and nature can be combined to create new 
hybrid forms. In this way, all the elements combined within viridarium 20 functioned together as 
a “breathing”, moving painting when the wind stirred the leaves of the planted trees and live 
birds flitted in and out of the space.  

It is this reversal of the hierarchy of “natural” and “artificial” that I believe is essential to 
appreciate the peculiar motivations behind the various playful decorative schemes involving 
gardens and green architecture at Oplontis. Thus, it seems time to move away from the idea that 
the Romans generally adhered to a belief that garden painting—and art construed more 
broadly—was subsidiary or subservient to Nature itself. Instead, let us consider the position that 
the Romans took great pleasure in exploring the nuances and intricacies of a complex interplay 
between art and nature.349 Let us examine some examples of this phenomenon at the villa of 
Oplontis more closely. 
                                                
347 Jashemski 1979, 56. 
348 Some examples from well-known houses in Pompeii in which garden paintings are paired with physical gardens: 
House of the Tragic Poet, House of the Marine Venus. 
349 As we observed in Chapter 2, Sorcha Carey’s (2003) study on Pliny the Elder stresses his promotion of the traditional 
idea that an artist’s primary aim to “deceive” nature herself and his success represents the triumph of Greek naturalism 
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Not far from the central, grand atrium adjacent to viridarium 20, another smaller garden 
peristyle provided a sunny green-scape for a suite of rooms in this older section of the villa. This 
sequence of spaces (some of which were later transformed into a bath complex) was oriented 
around a tiny peristyle (16), outfitted with four simple columns that provided a visual demarcation 
for a central round fountain planter that generated a multisensory experience of sight and sound 
for those rooms around it (Fig. 4.15). But what is most striking is that even this miniature set of 
suites was designed with the enfilade as its guiding principle. Moreover, the views it afforded were 
telescopic: one could look through the peristyle with fountain planter to the south to see through a 
long room (15) and then into a much larger portico and further garden (13, 19), today only 
partially excavated. In this way, villa owners, architects, and topiarii designed garden spaces at 
Oplontis to be not only enjoyed from within, but also appreciated optically from other adjacent 
spaces en enfilade. 

While these are just two examples from this western section of the villa at Oplontis, the 
overall design of the villa through its different periods of construction depends almost exclusively 
on this art-plus-nature principle. In addition to viridarium 20 and peristyle 16, at least five sets of 
porticoes, colonnades, or covered walkways (13, 24, 33, 34, 40, and 60) and another peristyle 
garden (32) constitute major components of this villa. These spaces provide areas into and 
though which a visitor gazes, again en enfilade. Rooms and suites of rooms radiate out from these 
garden spaces, which function as core architectural elements. In other sections, lengthy 
colonnades, always designed in conjunction with a view of landscape or garden-scape, link 
different sections of the vast complex and provide a kind of inspiring, green transitional space.  

The idea of the view en enfilade that dominates the design of this villa emerges as an 
architectural fixation in the villa letters of Gaius Caecilius Plinius Secundus (61–c. 113 AD), 
more commonly known as Pliny the Younger. Pliny’s descriptions of two of his luxury villas 
provide a sense of the way in which we might imagine the visitor experienced the layout and 
design of the architecture and gardens at Oplontis. Although his collected epistles postdate the 
destruction of Oplontis in the eruption in 79 AD, his work crystallizes imperial villa culture 
through the first century AD and offers a literary reception of the combination—and 
culmination—of villa garden effects.350  

Much of the scholarship on Pliny’s villa letters has been primarily positivist in nature and 
has sought not only to locate but also to reconstruct his villas from his literary descriptions.351 
But, although lengthy and wonderfully rich in detail, like Varro’s description of his aviary at 
Casinum, these letters have notoriously vexed those scholars intent on understanding and 
reconstructing the design of Pliny’s villas. Many details he mentions are often difficult to 
imagine in a real world setting. In addition, his descriptions include an abundance of Greek 
terms and technical language, some of which he may have invented himself, for they appear only 
in his text.352  

                                                                                                                                                       
(102-137) and she applies this idea to her reading of the Garden Room. But both in the decoration of Garden Room and 
especially in the context of Oplontis, however, I would argue that we see a far more complex and nuanced appreciation 
of the interaction of art and nature.   
350 Lefèvre 1977; Mansuelli 1978; De Neeve 1992; Förtsch 1993; Maselli 1995; Henderson 2002b. 
351 E.g., Salza Prina Ricotti 1984. For a history of these attempts at reconstruction, see: De la Ruffinière Du Prey 1994; 
Bergmann 1995b. 
352 Pliny’s use of Greek terms would have demonstrated his erudition. On this linguistic issue in Pliny’s writing, see: 
Hoeffer 1999, 38. In the Republican era, Varro once quipped that, “they do not think they have a real villa unless it rings 
with Greek names” (nec se putant se habere villam, si non multis vocabulis retinniat Graecis, RR 2, Intro 2)  
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My interest in Pliny, however, lies in not the factual accuracy or veracity of his villa 
descriptions, but the way in which his words register not only the values associated with villa life, 
but also the experiences and gratifications generated by his villas and their gardens.353 In my 
view his description is first and foremost about an experience, and the way in which he articulates 
that experience provides a point of entry into understanding one’s encounters with the gardens 
at Oplontis. And while Pliny’s literary description and the villa at Oplontis do not resemble each 
other in any literal fashion, both share commonalities in terms of effects sought and the 
pleasures afforded.  

In Ep. 2.17, Pliny describes his seaside Laurentine estate, situated 17 miles from Rome, 
and focuses primarily on the architecture and layout of the villa’s rooms.354 The letter begins 
with the scenery and prospects visitors encounter on their way to the villa, and he stresses the 
idea of appearance (facies): Varia hinc atque inde facies; nam modo occurrentibus silvis via coartatur, modo 
latissimis pratis diffunditur et patescit (“the appearance on either side is varied; at some moments the 
path narrows because of woods running into it, while at other points it widens and opens up 
through wide meadows”). While such an emphasis on the ideas of appearance and the view 
would be appropriate for any discussion of a Roman villa, for Pliny these two ideas are all-
consuming and emerge again and again throughout Ep. 2.17. And the particular manner in 
which he describes the views in his villa is the way in which we can gain a better understanding 
of their evocative nature and his experience of them. 

After describing the journey and approach to his Laurentine home, Pliny moves on to 
the villa proper (3-5): 

 
Cuius in prima parte atrium frugi, nec tamen sordidum; deinde porticus in D litterae similitudinem 
circumactae, quibus parvola sed festiva area includitur. Egregium hac adversus tempestates receptaculum; 
nam specularibus ac multo magis imminentibus rectis muniuntur. Est contra medias cavaedium hilare, 
mox triclinium satis pulchrum, quod in litus excurrit ac si quando Africo mare impulsum est, fractis 
iam et novissimis fluctibus leviter alluitur. Undique valvas aut fenestras non minores valvis habet atque 
ita a lateribus a fronte quasi tria maria prospectat; a tergo cavaedium porticum aream porticum rursus, 
mox atrium silvas et longinquos respicit montes. 
 
At the villa’s entrance there is a modest but by no means mean-looking hall; then there 
are the porticos, which are rounded into the likeness of the letter D, and these enclose a 
very small but handsome courtyard. The porticoes make a fine place of refuge in a storm 
because they are protected by windows and deep overhanging eaves. There is a cheerful 
central court facing the middle of the porticoes, then comes an attractive enough dining-
room, which runs down towards the shore and, when the sea is disturbed by the south-
west wind, the room is lightly bathed by the spray of the broken waves. There are folding 
doors on all sides of the dining room, or windows that are as large as doors, and so from 
the two sides and the front it commands a prospect as it were of three seas; from the 
back one can see through the central court, the porticos, the courtyard, the porticoes 
again, and then the hall, and through them the woods and the distant hills. 

                                                
353 Catherine Edwards (1993) notes that, “Roman descriptions of buildings (much to the frustration of modern scholars) 
generally work not so much to give a picture of a building’s physical appearance, as to evoke certain emotional 
responses” (143); Cf. Lefèvre 1987. 
354 On space in Pliny, see: Riggby 2003.   
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Pliny’s initial introduction to his villa is dizzyingly labyrinthine: courtyards, porticoes, a hall and 
court, and finally a dining room with windows as big as doors. While he is explicit about the 
relationship between the rooms in this suite and it is not uncommon for Roman villas to feature 
compact, maze-like suites of rooms en enfilade in this way, imagining this particular layout and our 
actual movement through them remains incredibly difficult.355 Complicating this picture of the 
physical plan of the villa are the accompanying “views” we encounter (prospectat, respicit) and now 
must imagine the accompanying views, too, as we virtually move through each space. By the end 
of the passage Pliny’s words have created a telescopic image of the views offered by his villa’s 
design, both looking forwards and backwards—very nearly like a mise-en-abyme. Rooms almost 
appear to protract or compress as he writes (e.g., cavaedium porticum aream porticum rursus, mox 
atrium). 

The design of Oplontis, too, as we have seen, features this telescoping of views through 
architecture and views of the outside world. But, as the visitor ventures away from the older 
central section at Oplontis and into the east wing built in the first century AD, he or she 
encounters rooms with even more complex arrangements of space, windows, and prospects.356 
The octagonal so-called diaeta 78 offers four distinct views (Fig. 4.3). Looking directly east, the 
visitor sees the delicate crater fountain standing in the garden setting south of the pool and a 
collection of trees beyond. Looking north, the visitor catches sight of the long colonnade 
stretching into the distance to the left, the pool, the marble satyr and hermaphrodite, and the 
rest of the sculpture collection with its accompanying trees.  

But glancing to the north- and southwest, the visitor encounters two different architectural 
views into adjacent rooms (66, 79). Brilliantly painted in red, these two rooms afforded a 
drastically different visual experience. Whilst having windows overlooking exterior gardens or 
landscapes seems quite natural to our modern sensibilities, including windows overlooking other 
interior rooms is a strange and striking architectural development, for it indicates that now, the 
latter’s interiors have become worthy of admiration and artistic appreciation from outside. As she 
pivots from one view to the next, the visitor is greeted with these two different contrasted 
viewing experiences. 

The idea of a simple view overlooking some beautiful slice of landscape or garden is not 
what primarily occupies and excites Pliny’s attention: for him, the emphasis is always on a 
multiplicity of views and a great variety of scenery. Towards the end of his letter, he arrives at 
his favorite section of his Laurentine villa, which consists of a set of garden suites (20-22): 

 
In capite xysti, deinceps cryptoporticus horti, diaeta est amores mei, re vera amores: ipse posui. In hac 
heliocaminus quidem alia xystum, alia mare, utraque solem, cubiculum autem valvis cryptoporticum, 
fenestra prospicit mare. Contra parietem medium zotheca perquam eleganter recedit, quae specularibus et 
velis obductis reductisve modo adicitur cubiculo modo aufertur. Lectum et duas cathedras capit; a pedibus 
mare, a tergo villae, a capite silvae: tot facies locorum totidem fenestris et distinguit et miscet.  

                                                
355 Some scholars argue that Pliny’s description is a literary exercise and does not represent an actual physical description 
of a real place and his ekphrastic account is an example of the type of garden or countryside description that was 
common in sophistic set-pieces written by Greek rhetoricians (e.g., Libanius 8.485-6 F; Achilles Tatius 1.15; Apul., Met. 
2.14). On ekphrasis in Pliny, see: Chin 2007. 
356 Cicero once mentions that Clodius wanted a house on the Palatine with a prospectus (Dom. 44.116). On the windows in 
the Roman house and the value placed on prospectus, see: Rodger 1972, 124-40; Hom 1967. 
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At the head of the terrace and portico successively is a suite of rooms for daily living 
(diaeta), my favorite spot and well worthy of being so. I had them built myself. In this is a 
sunny chamber that commands the terrace on one side, the sea on another, and the sun 
on both; besides an apartment that looks on the portico through folding doors and on 
the sea through a window. In the middle of the wall is a neat recess, which by means of 
windows and curtains can either be thrown into the adjoining room or be cut off from it. 
It holds a couch and two chairs, and as you lie on the couch you have the sea at your 
feet, the villa at your back, and the woods at your head, and all these views may be both 
looked at separately from each window and blended into one.  

 
Pliny places an immense value on the view and his garden room here affords multiple views, of 
different types of nature and architecture—or everything at once. The sea and the woods offer 
contrasting elements of two natural worlds, while the built architecture of the villa contrasts with 
the “natural” worlds of both land and sea. His description of this complex warren of rooms 
ultimately highlights not just the view, but the framing of views, too. Statius, too, stresses the 
variety of views at Pollius’ villa: …sua cuique voluptas/atque omni proprium thalamo mare, transque 
iacentem/Nerea diversis servit sua terra fenestris (“Each room possesses its own pleasure, and its own 
particular sea, and across the expanse of Nereus, each various window commands its own 
individual landscape,” 2.2.73-4). 

The designers of the villa at Oplontis, however, took an interest in the multiplicity of 
varied landscapes and heightened aesthetic effects by including fictive views of nature, thus 
amplifying the kinds of effects Pliny describes by pairing real prospects with illusionistic ones. We 
see an example of this phenomenon in diaeta 78: looking out the window to the south, the visitor 
catches sight of a charming garden-scape painted on white background on the exterior wall of 
the villa (Figs. 4.16-17). Delicate and refined, the garden scene depicts small birds darting about 
flowering plants that grow behind a low osier fence. This same scene extends around the 
exterior walls of rooms 81, 78, and 66 (Fig. 4.18). Above it, fictive masonry is outlined in red 
with thin black lines suggesting the beveled edge of the cut stone (Fig. 4.19). The spare 
composition offers just enough garden detail to make the scene legible, but is highly restrained 
in what it depicts. 

Unlike the gardens scenes set against a blue-sky that we see in the garden images of the 
villa at Prima Porta (Ch. 2; Figs. 2.1-2) or the Auditorium (Ch. 3; Figs. 3.5-6), these garden 
images at Oplontis are intended to appear as if they are plantings against the villa’s white 
masonry wall. Thus the illusion is meant to convince the viewer that these gardens represent not 
perforations in the wall, but “real” plantings set against solid architecture. This design also plays 
up the effects of sunlight: in the morning these walls would be aglow with the sunlight streaming 
in from the east and the view from the diaeta would be resplendent. The white background on 
the exterior of diaeta 78 matches the white background of the east portico wall, which likewise 
exploits sunlight and the light radiating off the east pool, too.  

