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Constructing Nature: The Built Garden.
With Notice of a New Monumental Garden at the Villa Arianna, Stabiae

Ars topiaria, not the craft of cultivating the simple Republican hortus but the art of bringing the
Empire to Rome and displaying it lavishly in gardens, was a practice common to imperial cultures from
ancient Egypt and Assyria to those our own time. The art form, initially understood literally as Cicero’s
gardener training ivy up a column, is being revealed by historians and archaeologists and historians to be, in
fact, a complex and expensive undertaking. While the existence of grand Roman gardens is well-known from
literature, it has been difficult to correlate terms used in the texts with images of gardens or with physical
remains. Landgren has shown that the arrival of the term topiarius in the first centuries BC and AD coincides
with that of viridia, often simply translated as greenery, but now understood to be collections or displays of
plants1. We now have a range of archaeological evidence for the evolution of garden throughout the Roman
world, from the 2nd c. BC to the 5th c. AD, and this evidence is deepening our understanding of the most
numerous preserved gardens, those of the first centuries BC and AD sealed in time by the eruption of Mt.
Vesuvius. It is clear that the Romans embraced a new form of garden design during the late Republic as
their fortunes and empire grew, and, by the Imperial era, appear to have exported their own enthusiastic
interpretation of garden art around throughout the Mediterranean and Europe2. This is, of course, a grossly
simplified characterization, given the complex and ongoing relationships among cultures around the
Mediterranean, but it is this temporal and geographic depth that is making it an exciting new area of study in
Roman art and design3. This paper explores how archaeological investigation is contributing to our
understanding of ancient garden design, broadening our view of gardens within the cultural dynamics of a
growing empire4.
Gardens are ephemeral, non-productive subjects for archaeology when study of their vegetation is
the primary focus. However, archaeology is contributing significantly to our knowledge of Roman gardens
1

LANDGREN in GLEASON in press. Her dissertation tracks and dates the known uses of the terms. Lauro, myrto et buxo frequentata. A
study of the Roman garden through its plants (Lund, Sweden 2004). On viridia and virid[i]aria see P URCELL 1996, 135–141.
2
W ALLACE-HADRILL 1998, 2; LA ROCCA 1986, 3–35. The origin of the Roman garden is a somewhat contentious subject, with scholars
from the Eastern Mediterranean seeing its roots along the Hellenistic cities of the coast, Asia Minor, and the Asian trade routes,
imported as huge luxury gardens when Romans had the wealth and inclination to live like kings. Romanists see a native cultural love of
the simple domestic garden, fueled by wealth and resources into a new, essentially Roman form that begins with the modest hortus, and
fills the adopted Greek peristyle in both modest, domestic and monumental, public forms. The subject is discussed in depth most
recently by VON STACKELBERG 2009, 15–24.
3
A selection of recent publications is offered in the bibliography.
4
The original abstract for this paper was altered at the time of the conference to present new findings at the Villa Arianna at ancient
Stabiae, an exciting new example of ancient Roman landscape architecture.
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with evidence for their three dimensional, spatial framework that cannot be gained in any other way.5 Many
new designs of garden layouts have been identified, as well as trends and details that are allowing us to reexamine and reinterpret the corpus of textual and artistic representations of gardens. Recent work in Italy
and throughout the Empire is revealing the many designs of gardens constructed in association with all
forms of architecture and in the wider landscape.
Ancient gardens, particularly in the arid areas of the Mediterranean basin, are built environments.
Many of the gardens we can recover through excavation are, in the first place, created in the midst of
architectural or urban development, leaving little or none of the original ground surface suitable for plant life.
The garden environment is thus constructed and engineered. We see, also, that the political motivation for
Rome’s elite to build expansive (and expensive) gardens is more akin to the practice of garden making in the
Renaissance and French Classical eras, than to our recent modern habit of “landscaping,” which seeks to
6
minimize the appearance of effort in favor of a casual “low maintenance” or naturalistic effect. Our evidence
for Roman gardens suggests the opposite: that control of water, land, views, and the variety and growth
habits of plants was on full display.
In Roman gardens, this process typically begins with the acquisition of a water supply and the
creation of a leveled terrace, which is then engineered to bring in and distribute irrigation water over a
carefully sloped (graded) surface7. Fertile topsoil is then acquired and similarly graded before and after the
layout and planting of trees, shrubs and herbaceous plants. All of these processes can be detected and
recorded archaeologically, although the relatively large size of Roman gardens can make archaeological
investigation challenging and expensive. The small domestic garden, most frequently studied, required less
advance design or expensive construction, and thus the issues of landscape architectural scale design have
not often come to the attention of archaeologists. With recent excavations on the Palatine and Imperial Fora
in Rome, as well as work on other large garden sites around the Roman Empire, archaeologists are
encountering far more complex planning, design, and construction issues. The landscape architecture of the
Roman world is becoming an exciting field of investigation.
The species of plants and animals and the activities that animated garden life elude the
archaeologist at most sites, although in certain conditions of preservation results can be surprising. Texts
and art are needed to animate the remains and artifacts recovered from most garden surfaces. However,
using a specialized methodology, beginning with remote sensing and other non-invasive alternatives, then
moving to excavation and sampling, we can investigate the design and ordering of a garden: how the garden
was irrigated, holes for trees and shrubs, and quite frequently planting pots and pits. With the assistance of a
soil pedologist, it is not difficult to determine the source of the soils used to cultivate the plants, and how they
were fertilized8. Any good dirt archaeologist can detect garden walks, fence post holes, bases for art and
fountains (if not the original pieces). From the assembled information, a designer or art historian can assess
the sequence in which views were framed and encountered in relationship to the architecture and larger
landscape9. More often than not, we can see how the garden came to replace an earlier use, and artifacts
left in the garden can hint at some of the activities, meals, and cultivation practices that characterized the life
of the garden after its initial design and construction. Despite the current challenges of identifying the specific
vegetation of a garden, a range of environmental and archaeobotanical techniques are helping to build a cor-