But the architects and topiarii at Oplontis goes even further in exploring real and 
illusionistic garden views. For not even all its windows were real and, in this way, “the view” itself 
could be “fictive”. Corridor 81, to the south of the diaeta, presented glimpses of distant trees 
through fictive piercings in the red wall that suggested windows (Figs. 4.20-21). In these simple 
vistas, four long, thin columns (perhaps representing a circular pavilion or tholos), set against a 
hazy white background, frame a central brown tree executed in a sketchy and impressionistic 
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technique. Festive or sacral garlands hang from columns, accentuating the pinnacle of the trees. 
Green-blue vertical bands and a more elaborate set of vertical bands featuring delicate lace-like 
or embroidery patterns frame these illusionistic “openings” in the wall. The backgrounds of each 
of these scenes, however, do not feature blue sky, but the off-white backgrounds seen in sacro-
idyllic paintings such as those of the red cubiculum of Boscotrecase. In this way, the hazy, cream-
colored background associated with sacro-idyllic images complicates our understanding of these 
scenes as “exterior” to the villa. 

Finally, these fictive windows of Oplontis bear an important and fascinating relationship 
to the miniature maritime landscapes appearing along the wall of the pool colonnade, with 
which we began this section (Fig. 4.22). In both, the very idea of the view has been concretized 
into two conceptions of “seeing”: the landscape painting and the view of a landscape proper. 
Although the illusion of perforations in the wall was very much a part of the development of the 
Second Style, and our examinations of the Garden Room at Prima Porta and the Auditorium in 
Chapters 2-3 demonstrated how painted walls sought to both convince the viewer and 
undermine the viewer’s sense of reality, those at Oplontis hint at a different principle and kind 
of self-consciousness at work. It is not simply about a convincing illusionism, but about the 
“view” itself and the view as art object. Thus, the slippage between “painting” and “window” in 
these two spaces at Oplontis highlights the extent to which gardens and natural landscapes have 
entered the Roman consciousness about art and the status of art—not just in the Romans’ 
thinking about architecture, but also in texts.  

We see this collapse between “window” and “painting” suggested in Silvae 2.2.72-82:  
 
….Quid mille revolvam 

culmina visendique vices? sua cuique voluptas 
atque omni proprium thalamo mare, transque iacentem 
Nerea diversis servit sua terra fenestris:             
haec videt Inarimen, illinc Prochyta aspera paret; 
armiger hac magni patet Hectoris, inde malignum 
aera respirat pelago circumflua Nesis; 
inde vagis omen felix Euploea carinis, 
quaeque ferit curvos exerta Megalia fluctus;             
angitur et domino contra recubante proculque 
Surrentina tuus spectat praetoria Limon. 
 
Why should I recount the innumerable summits, the changing views? Each room has its 
own delight, its own sea, and across the expansive Nereus the various windows 
command their individual landscape. This window looks upon Ischia, from that rugged 
Prochyta appears; here the armour-bearer of mighty Hector [Cape Misenum] spreads 
out, there Nesis, surrounded by the sea, breathes its fetid breath; over there is Euploea, 
favorable omen for all wandering ships, and there is Megalia jutting out to beat back the 
curving waves; and your own Limon is distressed that his lord reclines opposite as he 
looks across to your Surrentine palace from a distance. 

 
Statius celebrates these innumerable views from different rooms in Pollius’ villa by describing 
not just the attractive landscapes seen, but also the mythological associations of those 
landscapes. This differs from his other mythological descriptions because these locations are 
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seen from inside the villa and through a window; thus, these views are framed. By deploying 
mythological allusions to describe what is seen through a picture window, Statius invites the 
possibility that these attractive prospects function as paintings—namely, mythological landscape 
paintings.357  

As we observed earlier, the illusionistic miniature seaside landscape paintings, with their 
painted frames and sketchy impressionistic execution, highlight their own status as “paintings.” 
(Fig. 4.23). And their placement in the colonnade along the eastern pool complex in particular 
exploits their status as art in another playful and fascinating way. Vitruvius once wrote that 
porticoes were common places for landscape images (De Arch. 7.5.2): 

 
ambulationes vero propter spatia longitudinis varietatibus topiorum ornarent ab certis locorum 
proprietatibus imagines exprimentes. pinguntur enim portus promuntoria litora flumina fontes euripi 
fana luci montes pecora pastores; 
 
And galleries, because of their extended length, they decorated with a variety of 
landscapes, producing representations drawn from the particular qualities of places. In 
these they also painted ports, promontories, the coasts of the sea, rivers, fountains, 
straits, groves, mountains, cattle, shepherds;  

 
While Vitruvius does not provide much more explanation for why this trend emerged in Roman 
wall painting, we can imagine that the extended “canvas” provided by a long colonnade would 
create an opportunity for imagery that “moved” with the viewer and provided a narrative 
backdrop to extended movement through a space—as if the viewer were on a miniature journey 
through some natural world. This notion of varietates topiorum also resonates with the 
multiplication of views, both real and fictive, at Oplontis.  

At Oplontis, however, this effect was doubled. Strolling northward through the pool 
colonnade, the visitor encounters vistas of the pool and sculpture collection on the right, and 
those miniature seaside landscapes on the left. Delicate bits of attenuated architecture in Third 
Style and tiny details depicting images of animals and birds divide the space of the portico walls 
and function as architectural frames for the central landscapes (Fig. 4.22). Their bright, gleaming 
white surfaces and restrained elaboration would have been striking, even in shadow, and 
certainly the sunlight bouncing off the surface of the pool and the white walls would have been 
dazzling. Moreover, although not strictly speaking images of garden scenes, these painted 
landscapes’ proximity to views of real gardens and the natural motifs in their architectural frame 
put them in dialogue with garden design at Oplontis, and drew the visitor’s attention to the very 
different forms art and nature could take. Finally, moving through the colonnade would have 
added a dynamic aspect to the changing views of and alternations between both paintings and 
pool garden as one moved though the space.358 

But there was an additional set of juxtapositions involving these maritime landscapes: at 
various points along the wall of the colonnade, a series of physical doorways interrupt the 
regular sequence of miniature landscapes (Fig. 4.24). Some doorways led into entertaining rooms 
                                                
357 Because of Statius’ emphasis on the view, some scholars have argued that his descriptions of landscapes ought to be 
thought of ekphrastic accounts of not just the properties of his patrons, but also examples of painted villascapes: 
descriptions and painted landscapes: Rostovtzeff 1904; Taisne 1978; and Croisille 1982, 257-66; Bergmann 1991. 
358 Cf. Timothy O’Sullivan (2011) has stressed the importance of the portico frames in our appreciation of the “Odyssey 
Landscapes” from the Esquiline hill in Rome. 
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with windows overlooking the north garden. The huge doorway of exedra 69 would have offered 
an enormous vista into the opposite portico, plane trees, and other plantings in the north garden 
in the front of the villa—in addition to the opposing view to the east of the portico and pool 
sculpture garden. Everywhere the viewer turned, her gaze met with views onto different 
combinations of plants, art, and architecture.  

Thus, within just this portico at Oplontis, we see contrasts between not only seascape 
and gardenscapes, but also illusion and reality, the miniature and the life-sized, “views” 
horizontal and vertical, and worlds within and without. The possible vistas—the permutations 
and combinations—are staggering, and give us a tangible sense of the kinds of visual, sensual 
attractions that Pliny attempts to capture in his villa letters. And while the specifics may differ, 
the complexity of Pliny’s narratives does indeed match the complexity—and astonishing 
playfulness—of what we see on the grounds of the villa at Oplontis. 

In each of these examples, it is clear that, like Pliny, the various owners of the villa at 
Oplontis privileged the idea of the “view,” but explored every possible aspect it: real gardens 
seen through rooms or windows; picture galleries of fictive landscape paintings; illusionistic life-
size garden scenes; or even as illusionistic “windows” into a sacred grove beyond. In the 
following concluding section we shall see how all of the motifs the villa owners combined—
porticoes, sculpture, trees, paintings of gardens, and landscape paintings—reflect a kind 
aestheticization of nature. And this process of aestheticization imbued “Nature” itself with 
artistic agency. 
 
 
The Art of Nature at Oplontis 
The emphasis on the view at Oplontis and in Pliny’s letters in many ways already imagines the 
real, physical world as a painting. We see this explicitly expressed in a letter addressed to 
Domitius Apollinaris (Ep. 5.6), in which Pliny discusses his Tuscan villa at the base of the 
Apennines.359 A much lengthier account than his Laurentine description, Pliny’s letter invariably 
lavishes the most attention on the villa’s garden environs, and it is here that Pliny compares the 
view of his villa explicitly to a painted picture (13): 
 

Magnam capies voluptatem, si hunc regionis situm ex monte prospexeris. Neque enim terras tibi sed 
formam aliquam ad eximiam pulchritudinem pictam videberis cernere: ea varietate, ea descriptione, 
quocumque inciderint oculi, reficientur. 
 
You would be delighted if you could obtain a view of the district from the mountain 
height, for you would think you were looking not so much at earth, but at a lovely 
landscape picture of outstanding beauty. Such is the variety, such the arrangement of the 
scene, that wherever the eyes fall they are sure to be refreshed. 

 
As preface to the description of his villa and its environs, Pliny characterizes the villa’s setting 
already as an image. Without a doubt Pliny had in mind the genre of landscape painting, and most 
likely the subgenre of villa-landscape painting.360 For landscapes including images of villas 

                                                
359 McEwen 1995. 
360 For an account of landscape painting, see: Ch. 1.  
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became an exceedingly popular motif in Roman wall painting—found in even modest homes.361  
But it is also how Pliny expresses the idea of his “picturesque” mountain villa that is 

equally suggestive. He claims that the setting of his villa is so charming that it convinces the 
viewer that they are in fact looking at artifice, and not nature itself. For the landscape is almost 
too ideal to be natural. Pliny’s description relies on language that characterizes the experience of 
viewing as one in which we are seduced into perceiving things differently from what they are in 
reality (e.g., videberis cernere, “you seem to be seeing”). What he describes is the effect of 
convincing illusions, and he essentially expresses the experience often felt—and desired—in 
Roman gardens and villa design. It is not simply about the pleasure that comes with looking at 
beautiful gardens or stunning works of art, but the pleasure that comes from seeing something 
that is a playfully modified or enhanced version of reality. Pliny articulates the ways in which 
Roman architecture and garden design interacted to create new realities and pleasures, and 
exploited that push and pull between reality and illusion that we have seen at work both in the 
Garden Room and the Auditorium (Chs. 2 and 3).  

But there is yet another dimension to Pliny’s “picturesque” characterization of his villa 
site in the above excerpt. This letter and the grounds of Oplontis both present a view of a 
natural setting that is already thought of as a work of art. Pliny makes this explicit in this passage, 
and Oplontis’ viridarium 20 and fictive windows reveal how readily nature lent itself to 
transformation into art works.  

In Pliny’s case, nature implicitly becomes the primary artifex or topiarius responsible for 
the landscape around his villa. Nature as artifex is a notion that Statius expresses, too, when 
praising the villas of his patrons.362 But he promotes the idea of an “artful” nature by 
emphasizing how nature’s artistry can be seen in the materials of a villa. So while Statius 
develops a villa poetics that portrays nature as not only a luxury to be enjoyed and cooperative 
with Roman technology, he also describes a nature that is innately artful, in the manner of the 
painter or topiarius.363 And a large part of his pleasure in nature is through appreciation of its 
remarkable artistry.  

In Silvae 2.2, Statius lingers in the description of materials used in the building and 
decoration of Pollius’ villa. In a description of a room that looks out towards Naples, we expect 
Statius to narrate with relish the details of the view. But, instead, he expends his energy on 
describing the various marbles used to adorn the space (83-94):  

 
una tamen cunctis procul eminet una diaetis, 
quae tibi Parthenopen derecto limite ponti 
ingerit: hic Grais penitus delecta metallis             
saxa; quot Eoae respergit vena Syenes, 
Synnade quot maesta Phrygiae fodere secures 
per Cybeles lugentis agros, ubi marmore picto 
candida purpureo distinguitur area gyro; 
hic et Amyclaei caesum de monte Lycurgi             
quod viret et molles imitatur rupibus herbas; 
hic Nomadum lucent flaventia saxa Thasosque 

                                                
361 Zanker 1998, 192-203. 
362 On different readings of art and nature in Statius, see: Newmyer 1984; van Dam 1984, 3, 190, 369-70; Myers 2000. 
363 On nature’s cooperation with human labor and ars, see: Van Dam 1984, 227-8; Newlands 2002, 448-9. 
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et Chios et gaudens fluctus spectare Carystos: 
omnia Chalcidicas turres obversa salutant. 
 
Yet one day-to-day room (diaeta) surpasses all the others, which shows you Naples 
directly, over the path of the sea: here are marbles cut from the depths of the Greek 
quarries. Here, the product of eastern Syene streaked with veins, and here, what Phrygian 
axes carved in Synnas, among the fields where wailing Cybele mourns for her Attis, on 
its colored stone the areas of white are delineated by purple circles. Here, marble 
quarried from Amyclaean Taygetus, mountain of Lycurgus, green rock imitating the 
color of soft grasses. Here, the yellow stone from Numidia, Thasos, Chios glistens, and 
that of Carystos delighting to strive after the waves: all of them greet the turrets of 
Chalcidian Naples opposite. 
 

Statius offers a tour-de-force geographical and mythological tour of the origins of each material, 
testifying eloquently to his and his culture’s far-flung control of natural resources. But what stands 
out, besides the dizzying list of recondite names and places, is the unique way in which he 
describes the inherent qualities of the marbles. His Phrygian stone is multi-colored or stained, 
but the word he chooses, picto, comes specifically from the verb pingere, to paint. In this way, 
Statius introduces the idea that Nature itself has colored this stone, as an artist would paint a 
picture. Other stones, too, ape other natural materials: the marble from Taygetus, with its 
distinctive green color, imitates grass. “Carystian” marble, more commonly known as cipollino, 
is a metamorphic rock characterized by its gray-green color. Statius likens this stone, veined with 
green waves and strata of light-catching mica, to the sea.364 Within the confines of this interior 
room of a villa, Statius creates a microcosm of the universe that is constituted by not just exotic 
geographical locations, but different natural elements such as stone, grass, sea—and art, too. 

Horace’s kind of furtive aesthetic pleasure in costly building materials came in the form 
of detailing their sensual appearance, referencing their exotic places of origin, or noting how 
expertly they were worked. Statius’ pleasure also comes in the form of seeing the fantastic 
natural mutability of these villa materials—a kind of inherent or innate illusionism—and not just 
how they have been worked by human ars. 

 Sadly, almost all of the marble flooring of the villa at Oplontis has not survived due to 
spoliation prior to 62 AD, with the exception of sections of exedra 69.365 The opus sectile floor of 
exedra 69 was laid out in a simple repeating pattern of squares and inset diamonds, in alternating 
combinations of black slate and giallo antico, also known as marmor Numidicum, or Numidian 
marble (Fig. 4.25), a stone also mentioned in Statius’ poem. Numidian marble, a fine grained 
stone quarried in the area around modern day Chemtou in Tunisia, was prized for its subtle 
variations in shade and color—ranging from yellow and cream to pink and red (Pliny, in HN 
34.49, claims the stone was introduced by Lepidus in 78 BC, who used it in his door lintels). 
And although the opus sectile flooring that survives in exedra 69 at Oplontis, while attractive, may 
not inspire in us the kind of aesthetic ecstasy Statius experiences, its proximity to two impressive 
gardens, sculpture collections and painted rooms should provoke us to consider anew its 
                                                
364 This is the same material used for the crocodile sculpture found at Hadrian’s villa at Tivoli, because it best 
approximated the animal’s skin. 
365 In diaeta 78, Simon Barker (in several forthcoming articles) and others have been able to reconstruct the scheme of 
the marble flooring, which was much more elaborate than what we see in exedra 69; on this reconstruction and more 
general accounts of the lithic remains at Oplontis.  
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aesthetic value. For Statius opens up the possibility that marble floors, a long-established and 
highly valued luxury good in the Roman world, can be elevated to the status of works of art366—
not necessarily because the marble has been worked by human ars, but because a natural stone’s 
inherent quality can achieve a quasi-artistic illusion. On this logic, Nature becomes the artifex 
who made this illusion possible. 

While it may seem as if I have strayed from my primary interest in the gardens of 
Oplontis, I believe that no picture of a Roman relationship to nature in this period is complete 
without consideration of many of the materials used in the villa’s overall design—including its 
lithic decoration. For these types of materials functioned in conjunction with each other, and 
with garden art in all its varied forms. And while the rather restrained composition of slate and 
giallo antico flooring of exedra 69 may not have inspired the kind of adulation captured in 
Statius’ poem in terms of its arrangement or subtleties in color or veining, the room in which it 
appeared linked two important garden settings: the formal north garden and the sculptural 
groups around the pool (Fig. 4.26). And in the context of a villa that was designed explicitly to 
afford the most interesting and pleasurable views, the flooring of this exedra provided a richly 
decorated space of transition as one looked east, across the pool and to the sculpture garden. 

Statius’ poem demonstrates how even the traditional materials used to outfit luxury villas 
could be thought of in new ways. In his villa world, there is an incredible fluidity and mutability 
in nature: “green architecture” is no longer simply about the substitution of plants for 
architectural forms (as in the case of the villa at Prima Porta), but a labile quality to natural 
materials themselves. His analogies reveal a new dialectic between art(ifice) and nature, and 
reveal a further development of the age-old art versus nature dichotomy: here, instead of artifice 
in which a painter’s brush imitates expensive marble veneer, cipollino stone itself imitates the 
surface of the sea. Thus in Statius, we witness the extent to which ars and labor have entered the 
natural world—so much so that even natura imitates other forms of natura. Natura itself—indeed 
herself—has become an artist.367 This trope appears as early as Ovid’s Metamorphoses, and it is 
perhaps he invented it.368 Pliny, too, hinted at this notion when describing his villa grounds as 
“picturesque” (Ep. 5.16.13), implying nature created scenery so lovely as if to anticipate its 
potential reproduction into paint.  

Notably, the first word of Statius’ poem on Vopiscus’ villa is cernere, “to distinguish 
through the sense of sight, perceive, discern,” and, like Pliny’s use of cernere, in this way Statius 
alerts us to the fact that this villa is not just about looking or seeing, but understanding and 
making a judgment through the faculty of sight. At the poem’s start, Statius recognizes both the 
landscape’s natural beauty and its beauty after being shaped by ars (15-19):  

 
ingenium quam mite solo, quae forma beatis           
ante manus artemque locis! non largius usquam 
indulsit natura sibi. nemora alta citatis 
incubuere vadis; fallax responsat imago 
frondibus, et longas eadem fugit umbra per undas. 

                                                
366 In many ways, mosaic work should be thought of as a type of painting in stone, and be featured in studies of Roman 
wall painting. 
367 On this phenomenon in Ovid, see: Rosati 1983, 68-72; Solodow 1988, 203-231. Froma Zeitlin (2013) looks at this 
idea in conjunction with ekphraseis, as seen in landscape descriptions in the ancient novel.  
368 Ovid includes several descriptions of caves in the Metamorphoses that portray the caves as if nature has designed them 
for a luxury garden (e.g., the cave in the story of Diana and Actaeon). 
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How gentle the landscape, what beauty that blessed site possessed before manmade skill 
touched it! Nowhere has Nature indulged herself so freely. Tall woods hang over swift 
waters; there a deceitful image echoes the leaves above, and the same shadow flees with 
the far-flowing waves. 

 
In this instance, Natura possesses a beauty even before ars has been applied to it. But, what is 
more interesting, Nature has indulged herself just as a wealthy villa owner does in the second 
century AD. And in this way, Nature and villa owner have much in common. Statius’ Natura is 
quite unlike that of the moralist Cato, the Epicurean poet Lucretius, or even Horace: this is a 
Nature that spoils herself in regards to beauty and spares no expense when it comes to adorning 
a landscape.  

There is another, complex aspect to this image of Natura’s artistic creation, and Statius 
hints at it through the image of the pool and the phrase, fallax imago. Nature’s doubling of its 
own trees in the surface of the water is the creation of art, twice over: the trees, a creation of 
nature, function as the prototype that gives rise to the copy seen in the surface of the water—
another creation of Nature.369 But how, or perhaps why, is the reflected image fallax? Whether 
translated as “illusory” or, in a more devious vein, “deceitful”, the adjective fallax communicates 
something elusive about the creation of art.  

Statius’ image of fallax imago itself mirrors the same phrase from Ovid’s story of 
Narcissus. Let us also remember the sculpture of the satyr and hermaphrodite at Oplontis, 
whose dramatic image was reflected in the surface of the pool.370 In the Roman garden, the 
placement of statuary at the water’s edge was common and purposeful. While often such a 
placement was connected to the narrative dimensions of different mythological stories, the 
image of the mirror is also a metaphor for the creation of naturalistic or realistic art.371  

Let us think back to those instances in Pliny in which aspects of his villa gardens created 
a space in which we could interpret what we were seeing differently from what may exist in 
reality (e.g., seeing his villa was almost like looking at a painting). The fallax quality to these 
natural places was always hovering there, just beneath the surface. And while illusion played a 
significant role in the decorative programs of the Garden Room and Auditorium, at Oplontis 
illusion and reality are so closely interwoven within the very same space—just as the artificial 
and the natural are, too.  

The framed view of a natural setting is the prevailing design principle of the entire villa, 
and in this chapter we have seen how natural features achieve more impressiveness and impact 
when architecturally framed. Built forms, too, are more exciting and more thrilling when 
intermingled and enlivened with living tableaux drawn from nature, both in paint and in 
actuality. What I have argued here is a variation on the argument advanced in the previous 
chapter, that in Horace’s poetry luxurious building materials and the simple pleasures of nature 
are both more enjoyable when juxtaposed and held in the same frame. With this theme in mind, 
in the next and final chapter I examine in greater depth the use of trees and bushes as 

                                                
369 The motif of the mirror appears again in Silvae 2.3, when Statius invents an aetiological tale for Atedius Melior’s plane 
tree, the image of which is also reflected in a nearby pool.   
370 On “fallax imago” and mimesis in wall painting, see: Valladares 2011.  
371 Froma Zeitlin (2013) on the mirror: “These effects [i.e. creation of images and the world of doubling and shadows] 
are both “real,” in the sense that reflections in water are observable phenomena, and “artful,” in the sense that such 
perceptions gesture beyond the ordinary to a more mysterious dimension of experience” (66). 
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architectural elements in the north garden and offer a reading of an astonishing suite of viridaria 
at Oplontis. Both these subjects engage with the issues raised in this present chapter and, in their 
illustration of how nature and architecture are to be combined and integrated in the Roman villa, 
brilliantly epitomize the key features of what I have characterized as “green architecture.”  

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
  

122 

Chapter  5 
“Green Architecture”: Villa A at Oplontis Compared with 

Pliny’s Tuscan and Laurentine Villas 
 
This concluding chapter examines two final aspects to the “green architecture” seen at 

Villa A at Oplontis and represents the heart of my argument about the role and presence of 
nature and growing gardens in the Roman luxury villa and in its painted imagery. While the 
previous chapter laid the groundwork for enriching our understanding of the complex 
relationship between art and nature at Oplontis, this chapter takes up more specifically the idea 
of green architecture and investigates two areas of the Oplontis that exemplify the dazzling 
integration and cooperation of the natural and the architectural.  

In this chapter, I first examine the way in which trees, bushes, and other plants are 
deployed as architectural elements in an outdoor garden setting and how they frame and shape 
the viewer’s experience. I then turn to a set of rooms in which the garden and the natural world 
are brought inside the villa, and consider how the architectural framing of the combination of 
plants and garden painting creates a new form of three-dimensional painting.  
 
 
Trees, Bushes, and Other Plants Deployed as Architectural Elements 
Although this project has as its focus the Roman garden, we have yet to examine any actual 
Roman gardens—until now. While there has been extensive archaeological work done on the 
garden remains at the sites of both the villa at Prima Porta and areas around the Esquiline, at 
Oplontis, because of the unique circumstances of the eruption of Vesuvius, archaeologists and 
paleobotanists have had remarkable success not just recovering evidence for many of the 
plantings around the villa, but identifying them as well.372 Plaster casts made from the root 
cavities left behind by plants, carbonized remains, and the analysis of soil samples have all 
allowed the identification of many plant types. And being so rich in material evidence, Oplontis 
affords a particularly exceptional opportunity to investigate some real Roman gardens. So let us 
now approach the villa at Oplontis in the same way most ancient visitors would have: through 
the garden.373  

The formal north garden of the villa, located south of the main road, functioned as the 
main point entry into the villa complex. It provided the north side of the villa with beautiful, 
lush gardens views, which contrasted the spectacular views of the sea seen from the south side 
of the complex (Fig. 4.3). What is more, the juxtaposition between these two landscape vistas—
of the north garden and the bay of Naples to the south—echoes the playful pairing of the 
sculpture garden display and illusionistic seascapes along portico of the villa’s east pool, 
examined in the previous chapter.  

                                                
372 The pioneer in this endeavor at Oplontis was Wilhelmina Jashemski (1979), who began studying the plant remains in 
1974 (293-301). 
373 Cf. Diane Favro’s work on the Villa of the Papyri (2010) reconstructions stresses the distance between modern 
scholarship and the sensual pleasures found in the Roman villa. She asserts that digital reconstructions such as those of 
the Getty Museum can approximate something of the kinds of pleasures offered in Roman villas and encourage 
“sensorial” historical research, allowing scholars to consider issues of sound, light, and changes to the structure over 
time, in addition to contemporary constructs such as viewsheds, spatial sequencing, kinetic pathways. I consider my 
analysis here as another type of “reconstruction” that attempts to give life to the villa at Oplontis and its gardens 
through description and citations of literary sources. 



 
  

123 

The north garden’s carefully manicured greenery and pathways guided visitors to the 
monumental propylon façade and presented a series of delightful juxtapositions of “natural” and 
“artful” garden elements along the way (Fig. 5.1). Linearity and geometry dominated the plan of 
the north garden. A hedge of box with irregularly spaced small trees lined the main pathway to 
the façade, which ran straight along the north-south axis (Fig. 4.2). To the east and west of this 
central path were symmetrical, diagonal paths that ended at the far ends of the east and west 
porticoes on either side of the villa’s propylon entrance. Flanking these diagonal paths were two 
more paths, creating a geometric alternation of triangular planting beds bisected by walkways. 
The diagonal eastern path featured a massive cluster of 20-25 oleander shrubs of considerable 
age, at the junction where the diagonal path converged with the path along the villa’s façade 
(Fig. 4.2).374 The lawn was made up of around 89 herbaceous species, including convolvolus, 
violets, mallow, veronica, and calendula, and graminaceae (herbaceous grass) and leguminosae (a 
category of plants bearing seed pods).  

Approaching the villa from the north along this path, the visitor would be struck by the 
verticality seen in both the villa’s façade and surrounding garden: the vertical thrust of the 
monumental columns of the propylon was echoed by the smaller columns of the flanking 
porticoes. These, in turn, found harmony with the five towering plane trees that grew in front of 
the portico along the eastern edge of the north garden (Fig. 4.2).375 Everywhere one looked were 
grand trees and columns. And as we saw in the Garden Room and Varro’s description of his 
aviary, trees and columns could be interchanged, and shared a similar decorative “architectural” 
function in the domestic garden setting. 

The evidence for plantings in the north garden at Oplontis shows that green architecture 
defines this approach to the villa from the road (Fig. 4.2). That is to say, bushes such as box 
function as living fences and demarcate the various paths. Rows of trees such as oleander and 
plane are set like columns lining the interior of the peristyle, or like colonnades flanking the streets 
in Roman cities. These plantings are additionally coordinated with the open and expansive 
pavilion architecture of the villa, and it is clear they are intended to decisively shape the visitor’s 
experience. 

The kind of elaborate, living architecture we see in Oplontis finds a parallel in Pliny’s 
description of his garden at his Tuscan villa in Ep. 5.6. In this description, Pliny expounds 
lyrically on the various plantings and goes into great depth about individual elements, such as his 
box-trees, acanthus, and plane trees (15-18):   

 
Ante porticum xystus in plurimas specines distinctus concisusque buxo; demissus inde pronusque 
pulvinus, cui bestiarum effigies invicem adversas buxus inscripsit; acanthus in plano, mollis et paene 
dixerim liquidus. Ambit hunc ambulatio pressis varieque tonsis viridibus inclusa; ab his gestatio in 
modum circi, quae buxum multiformem humilesque et retentas manu arbusculas circumit. Omnia 
maceria muniuntur: hanc gradata buxus operit et subtrahit. Pratum inde non minus natura quam 
superiora illa arte visendum; campi deinde porro multaque alia prata et arbusta.  
 
In front of the porticus, there is a garden-terrace laid out in different patterns and 
bounded with an edging of box; then comes a sloping ridge with figures of animals on 
both sides cut out of the box-trees, while on the level ground stands an acanthus, with 

                                                
374 Archaeologists speculate the massing was around 100 years old based on the extent and size of the cavities. 
375 These plane trees were around 100 years old at the time of the eruption. 
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leaves so soft that I might almost call them liquid. Around this is a walkway bordered by 
evergreens pressed and trimmed into various shapes. Then comes a promenade, in the 
shape of a circus, which surrounds the box-trees that are cut into different forms and the 
dwarf shrubs that are kept clipped by hand. Everything is protected by an enclosure, 
which tiers of box-trees hide and withdraw from sight. Beyond is a meadow, well worth 
seeing no less for its natural charm than the features just described are for their 
artfulness. And then further on there are fields and many other meadows and thickets. 

 
Like in the design at Oplontis, Pliny’s topiarius uses hedges of box to define different spaces 
within the garden and function as a barrier and edging: box-trees demarcates the boundaries of 
his garden terraces; elsewhere it hides the evidence of an enclosure. In Pliny, however, box also 
provides the raw material for sculpture and his box-trees assume the shape of animals.376 In this 
way, his topiarius transforms plant-life into zoo-life. Garden shrubs and trees such as the box, 
evergreen, and dwarf shrubs are meticulously manicured and everywhere are verbs of cutting 
and shaping (e.g., pressis, tonsis, retentas manu), underscoring the undeniable presence of human ars. 
But the verb, inscripsit, that Pliny uses to describe his topiary animals remains a peculiar choice, 
and relates more to the world of writing and inscription than garden clipping and pruning. 
Through his word choice, however, he attributes to the art of topiary something beyond the 
mechanical actions that create and maintain neat and tidy plants in pleasant villa scenery—
something closer to the creation sculpture or a monument, and even narrative.   

By the close of this section, Pliny compares the ars of his trees and plantings with the 
“natural” beauty of the surrounding meadows with which he ends. There is no judgment 
expressed, asserting the superiority of one over the other (for Pliny, both really ought to be 
seen), but a clear appreciation of both because each achieves a different aesthetic effect. It is this 
notion of complementary coexistence of, and often cooperation between, the natural and 
artificial worlds that characterizes the garden design and architecture of this early imperial 
period.377  

But there is another curious feature to Pliny’s description, and it appears in his 
description of his acanthus. Pliny comments that his acanthus plantings are so soft to the touch 
that he is tempted to call them “liquid”. His appealing phrasing inspires us to picture in our 
minds the arching and deeply cut foliage of the acanthus plant, whose glossy, spiny leaves would 
have provided a richly—and sharply—textured surface. But the clump-forming, thistle-like plant 
seems quite distant from anything that might be considered soft or liquid. Its jagged leaves and 
inherently architectural shape rendered it an appropriate natural form to be incorporated into 
the morphology of the Corinthian capital. But this is not what interests Pliny: by characterizing 
his acanthus as “liquid”, he transforms the plant into an entirely different natural element. For Pliny, 
the acanthus becomes another design element in the repertoire of his topiarius, and with it his 
mountainous retreat is granted the illusion of a body of water or a flowing garden border that 

                                                
376 Pliny the Elder (HN 12.13) tells us that a man named Gaius Mattius first introduced nemora tonsilia (the art of topiary) 
during the Augustan era. Pitch-pine, cypress, and box were all used for decorative topiary. Pliny also tells us that cypress, 
in particular, was often used to demonstrate the topiarius’ skill by being shaped into hunting scenes or fleets of ships, or 
in imitation of “real objects” (HN 16.18.40; 16.60.140).  
377 The Natural History of Pliny the Elder is often cited as the text in which there exists an explicit treatment of art and its 
relationship to the natural world in the Roman world. On this, see: Wallace-Hadrill 1990; Isager 1991; Beagon 1992. On 
the cooperation between man and nature specifically in Pliny the Younger, see: Pavlovskis 1973. 
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moves back and forth like water. In Pliny’s terrace garden, every garden feature is constructed 
from living plants—including the “pool” and animal forms.  

In the previous three chapters, I explored the way in which plants could assume the 
identity of columns or other architectural elements in a form of “green architecture”, or even 
replace them. We see this, too, in the use of plane trees and oleander bushes in the north garden 
of Oplontis, and in Pliny’s use of box-trees and evergreens. In Pliny, however, plants begin to 
assume the identity or status of other natural, living elements, in a manner not unlike what we 
observed in Statius’ description of the marvelous marbles used in Pollius’ villa. In this way, 
natural materials assume a new preeminence, and connected to this “natural” illusionism is the 
general way in which villa design choices and effects playfully bend reality: for Pliny describes not 
just how his acanthus looks, but how he perceives it to look (e.g., paene dixerim).  
 
 
The Collaboration of Plants and Sculpture in the North Garden 
Trees and bushes are not only carefully combined with columns and paths to shape space.  
Archaeological evidence shows that sculpture set in the north garden was also deliberately 
combined with, or surrounded by, plantings and climbing vines: so that the two elements 
together work in concert to produce the desired effect.  

Statuary accented the plant beds bordering both sides of the north garden’s central path: 
two centaurs and two centauresses sculpted out of a blue-veined marble stood in the center of 
these planted areas (Figs. 5.2-3).378 Although originally outfitted to function as fountains, here 
they were used solely as statuary.379 The four figures were dramatically posed, rearing up on their 
hind legs and ready to charge into the viewer’s space, their front legs poised in mid-air. One 
male centaur appears in the guise of Hercules and wears his characteristic lion’s hide. In his left 
hand he holds his club and in his right, a boar from whose mouth water would have flowed (Fig. 
5.4). We can imagine the playful drama of encountering these theatrical figures as we walk 
towards the villa’s entrance, our eyes landing upon them in between the intervening branches of 
shrubs and trees—an experience we explored in the preceding chapter. 

In addition to the centaur figures, the north garden also featured a series of marble busts 
depicting both portraits and divine figures. These works were set up in conjunction with the old-
growth oleander shrubs along the eastern diagonal path. Walking north from the villa’s front 
portico, a visitor encountered a portrait of a Julio-Claudian boy (h. 27 cm), a portrait of a Julio-
Claudian woman (h. 32 cm), a Roman copy of a second-century BC head of Venus (h. 36 cm), 
another portrait head of 10-12 year old Julio-Claudian boy (h. 28 cm), and finally a crowned 
head of a young Bacchus (h. 39 cm).  

This “natural” and “artful” combination of sculpture and plants provide the visitor with 
numerous aesthetic effects and contrasts. These busts situated amidst the established cluster of 
oleander bushes would have been surrounded by not just thick, verdant dark green leaves of the 
oleander, but its bright flowers, too, for oleander bloomed throughout the summer and fall with 
blossoms ranging from bright reds, pinks, and yellows, to whites. The brilliant colors of the 
flowers would have intermingled with the polychromy of the sculpture, and the sweet fragrance 

                                                
378 While the bases were found in situ, the statues themselves, 0.90 m in height, at the time of the eruption were stored in 
the front west portico (33) during villa renovations.  
379 Only three bases were discovered in excavations for the two centaurs (cat. 1, inv. OP 68; cat. 2, inv. OP 70) and two 
centauresses (cat. 3, inv. OP 55; cat. 4, inv. OP 55); Gleason 2014, 999. 
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of oleander would have provided additional sensorial pleasure.  
Smaller plantings, too, animated these sculptural tableaus and play their own distinctive 

role in the design and aesthetic effect of the garden. Archaeologists discovered the root cavities 
of plantings located at the bases of at least the last two marble busts, but were unable to 
determine the precise types of plants. But, even without knowing the specific plants used along 
the bases of these busts, we can still get a sense of the desired effect and the pleasurable way in 
which art and nature complemented each other by looking at the two famous cubicula in the 
House of the Fruit Orchard and, in particular, the stunning garden painting from the so-called 
north garden oecus from the House of the Golden Bracelet in Pompeii (first century BC-first 
century AD) (Fig. 5.5).380  

On the best-preserved wall of this illusionistic garden painting, two carved marble 
plaques, or pinakes, depicting sleeping Ariadnes rest atop herms representing a maenad and a 
satyr.381 In the center of the composition sits a pedestal fountain and above hang two oscilla in 
the form of theatrical masks. These three sculptural works sit nestled against a magnificently 
luxuriant backdrop of plant life, including plane trees, date palms, oleander, viburnum, bay 
laurel, arbutus unedo (strawberry tree), chamomile, chrysanthemum, ivy, and heartsease. The 
painted statuary and pinakes are clearly focuses of attention. But they seem to barely emerge out 
of a great mass of greenery, and are surrounded on all sides by a dense collection of leaves, 
flowers, berries, and fluttering and alighting songbirds. And each tree and plant is given as much 
individualized detail as the sculpted works. 

This garden painting’s combination of pinakes, herms, and plant life vividly evokes for us 
the desired effect of the north garden at Oplontis: the hard, smooth, and carved crystalline 
surfaces of the marble sculptures and their bases would have contrasted with the living, lush 
green irregular surfaces that grew around—and perhaps even up—the statue bases. For, in 
addition to the very old evergreen oleander growing around the statuary, we might also imagine 
climbing plants such as ivy or clematis adorning their bases. For elsewhere on the villa grounds, 
in the southwest portico garden (59), excavators unearthed remains of small pots buried in the 
soil that were tilted towards the nearby marble columns, indicating that they were probably 
meant for climbing plants such as ivy, honeysuckle, or clematis.382 The vine-clad column is a 
popular motif in wall painting, too, and in fact appears on the west and east wall of triclinium 14 
in the western section of the villa at Oplontis (Fig. 5.6). Here, jewel-encrusted gold vines wind 
their way around a golden-colored column and the gilded leaves of an acanthus plant curl up 
around the column base (a motif we have seen previously on the pine tree of the Garden 
Room). In the north garden, however, the topiarius performs a function similar to that the wall 
painter, but instead of using paint he works with living vines, using them to enliven the static 
architectural elements.  

We have evidence for this calculated combination of plants, architecture, and sculpture 
also in the description of statues and hedges in a letter that Cicero writes about his brother 
Quintus’ villa. In letter dated to 54 BC, he quips that his brother’s topiarius has clothed 
everything in ivy to such a degree that statues located in the intercolumniations of the portico 
take on the appearance of topiarii selling ivy: Topiarium laudavi: ita omnia convestivit hedera, qua basim 
                                                
380 For an analysis of this garden painting, see: Conticello 1991. 
381 While it may seem strange to have two versions of Ariadne in the same composition, and not Ariadne and another 
popular sleeping figure such as Endymion, the figures here do appear to both be female and Ariadne was the most 
common subject for this type of image.   
382 Jashemski 1979, 294-95. 



 
  

127 

villae, qua intercolumnia ambulationis, ut denique illi palliati topiariam facere videantur et hederam vendere (“I 
have praised your topiarius (landscape gardener): he has so clothed everything in ivy, including 
the foundation of the villa and the space between the columns of the walkway, that those Greek 
statues appear to be engaged in ornamental gardening (or, acting like topiarii) and selling the ivy,” 
(Ad QFr 3.1.5). 

Cicero’s comment shows that the hierarchy of “art works” and plantings could be 
reversed, so that the statues are not simply framed or set off by plantings, as we might imagine. 
Instead the plantings have started to take precedence over the garden statuary, so that the figures 
look like gardeners tending the shrubbery. Cicero’s anecdote captures the peculiar way in which nature 
has not simply been transformed into art through ornamental landscape art (topiaria), or that art 
has taken on the appearance of nature, but that the growing ivy—a living product of nature—
performs its own form of creation, animation, and illusionism by transforming inert marble 
sculpture into something living. Evidently, then, the traditional dichotomy of “art” and “nature” 
often deployed in discussions of Roman gardens is insufficient to articulate the complex ways in 
which nature and human labor, or rather ars in this case, interact.  
 
 
Monumental Gardens: Pliny’s Hippodrome Garden 
The gardens at Oplontis command as much attention as the villa building itself. Pliny himself 
echoes such a sentiment in another section of his description of his Tuscan villa, but declares 
that his “hippodrome” garden, designed in imitation of the long stadium with a track for chariot 
races,383 far outshines the attractiveness of his villa (32-36):  
 

Hanc dispositionem amoenitatemque tectorum longe longeque praecedit hippodromus. Medius patescit 
statimque intrantium oculis totus offertur, platanis circumitur; illae hedera vestiuntur utque summae suis 
ita imae alienis frondibus virent. Hedera truncum et ramos pererrat vicinasque platanos transitu suo 
copulat. Has buxus interiacet; exteriores buxos circumvenit laurus, umbraeque platanorum suam confert. 
Rectus hic hippodromi limes in extrema parte hemicyclio frangitur mutatque faciem: cupressis ambitur et 
tegitur, densiore umbra opacior nigriorque; interioribus circulis—sunt enim plures—purissimum diem 
recipit. Inde etiam rosas effert, umbrarumque frigus non ingrato sole distinguit. Finito vario illo 
multiplicique curvamine recto limiti redditur nec huic uni, nam viae plures intercedentibus buxis 
dividuntur. Alibi pratulum, alibi ipsa buxus intervenit in formas mille descripta, litteras interdum, quae 
modo nomen domini dicunt modo artificis: alternis metulae surgunt, alternis inserta sunt poma, et in 
opere urbanissimo subita velut illati ruris imitatio. Medium spatium brevioribus utrimque platanis 
adornatur. Post has acanthus hinc inde lubricus et flexuosus, deinde plures figurae pluraque nomina. 
 
But the hippodrome far and away surpasses this arrangement and delightfulness of the 
house. It lies open in the center, and the moment you enter your eyes take in the whole 
of it in one view. It is surrounded by plane trees clothed with ivy, so that while their 
heads flourish with their own leaves, their lower parts are verdant with the leaves 
belonging to the ivy. The ivy creeps around the trunk and branches and, spreading to the 
neighboring trees joins them together. Between these plane trees lie box-trees, and the 
outer box-trees are encircled laurels, which combine their shade to that of the plane 
trees. At the far end, the straight boundary of the hippodrome bends into a semicircle 

                                                
383 On an example of an imperial hippodrome garden on the Palatine, see: Iara 2015. 
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and assumes a new appearance. This curved end is enclosed and covered with cypress, 
and because of their deeper shade it appears darker and gloomier. But the interior 
circular paths—for there are several—receive the brightest sunshine. Farther along the 
path there are roses, where the cool of the shade alternates with the welcome sun. When 
you come to the end of these various winding pathways, the path again runs straight, or 
rather not “one” path, for there are many paths separated by intervening box-hedges. In 
one spot there is a small grassy meadow; in another box-hedges lie in between, trimmed 
into a thousand different shapes—sometimes even cut into letters, which spell the name 
of the owner, or sometimes that of the gardener (artifex). Here and there small turning 
posts rise, alternating with apple-trees, and in the midst of all this highly ornamental 
work you suddenly come upon the imitation of the country thrown in. The central space 
is embellished on both sides with dwarf plane trees. Beyond these lies acanthus that is 
smooth and winding, and then there are more figures and names cut from box-tree. 

 
Pliny offers an ambling and dazzling glimpse into the densely planted environs of his 
hippodrome garden, and, right at the outset he notes the immediate dramatic effect of the whole 
design on the eyes (statimque intrantium oculis totus offertur). While the layout of the north garden at 
Oplontis stresses geometry and linearity, his hippodrome garden consists of a series of 
concentric rings of walkways and varied types of plantings, which all achieve different kinds of 
effects.384  

Plane trees, laurel, box shrubs, and cypress form a kind of natural architecture or portico 
along the exterior of the garden. In fact, with the exception of the metulae (small turning posts), 
there is no mention of any architectural elements typical of luxury gardens such as osier fences, 
marble balustrades, columns, trellises, water features, and artificial grottoes. Instead, everywhere 
plants are paired with other types of plants. Plane trees have been joined together by ivy, almost 
forming a wall or continuous border and functioning as a kind of “dressing” (vestiuntur) for 
them. Together, they create a kind of hybrid plant. Box-trees, plane trees, and laurels, too, are 
interwoven together creating a living textile that enshrouds the garden. Pliny’s astonishing 
hippodrome garden is “built” nearly exclusively out of “green” materials. 

As in the garden at Oplontis, Pliny’s garden’s charm is also dependent upon a series of 
striking contrasts: the deep, cool shade of the cypress trees on the curved end contrasts with the 
warm sunshine that nurtures the growth of roses within the center; areas of dense planting or 
shrubs are juxtaposed with open, grassy ones; “rural” areas sit alongside those touched by 
sophisticated artifice. Here, too, Pliny, makes no references to garden statuary, but does mention 
that his hippodrome metae alternate with apple-trees, which provides another example of the 
appealing alternation between the static and the living.  

The dense description and compounded—nearly vertiginous—effects in Pliny’s 
hippodrome garden expose a desire to not only vary and contrast, but also multiply garden 
elements and effects. For him, to see one attractive, tidy path with box-trees is not enough. To 
see multiple paths of boxwood aligned and neatly ordered, however, brings a pleasure not of 
excess but of nature in all its variety. It is also reminiscent of the multiple avenues for strolling 
found in the north garden at Oplontis. 

                                                
384 As in the case of Varro’s aviary, scholars made innumerable attempts to reconstruct the layout of Pliny’s hippodrome 
garden. E.g., Farrar 1998, 56.  
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But the most striking detail of this hippodrome garden emerges at the end. Pliny explains 
that box trees have been pruned to spell his name and that of the garden’s artifex—his garden 
designer, or topiarius. This extraordinary, fantastical detail presents green architecture in an 
entirely novel form: plants are now enlisted to form not just architectural or animal shapes, but 
language itself—in particular, nomina. This detail resonates with and reinforces the inscribere of the 
previous section, and demonstrates the pliable and labile nature of plants, which are able to 
become not only art or architectural objects, but also text. What is more, the topiarius inserts 
Pliny’s name, and his own name, like a signature in the garden, as if the garden were a sculpture or 
a building. The inference we should make is that it is a kind of abstract sculpture or building: it 
represents the “green architecture” of the title of this project. 

The hippodrome is a well-known type of Roman monumental building, but Pliny’s is laid 
out on a miniature scale and even had tiny “turning posts” for the chariots to make its identity as 
a hippodrome clear. Moreover, it was built almost entirely of trees, shrubs, and flowers. It was a 
living example of the “green architecture” of the sort found in Livia’s Garden Room with its 
tree-columns standing in their exedrae. Nowhere is there a better evocation of the kinds of effects 
created through green architecture at the villa at Oplontis than in Pliny’s description of his 
marvelous hippodrome garden.   
 
 
Bringing Nature Inside: The Architectural Framing of Trees and Plantings in Roman 
Villa Interiors 
The architects and topiarius of the villa at Oplontis brought living gardens indoors, as well, and 
used architecture as a frame for plantings in the interiors of villas, thereby confounding the 
distinction between outdoors and indoors. We have already looked at the peristyle garden (20) 
near the monumental entrance of the villa (Fig. 4.15), and seen how it epitomizes the enormous 
importance of the vista—and, in particular, a vista that is framed and conceived as a tableau of 
living and painted plants. Like the manifold ways in which these vistas are constructed there, this 
collapse of indoor and outdoor appears in numerous, equally imaginative. 

In the kitchen section east of the main atrium of the villa, another peristyle (32) is found 
but in this instance it is in the servile quarters. Peristyle 32 features a portico around a central 
garden, which brought light and green views into an area designated for slaves (Figs. 5.7-8).385 In 
the center of the garden sits an elaborate fountain, most likely adorned with a marble sculpture 
and painted along its sides with images of fish and marine life. Along the low interior walls of 
the surrounding portico facing the fountain, individual plants are depicted against a red 
background in intonaco, complementing and enhancing the central planted garden. But the most 
intriguing feature of this particular garden is that excavations of peristyle 32 have revealed 
evidence for an enormous tree that preceded the construction of the villa (Fig. 4.2). This tree, 
possibly a chestnut, was so tall that it towered above the two stories of villa that were built 
around it.  

The discovery of this chestnut tree reveals a fascinating impulse on the part of the villa 
owner. It represents a reversal of the traditional way we might think of gardens created for a villa 
setting: instead of vegetation serving as subsidiary decoration or adornment for the villa 
building, a tree operates as the central element of the architectural design and dictates the very 

                                                
385 The walls are decorated in the same “zebra” stripe as corridor 20, leading scholars to conclude that this, too, was part 
of the slave quarters (Fergola 2004, 62). 
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layout and organization of the villa. While the precise motivation to preserve this tree will 
remain obscure (whether religious, aesthetic, or pragmatic), its existence reminds us not to make 
assumptions about Roman beliefs regarding gardens and landscape architecture.  

What is additionally remarkable about this preserved chestnut tree in peristyle 32 is the 
fact that a nearly identical instance of this phenomenon appears in Statius’ poem about the villa of 
Vopiscus (Silv. 1.3.57-61): 

 
Quid nunc iungentia mirer 
aut quid partitis distantia tecta trichoris? 
quid te, quae mediis servata penatibus arbor 
tecta per et postes liquidas emergis in auras,          
quo non sub domino saevas passura bipennes? 
 
Why wonder now at mingled roofs or those separated by many levels? Or at you, tree 
preserved in the middle of the hall, rising through ceilings and doors into liquid breezes, 
doomed to suffer the savage axe under another master? 

 
Statius describes a marvelous sight: Vopiscus has constructed a hall around a living tree, and it 
rises up through an opening left in the roof.386 Anecdotes from Roman history substantiate such 
an act of arboreal preservation, especially in cases in which someone has preserved a tree as a 
sign of religious devotion, or pietas: Caesar replanted a plane tree in the atrium of a home in 
Cordoba, and it grew so tall that it eventually overshadowed the house (Mart. Ep. 9.61); 
Augustus, too, granted a privileged status to a palm tree that he uprooted from his house on the 
Palatine and relocated to the courtyard of the Temple of Apollo next door (Suet. Aug. 92.1-2).387 
It is quite possible that Vopiscus, too, maintained this tree in observation of some aspect of 
pietas. Indeed, Statius’ substitution of Penates (Roman household gods) for atrium or some other 
generic word for hall or room does suggest an element of domestic religiosity. But there is 
nothing else explicit in the poem alluding to the sacred character of Vopiscus’ tree. I suggest, 
instead, that Vopiscus’ decision should be seen as part of a broader cultural phenomenon: an 
impulse to incorporate living, “green architecture” into the design of Roman villas, and bring the 
outside world inside.388 

Vopiscus incorporates the tree into the design of his house. Moreover, instead of being 
transformed into a post or beam for architectural support, this tree remains a tree: it passes 
through architectural forms such doors and ceilings, supports nothing, and continues to thrive 
and grow right up to the sky. It does not replace built architecture, but coexists with—and 
within—it. In preserving this tree in the interior of his home, Vopiscus fuses together the 
separate realms of indoor and outdoor, and in this space they collapse into the same space. 
Statius’ inclusion of this detail—even in passing—tells us something significant about what he 
considers worthy of commemoration or at least what he thinks his patron would consider 

                                                
386 A literary precedent for the construction of a home around an existing tree can be seen in Odysseus’s “immovable” 
bed post in Odyssey 23: his palace has been constructed around the trunk of a living olive tree, which then serves as his 
bed post. 
387 Carole Newlands (2002) suggests that Statius lends his poetry an epic flavor through this detail, because both the 
palaces of Odysseus and Latinus had trees in their interiors (149). On these epic themes in Statius, see also: Taisne 1994, 
347. 
388 Bergmann 2002, 93. 
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worthy: for there is something wondrous and thrilling about seeing this tree thriving in the midst 
of the built villa and to be simultaneously inside and outside.  

The kind of aesthetic experience created in Vopiscus’ villa and in the towering chestnut 
tree at Oplontis is reflected in wall painting too. Such gigantic, gnarled old trees emerging from 
inside buildings, or wrapping themselves around columned monuments, are regularly seen in 
Roman sacro-idyllic landscape paintings (Fig. 5.9). In this example from Boscotrecase, a huge 
tree towers over a four-columned rural shrine and thrusts an enormous branch between two of 
the columns. Many examples of this type of motif survive, indicating this was clearly an 
architectural effect that was greatly admired. For it combines nature and architecture as if in a 
symbiotic relationship. Even more importantly, nature is given visual priority—the tree 
overshadows the building.   

Pliny offers his own version of this kind of interior garden architecture and in Ep. 5.6 
describes an image of a garden not in an exterior garden but an interior cubiculum (22-23): 

 
Est et aliud cubiculum a proxima platano viride et umbrosum, marmore excultum podio tenus, nec cedit 
gratiae marmoris ramos insidentesque ramis aves imitata pictura. Fonticulus in hoc, in fonte crater; circa 
sipunculi plures miscent iucundissimum murmur. In cornu porticus amplissimum cubiculum triclinio 
occurrit; aliis fenestris xystum, aliis despicit pratum, sed ante piscinam, quae fenestris servit ac subiacet, 
strepitu visuque iucunda; nam ex edito desiliens aqua suscepta marmore albescit. 
 
There is another bedchamber, which is green and shaded by the nearest plane tree and 
adorned with marble revetment up to the podium; above is a painting no less beautiful 
than the marble, imitating tree branches and with birds perched in them. Here there is a 
small fountain with a basin around the latter, and the water runs into it from a number of 
small pipes, which produce a most agreeable sound. From a corner of the portico you 
enter a very large bed-chamber opposite the large dining-room, which from some of its 
windows has a view of the terrace, and from others, of the meadow, as those in the front 
look upon a cascade, which is pleasing both in sound and sight; for the water, dashing 
down from a great height, foams over the marble basin which receives it below. 

 
Pliny’s cubiculum combines multimedia effects: the garden painting he describes is combined with 
real fountains and the sound of actual water flowing into a fountain echoes around the room 
and enhances the virtual experience of being in a garden. As a result, the visitor’s mind fills in 
the imagined sounds of birds chirping too. The pairing of marble revetment and garden images 
is also reminiscent of the marble revetment along the cavea (possibly a fountain) and painted 
garden niches in the Auditorium. A person lying at rest in this cubiculum is at once in an opulent, 
marble encrusted room—the most lavish and magnificent cave ever created, perhaps—and a 
shady, outdoor idyll.389  

Importantly, Pliny assures us that these representations of tree branches and birds rival 
the marble in beauty, and makes clear that, in his estimation, the beauty of the fictive garden and 
the artistry of the illusionistic scene of nature are on par with the luxurious marble revetment. 
The juxtaposition of the different surfaces and textures of the two materials also provided 

                                                
389 There are Greek precedents for this, such as the diorama described in Theocritus 15.119ff, with Adonis lying on his 
deathbed, overlooked by a tree festooned with flitting Erotes. 
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another kind of visual pleasure—even if the “texture” of Pliny’s painted tree branches is illusory 
or imagined.  

A cubiculum in Pliny’s Laurentine villa attains a similar effect (Ep. 2.17), except it is 
achieved through an abundantly growing vine (39):  

 
Lectus hic et undique fenestrae, et tamen lumen obscurum umbra premente. Nam laetissima vitis per omne 
tectum in culmen nititur et ascendit. Non secus ibi quam in nemore iaceas, imbrem tantum tamquam in 
nemore non sentias. 
 
Here, there is a bed and, although there are windows on every side, the light is obscured 
because the shade is so thick. For an incredibly luxuriant vine has climbed up to the roof 
and covers the whole building. You can imagine that you are in a grove as you lie there, 
only that you do not feel the rain as you do among trees. 
 

Pliny’s description casts a spell in its evocation of a magical shady, green world. The luxuriant 
vine growth (laetissima vitis) has the ability to change our perception of the surrounding 
environment and create an illusory natural landscape in which the disadvantages of being in 
“real” nature are absent. In effect, the flourishing vine has replaced the built roof and transforms 
the indoor space into an outdoor one. There is no need even for windows, for in a sense nature 
has been brought indoors. 

In the very first line of the passage I quoted from Ep. 5.6, Pliny characterizes this room 
as “green” or fresh (viridis), but does not elaborate as to what specifically this means. In the very 
next sentence he mentions that there is a “pictura” (painting) painted on the wall of the bedroom 
that “imitates” trees and birds perching on branches. But beyond these simple features he 
provides frustratingly little detail about the painting itself or its composition.  

Therefore it must be the striking combination of the shade from nearby living plane trees 
and the effect of the illusionistic gardenscape that prompts Pliny’s characterization of the space 
as viridis. And I would argue that this room—with its natural features, beautiful stonework, and 
painted garden images—is an example of what could be considered Pliny’s own vision of green 
architecture, and a characterization that could apply to Oplontis, too. This is a wonderfully 
special cubiculum, where the shade of the nearby trees combines with the architecture of a 
particular space, an elaborate garden painting, and a carefully placed fountain, to produce a 
distinctive atmosphere and aesthetic effect. It is a space Pliny himself calls a “green room”.    

 
 

“Picture” windows 
A kindred (though not identical) effect is perhaps what is sought in the incorporation of 
viridaria—in this case indoor gardens that cannot be entered—into the architecture of 
Oplontis.390 These interior garden spaces represent the most stunning examples of the 
convergence of art and nature and the type of collapse of indoor and outdoor space glimpsed in 
Statius and Pliny. In these viridaria we see combined the two principal themes of this chapter and 
the previous one that are at the very center of the design of the villa at Oplontis: the relationship 
between art and nature, and the framed view.  

                                                
390 On interior painted garden rooms, see: Börsch-Supan 1967; Kuttner 1999a. 
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 These rooms, constructed most likely at massive expense,391 provide intrusions of living 
natural plantings into the built-area of the villa. We have already looked in-depth at one example, 
viridarium 20, which precedes the atrium as one enters the villa at Oplontis. This small, carefully 
constructed garden with its three trees, the largest and most prominently placed of the planted 
viridaria of the villa, cannot actually be entered.   

In the eastern wing of the complex, however, we find an even more impressive and 
elaborate set of interior garden spaces: four viridaria, smaller in size than viridarium 20, are 
designed as a coordinated set. This sequence of four interior spaces runs parallel to the pool: 
two of these rooms (61 and 68) lie south of exedra 69 (the marble flooring of which we looked at 
in the previous chapter) linking the formal north garden to the east and the west garden 
featuring the pool; two more garden rooms (70 and 87) lie to the north of this central hall (Fig. 
5.10). All four of these spaces, of varying sizes and shapes, are open to the sky, and decorated 
with garden paintings. But these rooms did not just evoke gardens through representation: like 
viridarium 20 they were also filled with real plantings.  

Up to this point, we have seen examples of garden spaces at Oplontis that could either 
be entered or viewed from between the columns of a surrounding portico. Even viridarium 20 
near the central atrium featured fictive engaged columns to suggest a peristyle and ambulatio, 
creating the sense that the visitor could notionally “stroll” around or in this garden. Each space 
in this set of viridaria, however, is too small to imagine moving within—especially “room” 61, 
which is ostensibly just a large niche in the wall and resembles more a three-dimensional 
painting with living plants (Figs. 5.11-12). These rooms can only be enjoyed optically through the 
picture windows that punctuate the walls.  

Moreover, these rooms differ from other interior gardens or peristyles in the complex, too, 
in that they rely primarily on a clear and intentional connection to each other and a complex 
relationship of views through other spaces: the architect and topiarius have constructed and 
positioned “picture” windows into these garden rooms in such a way so that sightlines are 
aligned en enfilade across intervening rooms and into the next garden space in the sequence (Figs. 
5.13-14). In this way, standing in the large central hall of exedra 69, the viewer is offered multiple 
framed views: to the east and west, she looks upon real gardens; and to the north and south, she 
catches sight of fictive gardens through windows into these inaccessible garden rooms. The 
effect is nothing short of amazing and bewildering. 

The decorative scheme for each room matches that of the others, providing further 
evidence that they were considered a set. Brushstrokes vary from room to room: at times broad 
and sketchy; at other moments tight and controlled. The composition of each room features a 
repeating pattern consisting of rectangular panels showing representations of marble fountains 
framed by trees and shrubbery, and accompanied by birds (Figs. 5.15-16). The walls are divided 
into rectangular sections: in each, there is a central yellow panel that features a fictive marble 
fountain as a centerpiece. Brilliant red vertical borders, adorned with climbing vines that cross 
over each other, frame and set off each central yellow panel. At the lowest level, representations 
of plants and birds decorate the red dado. In fact, representations of plants cover every surface of 
these four viridaria. 

Unlike the Garden Room at Prima Porta and the niches of the Auditorium of Maecenas, 
these fountains and illusionistic plants are set against vibrant backgrounds of yellow and red. 

                                                
391 While labor in the ancient world was cheap, as we saw in Chapter 1 the materials such as the pigments used in wall 
painting could be expensive, especially in an extensive luxury villa such as Oplontis. 
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Without a blue sky as background, there is no indication that these areas are to be considered 
“outside” garden spaces. Instead, these illusionistic plants are clearly marked as “inside” and 
integrated into an interior, built space. 

The marble fountains, framed by both the illusionistic plant life and the yellow and red 
panels, occupy the centers of the walls. Gleaming white and varied in shape and design, they 
display a great deal of artistry and differ dramatically from the fountains in the upper niches of 
the Auditorium of Maecenas. Some are crater fountains, while others feature wide basins sitting 
atop tall pedestals. Some include jets of water, and others offer to birds a still pool (Figs. 5.15-
16).  

The most elaborate of these fountains are found in viridaria 68 and 70, to the north and 
south of exedra 69. The highly detailed shading on the fountains of 68 and 70 suggest not just 
three-dimensionality, but also the impressive ars responsible for such deep, intricate carving: 
meticulous white highlights contrast and accentuate the depth of each grove in the fictive marble 
(Fig. 5.20). But despite exhibiting the clear evidence of ars, the fountains also fuse with the 
surrounding plant life. The curling petals of the stem of the pedestal of the fountain in viridarium 
87 mirror the spiraling leaves of the framing plant and the vertical line of the fountain’s stem is 
continued in the trunk of the bush behind. The pedestal and the branches are nearly 
indistinguishable and seem to meld into one, fusing three separate manifestations of nature 
(stone, water, and plant) and creating a hybrid form of stone and flourishing vegetation. 

The fountains in viridaria 68 and 70 take not just vegetal forms, but elaborate 
zoological/morphic and anthropomorphic forms, too. Along the east wall of viridarium 68, a 
particularly ornate fountain appears: a square basin sits atop a pedestal sculpted to represent a 
winged sphinx (Fig. 5.17). This sphinx, resting in an alert pose, looks to the viewer’s right. Its 
left wing, highlighted in light blue, echoes the curve of the branches of foliage behind it. Carved 
feathers and growing leaves intermingle. To the north, in viridarium 70 a sculpted centaur forms 
the base for another fountain and recalls the centaur sculptures from the north garden (Fig. 
5.18). Delicate and fine, the fountains are beautiful, fantastical works of art. And the two viridaria 
flanking exedra 69 in particular create a virtual sculptural experience that complements and 
contrasts the view of actual sculpture in the north garden and in the sculpture display across the 
villa pool.  

Representations of various types of garden plants surround these illusionistic sculpted 
fountains: oleander, berry bushes, and pine frame the fountains and provide different textures 
and shapes. Upon closer inspection of the yellow backgrounds, even more plants emerge—hazy 
and barely visible, quick brush strokes in darker shades of yellow paint outline additional leaves 
and branches, creating greater depth. Low-to-the-ground plants such as fern, hart’s tongue, and 
iris embellish the red dado. Along the red panels separating each fountain, climbing vines 
demarcate the spaces, as if real vines winding their way up an architectural feature. These vines 
work in concert with the architecture of the red borders and reinforce the visual division 
between different sections of the composition. Set against the red background, these plants blur 
the line between painted decoration and living plants: are we meant to see them as painted 
decoration or additional plant life? 

In each viridarium birds hover in the air, dart in and out of scenes, and sit and preen 
themselves. Here and there painted birds perch to take draughts of water from the fountains—
activities we did not see in either the Garden Room or the Auditorium. Although birds sitting 
upon, drinking from, and bathing in fountains are motifs ubiquitous in Roman wall painting and 
floor mosaics, many versions of this type of vignette derive from a mosaic by the famous 
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second-century BC mosaicist, Sosos at Pergamon. In his chapter on stones in the Natural History, 
Pliny the Elder mentions that Sosos once depicted doves perched along the edge of a wine cup 
(mirabilis ibi columba bibens et aquam umbra capitis infuscans; apricantur aliae scabentes sese in canthari labro, 
NH 36.184). The verisimilitude of the image was so extraordinary that living doves flew into it, 
duped by the trompe l’oeil. But Pliny highlights one particular detail that attests to the skill of 
Sosos’ work: as one of the doves drinks, its shadow is reflected on the surface of the water. 

These kinds of anecdotes about naturalism and illusion in art, as we saw in the last 
chapter, preserve the beguiling complexity with which the Romans thought about art and nature. 
The reflected image of the dove in the water’s surface thematizes not only the artist Sosos’ 
astonishing deftness in achieving verisimilitude, but also the very idea of representation itself. 
Both the water and the artist create duplicate images (and the artist, in fact, executes two 
likenesses of the dove, both it and its reflection).  

A second-century AD version of Sosos’ “Drinking Doves” survives from Hadrian’s villa 
at Tivoli (Fig. 5.19). The mosaic depicts two doves perched on the left edge of the cup, one 
dove in the center bending its neck to drink, and a fourth dove on the right preening itself. 
While the birds depicted at Oplontis do not necessarily allude directly to Sosos’ well-known 
work since the composition includes only one or two birds at most and, admittedly, the painter 
at Oplontis has not dedicated much attention to their reflections, I would still argue that the 
doves of Sosos have relevance here. For although the version of Sosos’ “Drinking Doves” from 
Hadrian’s villa likewise does not depict the dove’s reflection, its prototype (and that prototype’s 
symbolism) is unambiguous. Thus, I suggest that even the simple painted representation of birds 
and a vessel of water could, by this period, symbolize the pursuit of naturalism and the seductive 
power of illusion (Fig. 5.20) (we have also already seen how the birds in the Garden Room 
performed a similar function).  

Moreover, I believe that all the painted birds at Oplontis—not just those in these four 
viridaria—made teasing reference to illusionism. Examples of representations of birds appear 
outside of garden contexts. In corridor 81, between the illusionistic windows discussed earlier, 
several small, isolated vignettes of birds pecking at fruit are painted against a simple and vivid 
painted red background in Fourth Style (Fig. 5.21). In these peculiar details, the birds sit perched 
atop illusionistic shelves that seem to project from the wall into the viewer’s space and represent 
miniature, animated scenes of xenia. And without a garden scene to lend them credibility, these 
birds exist divorced from any specific context, not as stylized, flat, decorative objects, but as 
living, breathing, feeding creatures.  

The birds in these four viridaria, like those in the Garden Room, also referenced actual 
villa aviaries. One the representation of one bird in particular, however, symbolized an even 
greater degree of luxury: on the north wall of viridarium 70, a noble-looking peacock sits gingerly 
on the edge of a crater fountain.392 Originally native to India, the exotic peacock was often kept 
in Roman gardens as evidence of the villa owner’s affluence and sophistication. Peacocks even 
appeared on Roman dinner tables and their breasts and tongues were considered culinary 
delicacies. As a result of their popularity, peacocks can be frequently found as subjects in wall 
painting. In the atrium of Oplontis, another painted peacock perches on an illusionistic wall and 
we might imagine the possibility that, at a site as extensive and opulent as Oplontis, actual 
peacocks were kept on the villa grounds. The peacocks of Oplontis invite the playful 
comparison of real and illusory elements of the villa’s décor; we see another example of this 
                                                
392 On the peacock at Oplontis, see: Ferraro 1980; Andreae 1982. 
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phenomenon in the comparison of the physical centaur fountain in the north garden and the 
painted one in viridarium 70.   
  But the relationship between “real” and “fictive” at Oplontis is most pronounced in the 
use of real plantings and garden paintings within the same space—a practice we first saw in 
viridarium 20 and peristyle 32, and now see most elaborately expressed in these viridaria. The 
framed trees in all these spaces, displayed like living art works inside the building, are 
surrounded on all sides by garden paintings that are intended to heighten their aesthetic effect, 
and to promote a primarily aesthetic reaction from the viewer. The integration of living, growing 
elements into a brilliant garden painting encourages one to view the trees, first and foremost, for 
their visual and aesthetic qualities.   

The choice of brilliant yellow and red for the surrounding walls further amplifies these 
effects.  In a relatively dark series of rooms, all roofed over and lit only by doors opening out on 
to the peristyle with the pool, these viridaria in contrast are all open to the sky, to admit light and 
rain.  They would function as brilliant light-wells, spot-lit from above. Painting the walls yellow 
intensified this effect of conspicuous brilliance—as a living spectacle/art-installation for the 
diners banqueting in the adjoining rooms—and the brown and green of the trees would be set 
off against a glowing background of red and yellow sunlight. 

Earlier in this chapter, we saw art and nature intermingled in the pairing of marble 
sculpture and trees or climbing vines in the exterior gardens at Oplontis. In those instances vines 
animated static works of art. Here, art and nature are combined in a different capacity: living 
plants are brought indoors and integrated into a garden painting. Trees are transformed into 
living works of art, enhanced by garden images. So these fictive and living plants in the viridaria 
function like mirror images of each other—not in any exact or literal sense—but in much the 
same way the surface of the water reflected the image of the drinking dove in Sosos’ mosaic.  

Pliny’s description of his garden painting echoes what the garden viridaria at Oplontis 
suggest, but, importantly, at Oplontis these are not rooms in which to rest, dine, or hear 
recitations. These are rooms to be looked into and seen across spaces. From the moment of their 
creation, they are conceived as living paintings—the inverse of what we might consider the 
traditional understanding of painted gardens. Here, paintings not only suggest real gardens, but 
real gardens are matched with illusionistic ones to create singular works of art in which one 
medium is not subordinated to the other. The notion of hybridity, seen in the creatures used as 
the pedestal supports of the fictive fountains, expresses the character of these spaces: part real-
life garden, part painting, the viridaria of Oplontis represent another way in which nature could 
be aestheticized. 

This suite of garden rooms represents the complete integration of garden plants and 
architecture. The representations of fountains and their accompanying plants sit not outside 
against a blue sky, but are meant to seem as if resting in architectural niches painted in bright 
yellow, and framed by red architecture. Fountains appear to rest on the red dado as if a solid 
object: the feet of the winged pedestal figure seem to overlap the surface of dado. But the yellow 
niches with garden fountains and plants actually sit quite high up the wall. This elevated 
placement in the composition ensures that fountains and plants would be visible across several 
rooms, and multiple layers of framing—including not just the immediate painted red border, but 
the physical cut-outs of the repeating picture windows cut out of the villa walls—would 
highlight the fountains and plants in each space.  

The combined visual effect of these four viridaria is bright, dazzling, and jewel-like. The 
mise-en-abyme quality of the conceit creates a magical experience of an interior space threaded 
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intermittently with stunning interior gardens (Fig. 5.22). Although Statius’ description of 
Vopiscus’ interior tree in Silvae 1.3 is not exactly what appears in these rooms, his words capture 
the wondrous quality of bringing the outside in, and allowing architecture and natural forms to 
harmoniously coexist in the same space, thereby creating a supercharged natural space.  
 
 
Green Corridors 
Over and over again, box-trees in Pliny’s villa descriptions outlines garden paths and demarcate 
plant beds. At Oplontis, too, box-trees defined sections of the formal north garden and 
provided a sense of separation and organization. But there is another way in which plants 
defined the villa structure: in nearly every space, whether a cubiculum, peristyle, portico, or corridor, 
representations of plants appear on the dado of the painted wall. From front portico 33, to room 
38 or peristyle garden 32, plants guide, orient, and lead the visitor from room to room (Figs. 5.8, 
23-25). On black, red, or white backgrounds, these plants were placed at regular intervals, and 
were often symmetrical in design. They are a recurring motif that produces a sense of regularity 
and contributes an element of life and energy throughout the sprawling complex.  

Admittedly such garden scenes were extremely common on the dadoes of Roman houses 
of the period—some were even more elaborate, including wicker fences and fountains (e.g., the 
House of Marcus Lucretius Fronto in Pompeii). But what sets Oplontis apart is the extent to 
which this feature has proliferated. As the visitor wanders through the many corridors inside and 
out, she is led along by alternating plant forms. For living and painted greenery bind the entire 
villa together and connect the newer sections to older—in a manner not unlike that of the ivy 
that joined together the plane trees of Pliny’s hippodrome garden. But this detail also illustrates 
the way in which plant motifs defined and demarcated the different architectural spaces of the 
villa. And in this way, the plant-lined dado functions as Columella’s living garden fence too.  

Importantly, unlike the garden paintings of Prima Porta and the Auditorium of 
Maecenas, these scenes of plants do not represent exterior open-air gardens or openings into 
green spaces beyond. They stand out from their red and black backgrounds and appear as living 
plants growing in front of the painted dadoes of the villa—as if they are living, three-dimensional 
objects set before the two-dimensional wall. In this way, plants are no longer natural elements in 
a space “exterior” to the built structure, and have been completely integrated into the very 
architecture of the house.  

The plant-based dadoes at Oplontis, however, are stylized to a certain degree: in many 
cases they lack the level of detail that would give them a proper three-dimensional appearance 
and are perfectly symmetrical. But at the same time, they resist slipping completely into the 
category of abstraction or pure pattern. They are close to life-size, painted low to the ground, 
and are accompanied by birds that enliven and help to convince us of the “reality” of the scene. 
And in many instances, they also appear in architectural contexts that include actual plantings. 
Appearing along the dadoes of colonnades 33 and 24, and 40, they mirror the greenery featured in 
the opposite north garden, so that painted plantings are pendants to the actual plantings we 
might imagine were at the column bases of the portico.  

Wherever the visitor moves within the villa, she is never without a glimpse of the natural 
world. This is a sort of leitmotiv that unites the rooms of the villa and flows from one 
architectural space to the next. In this way, it symbolizes the marriage of the natural and the 
built into the hybrid “green architecture” of the villa culture of the early empire, so brilliantly 
described and evoked by Pliny.   
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Pliny, Statius, and the villa at Oplontis present a vision of the natural world that is 
exciting, complicated, dizzying, and varied, and, most importantly, dependent upon a 
collaboration with art and architecture. At Oplontis this particular relationship to nature is the 
central design principle: examples of the cooperation and interpenetration of the natural and the 
man-made are every-where. Combinations of natural and artificial elements are deployed in 
manifold ways and the emphasis is always on elaborate variations: windows looking into a 
garden with a fountain are paired with illusionistic windows showing trees in the distance. 
Elsewhere, different views of water features and types of art are counterpoised: a view across a 
pool to a sculpture garden is combined with a gallery of miniature seascapes. What we initially 
witnessed in a small section of the painted cubiculum M at Boscoreale—the curious combination 
of the grape-laden pergola paired with the jewel- and vine-encrusted architectural column—has 
become the governing aesthetic approach to the design of an entire villa.  

 
 

Conclusion: Two Garden Views 
As a form of conclusion, I want to return to the Auditorium of Maecenas. The hall presents two 
types of pictorial representations of gardens: the miniature gardenscapes of the frieze and the 
larger painted niches described earlier. It may strike us as a peculiar choice to have two types of 
painted garden images in the same space. Why juxtapose the life-size illusionistic garden niche 
with the clearly two-dimensional miniature garden? Why incorporate such redundancies into the 
decorative program of one room? I believe the juxtaposition operates in two purposeful ways—
ways that also inform our readings of the Garden Room at Prima Porta and the villa at Oplontis.  

These Auditorium garden images—both the painted niches and the miniature frieze—
operate as two sets of related decoration. But while the former attempts to dissolve the wall, the 
latter calls attention to its pictorial nature, its preciousness, and, therefore, to its very status as 
décor. The blue sky, birds, and the use of perspective contribute to the credible illusionism of 
the niches.  

In contrast, the black background of the garden frieze emphasizes its flatness—despite 
the use of recession in the representation of the garden furniture. The dark background color 
and limited palette convey the static nature of the miniature garden panels and reduce them 
almost to the status of pattern—an effect further enhanced by the texture of the wickerwork, 
the regular symmetry, and the simple geometric shapes of the architecture.  

Difficult to see from afar and relegated to a peripheral position within the composition 
of the apse wall, the tiny garden scenes of the Auditorium convey a preciousness. While 
Vitruvius famously criticized what scholars now call the Third Style wall painting primarily 
because it depicted “what could never be” (De Arch. 7.5.3) and argued that realism and 
naturalism should be the foremost goals of painting, examples of painted decoration such as 
these miniature gardens, I believe, purposefully play with the very concepts of realism and 
fantasy. Tidy and self-contained, the frieze gardens depict typical and familiar garden furnishings 
but do so in a way that defamiliarizes them so that as viewers we are forced to look closer and 
more carefully to determine exactly what it is we are seeing: are they abstract designs, or 
representations of concrete objects?  

These miniature gardens foreground not only their own artificiality, but also the 
artificiality of gardens in general—including those fictive niche gardens above. Humans create 
gardens from familiar elements from the natural world, but consciously reshape and reconfigure 
these living components, in a manner not unlike the art of topiary described by Pliny. A garden 
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is a version of the natural world that has been subjected to labor and ars. In other words, signs of 
artifice are vital to how a garden is defined. What distinguishes a garden from any other 
landscape is that evidence of its manipulation. The meticulously rendered illusionistic garden 
niches of the Auditorium on the one hand convince us of their living “realness”, but on the 
other hand represent something already “artificial” and achieved through ars. Therefore, I would 
argue that the black ground diminutive gardens of the frieze function as a visual scholion or 
“footnote” that compels the viewer to reconsider the “realism” of the larger garden vistas.  

The miniature gardens of the Auditorium recall the small-scale rural landscapes of the 
yellow frieze of the Villa under the Farnesina in Rome (c. 20 BC), and look forward to the 
gardenscape on the dadoes of rooms such as the tablinum of the House of Marcus Lucretius 
Fronto in Pompeii (c. 40-50 AD) and those at Oplontis. But, these miniature scenes are not 
exactly landscapes: for they consist of only a garden. I believe their status as gardens is key to 
how we are meant to view them.  

The decorative program of the Auditorium pits credible illusion against the self-
consciously artificial, and contrasts mutable naturalism with static artifice.393  The red walls, 
mosaic floors, and tiered apse of the Auditorium are constant and ever-present reminders to the 
viewer of the manmade. The meticulously rendered fiction of the garden niches, however, seeks 
to seduce the viewer into believing that these windows open out into the gardens beyond. It is 
the subtlety of the miniature garden scenes that again reminds the careful viewer to reconsider 
what she sees and to question the “nature” of gardens. As a backdrop, all of the garden scenes 
would have generated a range of experiences—not just frustration (as Bergmann characterizes 
it), but also pleasure, delight, and surprise. What is more, the artists’ use of the image of the 
garden for this kind of visual play introduces an additional layer of complexity, because the 
garden itself, as an object, already occupies a liminal space somewhere between “natural” and 
“manmade”. 

Upon entering the space of the Auditorium, viewers would initially see the various niches 
as “windows” into the green environs surrounding the space. Let us not forget that this 
structure was likely in or near the horti of Maecenas. The illusionism of the paintings and the 
proximity of the building to gardens would have fostered a cognitive link in the mind of the 
viewer between the edifice and the surrounding area. In this way, the decorative program creates 
an aesthetic experience of greater and greater abstraction: from the real, physical horti, to the 
illusionistic niches, then finally to the miniature and jewel-like garden frieze. The painted gardens 
encourage the viewer to both lose herself in the illusion of nature and the real world, and be self-
consciously aware of where the “actual” ends and the “fictive” begins. 

While not an exhaustive study of all the ways in which Romans incorporated trees and 
plants into domestic design, this project has instead investigated three case studies that each 
highlights a different set of features of what I have been calling “green architecture”. The 
writings of Ovid, Horace, Pliny, and Statius have provided a form of access into the worlds that 
shaped, and were shaped by, this particular and peculiar interest in garden painting and design. 
Each author, in a different way, demonstrates how the juxtaposition of and collaboration 

                                                
393 Because of their scale, these black ground gardens also call to mind the miniature sacro-idyllic landscapes in the black 
cubiculum of the Villa at Boscotrecase (c. 11 BC). Bettina Bergmann (1992) has proposed the juxtaposition of the inviting 
sacro-idyllic landscapes and their fantastical architectural frames creates a tension between the ideas of access and denial. 
Different types of architectural illusion in the room purposefully prevent the spectator from entering the comforting 
illusion of the scene. As a result, our desire for the ideal and idyllic world represented in the rustic landscape is frustrated 
by our own awareness of the artificiality of both the focal image and its frame.  
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between nature and art and architecture revealed a distinctly Roman preoccupation with an 
enhanced version of nature. The garden—as an amalgam of plants, water, art, and 
architecture—in particular serves as the ideal medium in which to explore these issues because 
of its status somewhere between nature and artifice. 
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Fig. 1.1. Villa of Publius Fannius Synistor, Boscoreale. Cubiculum M, north wall, garden scene. 
Ca. 40-30 BC. From: Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York; Heilbrunn Timeline of Art History. 
New York: The Metropolitan Museum of Art, 2000.  
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Fig. 1.2. Villa of Publius Fannius Synistor, Boscoreale. Cubiculum M, north 
wall, detail of garden scene. Ca. 40-30 BC. From: Baldassare et al. 2002, 95. 
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Fig. 1.3. Villa of Agrippa Postumus, Boscotrecase. Red cubiculum 16, north wall with sacro-idyllic 
painting. Soon after 11 BC. H. 3.31 m. Photo: Author. 
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Fig. 1.4. Villa of Agrippa Postumus, Boscotrecase. Detail of sacro-idyllic landscape, 
north wall. Photo: Author. 
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Fig. 1.5. House of Menander, Pompeii. Floor plan featuring sightlines through fauces (A), atrium 
with impluvium (B), tablinum (C), and peristyle garden (D). From: Wallace-Hadrill 1994, 40, fig. 3.1. 
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Fig. 2.1. Villa at Prima Porta, Garden Room. View of the north wall. Photo: Author. 
 

 

 
Fig. 2.2. Villa at Prima Porta, Garden Room. View of the south wall. Photo: Author 
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Fig. 2.3. Villa at Prima Porta. Guattani’s 1821 drawing of the plateau and the remains 
of the villa’s basis villae, looking north from the Tiber river. From: Calci 1984, fig. 1. 

 

 
Fig. 2.4. Villa at Prima Porta, Garden Room. Cacchiatelli-Cleter’s 1865 drawing of 
the subterranean room in situ, after its discovery. From: Calci 1984, fig. 3. 
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Fig. 2.5. Villa at Prima Porta. Messineo and Sabatini’s site plan of the villa, with the Garden 
Room highlighted. From: Reeder 2001, fig. Intro. I. 
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Fig. 2.6. Villa at Prima Porta. Sulze’s 1932 plan and cross-section of the 
subterranean complex showing the decoration of the garden room. From: 
Calci 1984, fig. 7. 
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Fig. 2.7. Villa at Prima Porta, Garden Room. Layout of the organization of the room’s decorated 
walls, based on Gabriel’s diagram (1955, Fig. 3). From: Kellum 1994, fig. 9. 
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Fig. 2.8. Villa at Prima Porta, Garden Room. Photograph of the south end of the room 
(panel II), before its removal to the Museo Nazionale Romano in Palazzo Massimo alle 
Terme. From: Gabriel 1955, pl. 1. 

 
 

 
Fig. 2.9. Villa at Prima Porta, Garden Room. Detail of stuccoes along the bottom of 
the barrel vault. Photo: Author. 
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Fig. 2.11. Villa at Prima Porta, Garden Room. Detail of the south wall, central oak tree, 
pomegranate tree on the left, quince tree on the right. From: Settis 2002, 23 

Fig. 2.10. Villa at Prima Porta, Garden Room. Detail of the north wall, central pine tree, quince 
tree on the left, pomegranate tree on the right. From: Settis 2002, 19. 
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Fig. 2.12. Garden Room. Detail of chrysanthemums, cabbage roses, and 
pomegranate tree, to the right of central pine on the north wall (panel V). Photo: 
Author. 
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Fig. 2.13. Garden Room. Detail of quince tree, daisies (or chamomile), and 
cabbage roses, to the left of central pine tree on north wall (panel V). Photo: 
Author. 
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Fig. 2.14. Garden Room. Detail of the “stalactite” or pumice edging and small bird, north wall 
directly above oak tree (panel II). Photo: Author. 
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Fig. 2.15. Garden Room. Central oak tree on south wall, flanked by poppies, 
cabbage roses, daisies (or chamomile), and chrysanthemums, wood lark on 
willow fence, bunting on top of oak at right, oriole right of oak in middle 
ground, quail on stone parapet to the right of oak, (panel II). Photo: Author. 
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Fig. 2.16. Garden Room. Central pine tree on north wall, flanked by cabbage 
roses and daisies (or chamomile), bunting on laurel to the right of pine, hedge 
sparrow on willow railing (panel V). Photo: Author. 

 



 185 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Fig. 2.17. Garden Room. Spruce tree and doves sitting on wicker fence, left side  
 of west wall (panel III). Photo: Author. 
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Fig. 2.18. Garden Room. Detail of acanthus plant growing around 
the trunk of the pine tree on the north wall (panel V). Photo: Author. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Fig. 2.19. Seventeenth-century engraving of the design, proportions,  
and origin of the Corinthian column. From: Perrault 1684, figs. I, II. 
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Fig. 2.20. Ara Pacis Augustae. So-called “Tellus” panel and acanthus plant 
below. Marble, 13-9 BC. Rome. Photo: Author. 
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Fig. 2.21. Garden Room. Detail of jay pecking at a berry, north wall (panel V). Photo: Author. 
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Fig. 2.22. Garden Room. Detail of an ivy plant staked with violet, left side of west wall 
(panel III). Photo: Author. 

 
 

 
Fig. 2.23. Garden Room. Detail of overripe pomegranate, to the left of the oak 
on the south wall (panel II). Photo: Author. 
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Fig. 2.24. Garden Room. Detail of quince tree, to 
the right of the oak on the south wall (panel II). 
Photo: Author. 
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Fig. 2.25. Garden Room. Detail of oak trunk, acanthus, and climbing vines, south 
wall (panel II). Photo: Author. 
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Fig. 2.26. Garden Room. Detail of baby birds in a bird nest in branches of the oak tree, 
south wall (panel II). Photo: Author. 

 

 
Fig. 2.27. Garden Room. Detail of gilded birdcage and poppies, left of the oak tree, south 
wall (panel II). Photo: Author. 
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Fig. 2.28. Detail of asaratos oikos (“Unswept Room”), signed by Heraclitus, found in the dining 
room of villa on the Aventine hill, Rome. After a 2nd century BC work by Sosos of Pergamon. 
Mosaic, 4.05 m x 0.41 m, 2nd century AD. Gregoriano Profano Museum, Vatican, Cat. 10132. 
From: Andreae 2003. 
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Fig. 3.1. Auditorium of Maecenas, Rome. Reconstruction of the interior decorative 
program and floor plan. From: Bullettino della Commissione archeologica di Roma 2 (1874), 
tav. XI. 

 
Fig. 3.2. Auditorium of Maecenas, Rome. Two stages of marble flooring (opus 
tessellatum and opus sectile) seen in the northwest corner of the main hall. Photo: 
Author. 
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Fig. 3.3. Auditorium of Maecenas. West wall of the upper portion of the apse: walls 
painted in red cinnabar, black ground frieze, and oblique view of first illusionistic 
garden niche.  Photo: Author. 

 
Fig. 3.4. Drawing of the decoration of the west wall of the upper portion of the apse: wall painted in 
red cinnabar, tendril and vegetal motifs, and black ground frieze of miniature garden below. From: 
L’archeologia in Roma capitale tra sterro e scavo, Roma Capitale 1870-1911 (1983), 237, fig. 3. 
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Fig. 3.5. Looking north-west: first three illusionistic garden niches in the upper 
portion of the apse and section of the black ground frieze below. Photo: 
Author. 

 

 
Fig. 3.6. Detail of second illusionistic garden niche in the upper portion of the 
apse (looking north-west), kylix-shaped fountain, black ground frieze of seated 
female figure (divinity?) and other standing figures. Photo: Author. 
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Fig. 3.7. Reconstruction of the second painted garden niche in the upper portion 
of the apse and the decorative frieze of a garden scene and Dionysiac figures 
beneath. From: Bullettino della Commissione archeologica di Roma 2 (1874), tav. XVI. 
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Fig. 3.8. Detail of the second illusionistic garden niche in the upper portion of the apse 
with kylix-shaped fountain. Photo: Author. 
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FiFig. 3.9. Detail of the first illusionistic garden niche in the upper portion of the 
apse (looking north-west), with trees, urn fountain, and bird. Photo: Author. 
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Fig. 3.10. Detail of bird in first garden niche in the upper portion of the apse. Photo: Author.  
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Fig. 3.11. Drawing of the upper zone of the west wall (wall S): painted in red cinnabar and decorated 
with candelabrum, peacocks, and tendril motifs; black ground frieze of Bacchus supported by a Satyr. 
From: L’archeologia in Roma capitale tra sterro e scavo, Roma Capitale 1870-1911 (1983) 235, fig. 2. 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
Fig. 3.12. Detail of upper zone of west wall (wall S): red 
cinnabar walls decorated with candelabrum, peacocks, and 
tendril motifs. Photo: Author. 

 

Fig. 3.13. Detail of frieze panel on 
the west wall showing an 
inebriated Bacchus supported by a 
Satyr. Photo: Author. 
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Fig. 3.14. Detail of first illusionistic garden niche (looking north to south), east wall of 
main hall (wall D), to the right of the apse, with trees and lattice fence in a crisscross 
diamond pattern. Photo: Author. 
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Fig. 3.15. Detail of second illusionistic garden niche (looking north to south), east wall of 
main hall (wall D), to the right of the apse, with trees, lattice fence with lunette shaped 
openings, and a white bird. Photo: Author. 
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Fig. 3.16. Fountain head in the shape of a horn-shaped drinking cup (rhyton), signed by the artist 
Pontios. Found on the Esquiline, near to the Auditorium of Maecenas. Marble, early Augustan 
period. inv. MC1101. From: Musei Capitolini.  
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Fig. 3.17. Standing Muse, Melpomene, 
from an original of the Hellenistic period. 
Marble, 155 cm. Found on the Esquiline 
near the Auditorium of Maecenas (1877). 
inv. MC1823. From: Musei Capitolini. 
 

Fig. 3.18. Seated Muse, 
Calliope type, from an original 
of the Hellenistic period. 
Marble, 121 cm. Found on the 
Esquiline (1874). inv. MC1824. 
From: Musei Capitolini. 
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Fig. 3.19. Top: drawing of a Dionysiac panel with Maenads with thyrsi from the wall D and wall S. 
Bottom: miniature garden panel from the black ground frieze. From: Bullettino della Commissione 
archeologica di Roma 2 (1874), tav. XVII. 
 

 
Fig. 3.20. Detail of east side of apse, black ground frieze beneath niche 5 with 
miniature garden. Photo: Author. 
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Fig. 3.21. East wall (wall D), detail of frieze panel above first lower garden niche, showing 
Silenus riding an ass. Photo: Author. 
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Fig. 3.22. Reconstruction of the black ground frieze cycle in the apse.:the gaps between 
the lines above each section represent the five niches of the apse (moving left to right) as 
they are in relation to the corresponding frieze panels below (2 through 11). From: 
L’archeologia in Roma capitale tra sterro e scavo, Roma Capitale 1870-1911 (1983) 239, fig. 4. 
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Fig. 4.1. Villa A (“of Poppaea”) at Oplontis, Torre Annunziata. Looking south, view of 
north garden and exterior façade, including the monumental propylon entrance and 
porticoes 33 and 34. Photo: Author. 

 

 
Fig. 4.2. Villa A (“of Poppaea”) at Oplontis. Floor and garden plan, by J. Stanton-
Abbott. From: Bergmann 2002, color pl. I. 
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Fig. 4.3. Villa A (“of Poppaea”) at Oplontis. Plan of villa. From: Fergola 2004, back cover. 

 

 
Fig. 4.4. Villa A (“of Poppaea”) at Oplontis. View of pool, looking northeast from portico 
60. Photo: Author. 
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Fig. 4.5. Oplontis, pool garden. Herm-head of Hercules, wreathed with leaf crown and hair 
bound with broad fillet that drapes over his shoulders. White marble and placed on gray-
veined cipolino marble pillar. H. 42 cm, 1st c. BC-1st c. AD. From: Mattusch 2008, 199, fig. 
89.  
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Fig. 4.6. Oplontis, pool garden. Standing nude ephebe in a chlamys. White marble. H. 
1.54 m; with base 1.6 m, 1st c. AD copy of a Greek original dating from the 5th-4th c. 
BC. From: Fergola 2004, 93. 
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Fig. 4.7. Oplontis, pool garden. Winged Nike, with holes visible upon 
shoulders for fastening bronze wings to the body. White marble. H. with base 
1.76 m, late 1st c. BC-early 1st c. AD. From: Fergola 2004, 94. 
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Fig. 4.8. Oplontis, pool garden. Nike. White marble. H. with base 1.76 m, includes lost 
head, late 1st c. BC-early 1st c. AD Roman copy of a Hellenistic original. From: Fergola 
2004, 88. 
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Fig. 4.9. Oplontis, pool garden. Artemis or Amazon type, perhaps a pendant to the 
Ephebe. White marble on plinth of Sarno limestone. H. 1.15 m, 1st c. AD Roman 
copy of a Greek original. Photo: Dan Diffendale, licensed under CC BY-NC-SA 
2.0. 
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Fig. 4.10. Fragment of a maritime villa landscape on black background. Features porticoes, 
a tholos, sculpture adorning the top of the architecture, and surrounding trees. From 
Pompeii, now in the Museo Archeologico Nazionale, Naples. From: La Rocca 2009, 225, 
fig. III.1. 
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Fig. 4.11. House of the Citharist, Pompeii. Dogs and boar from the central garden. 
Bronze, h. 51 cm; 50 cm, and 39 cm. 1st c. BC–1st c. AD. From: Mattusch 2008, 191, 
figs. 81-83. 
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Fig. 4.12. Villa A (“of Poppaea”) at Oplontis. 1978 excavation photograph, 
looking southeast towards the statues and bases along the pool. From: The 
Wilhelmina and Stanley A. Jashemski archive in the University of Maryland 
Library, Special Collections; ©Jackie and Bob Dunn, 
www.pompeiiinpictures.com, CC BY-NC-SA. 
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Fig. 4.13. Oplontis, pool garden. Satyr and Hermaphrodite (so-called Dresden “symplegma” type). 
White marble. H. 100 cm; 91 cm x 58 cm base, 1st c. BC-1st c. AD, copy of a Hellenistic original. 
From: Mattusch 2008, 201, fig. 90. 
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Fig. 4.14. Oplontis. View of interior garden, viridarium 20, looking northwest from room 4 and 
across into room 21. Photo: Author. 

 

 
Fig. 4.15. Oplontis. Looking west into peristyle 16 with fountain planter and four columns. Photo: 
Author. 
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Fig. 4.16. Oplontis. South wall outside so-called diaeta 78, view of window above illusionistic 
masonry and garden scene with lattice fence and birds. Photo: Author. 

 

 
Fig. 4.17. Oplontis. South wall outside so-called diaeta 78, detail of garden scene with osier 
fence and birds. Photo: Author. 
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Fig. 4.18. Oplontis. West wall outside room 66, illusionistic masonry and garden scene with 
osier fence and birds, south corner of pool portico. Photo: Author. 

 

 
Fig. 4.19. Oplontis. View of illusionistic masonry on south wall outside diaeta 78, looking 
northeast to the pool. Photo: Author. 
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Fig. 4.20. Oplontis, corridor 81. South wall with another detail of tree seen through 
illusionistic opening in architectural frame. Photo: Author. 

 
Fig. 4.21. Oplontis, corridor 81. South wall with detail of tree seen through illusionistic 
opening in architectural frame. Photo: Author. 
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Fig. 4.22. Oplontis. South and west wall of portico 60 with central miniature, illusionistic 
maritime landscapes. Photo: Author. 

 
Fig. 4.23. Oplontis. Detail of maritime landscape with fisherman and other figures, west 
wall of portico 60. Photo: Author. 
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Fig. 4.24. Oplontis, portico 60. View of walls featuring miniature maritime landscapes and 
doorway to exedra 69 and other rooms, looking north. Photo: Author. 

 

 
Fig. 4.25. Oplontis, exedra 69. Detail of opus sectile floor in 
black slate and giallo antico. Photo: Author. 
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Fig. 4.26. Oplontis. Exedra 69, looking west into the formal north garden; to the south 
and north are viridaria 68 and 70; directly behind the viewer (i.e., to the east) is the pool 
garden. Opus sectile floor is visible in some sections. Photo: Author. 

 
 



	 227 

 

 
Fig. 5.1. Villa A (“of Poppaea”) at Oplontis. View of the north garden with modern 
plantings and propylon entrance, looking southeast. Photo: Author. 

 

 
Fig. 5.2. Oplontis, north garden. Centaur with club and 
chalice-shaped crater, marble, 1st c. AD. From: Museo 
Galileo: Instituto e Museo di Storia della Scienza 2007 
exhibition website. http://brunelleschi.imss.fi.it. 
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Fig. 5.3. Oplontis, north garden. Centauress with wineskin and branch. Marble, 1st c. AD.  
From: Fergola 2004, 89. 
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Fig. 5.4. Oplontis, north garden. Centaur in the guise of Hercules with 
boar (water would have flowed through the mouth of the boar). Marble, 
1st c. AD. From: Museo Galileo: Instituto e Museo di Storia della 
Scienza 2007 exhibition website; http://brunelleschi.imss.fi.it. 
 
 
 
 

 

 
Fig. 5.5. House of the Golden Bracelet, Pompeii. Detail of north garden oecus (room 32), left 
wall, with pinakes, herms, basin fountain, theatrical masks, plant life and birds. 200 cm x 357 
cm, 1st c. BC-1st c. AD. From: Mattusch 2008, 172, fig. 65. 
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Fig. 5.6. Oplontis, triclinium 14. West wall with central columns adorned with jewel-encrusted 
metallic-gold vines and acanthus leaves at the base. Photo: Author. 

 

 
Fig. 5.7. Oplontis, peristyle 32. Looking south at central fountain. Photo: Author. 
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Fig. 5.8. Oplontis. peristyle 32. Looking south across interior garden, detail of illusionistic 
plants on red background. Photo: Author. 
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Fig. 5.9. So-called Villa of Agrippa Postumus, Boscotrecase. Red room 
(16), west wall with sacro-idyllic landscape depicting a living tree 
growing in and through a rural shrine. Soon after 11 BC. Photo: 
Author. 
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Fig. 5.10. Oplontis, exedra 69. Looking west into the formal north garden; to the 
south and north are viridaria 68 and 70; directly behind the viewer (i.e., to the east) is 
the pool garden. Photo: Author. 

 
 

 
Fig. 5.11. Oplontis, viridarium 61. Looking south from room 65. Photo: Author. 
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Fig. 5.12. Oplontis, viridarium 61. Detail showing the shallow 
depth of the space and the painting on the right side of the 
niche. Photo: Author. 

 

 
Fig. 5.13. Oplontis, viridarium 68, facing south and looking across room 65 into viridarium 61. 
Photo: Author. 
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Fig. 5.14. Oplontis, viridarium 87. Looking north. Photo: Author. 

 

 
Fig. 5.15. Oplontis, viridarium 87. Looking southeast. Photo: Author. 

 



	 236 

 
Fig. 5.16. Oplontis, viridarium 68. Looking northeast, illusionistic fountain with sphinx.  
Photo: Author. 

 
Fig. 5.17. Oplontis, viridarium 68. Detail of illusionistic 
fountain with sphinx, east wall. From: Mazzonleni et al. 2004, 
162. 
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Fig. 5.18. Oplontis, viridarium 70. Looking at east wall and illusionistic centaur 
fountain. Photo: Author. 
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Fig. 5.19. “Drinking doves,” emblema of floor decoration. 2nd c. AD Roman copy of 2nd  c. 
BC mosaic by Sosos of Pergamon. From Hadrian’s villa, Tivoli. H. 85 cm x W. 98 cm. 
Photo: Marie-Lan Nguyen, licensed under CC BY-NC-SA 2.0. 
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Fig. 5.20. Oplontis, viridarium 87. Detail of pedestal fountain and drinking dove, east wall. 
Photo: Author. 
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Fig. 5.21. Oplontis, corridor 81. Detail of bird pecking at fruit. Photo: Author. 
 

 

 
Fig. 5.22. Oplontis, viridarium 70. Looking south across exedra 69 and into viridaria 68 
and 61. Photo: Author. 
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Fig. 5.23. Oplontis, room 38. Detail of dado with illusionistic flowering plants on black 
background. Photo: Author. 

 
Fig. 5.24. Oplontis, portico 33. Looking south, detail of plant and bird in flight on black 
background. Photo: Author. 
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Fig. 5.25. Oplontis, portico 33. Looking south, detail of section of dado with illusionistic 
plants and birds on a black background. Photo: Author. 
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