5

GLEASON, LEONE 2011. The publication of this book will launch a new organization, the International Society for Garden Archaeology,
initiated by Michel Conan at Dumbarton Oaks in 2003 and developed by Michele Palmer, Amina Aicha Malek, Elizabeth Macaulay
Lewis, and this author. http:// www.gardenarchaeology.org.
6
On the Renaissance garden see LAZZARO 1990 and COFFIN 1988. See also VON S TACKELBERG 2009, 3–4, exploring Lanciani’s views
of formal gardens as “a tasteless fashion” in which “the shears of the topiarius annihilated every trace of the free impulse of nature.”
7
Gleason, Palmer 2011, 245–248) introduce garden construction into the sequence of Roman architectural process but, due to the
absence of textual evidence, is unaware of the range of construction sequences required to establish balanced, irrigated environments
for monumental gardens, placing “landscaping” in a brief section under Ornamentation.
8
FOSS in W ILHELMINA, MEYER 2002, 65–79 and FOSS 2006.
9
See, for example, BERGMANN 2002; CLARKE 1991, e.g., 201–205.
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Fig. 1 – Plan of the Villa Arianna showing known garden areas (Michele Palmer; Courtesy RAS).

pus of plant material that considerably exceeds the standard palette of laurel, myrtle, box, rose, oleander,
palm, umbrella pine, cypress, and plane trees10.
An exciting new example of a monumental Roman garden, requiring the full range of construction
methods and offering an impressive horticultural display has been found in the Great Peristyle of the Villa
Arianne at Stabiae (fig. 1). While work to date has focused on documentation of the surface only, erosion
has revealed its position on a leveled terrace, partially supported on vaulted retaining architecture. The
following offers a preliminary announcement of the findings.

The Great Peristyle of the Villa Arianna at Stabiae
The Great Peristyle of the Villa Arianna has been known since the recordings of the Bourbons11.
Later excavations have revealed the full extent of the colonnades, and these have been restored for public
visitation. The garden itself remained under c. 3 m. of lapilli, capped by a 20-30 cm. pyroclastic layer, and c.
.8 m. of subsequent cultivated soil; the undisturbed deposit of lapilli was only partially preserved over the
site. Part of the central area, was exposed by a deeply eroded run off channel which drained stormwater
over the edge of the cliff. Full width of the garden was excellently preserved at one end (the NE) out to the
stylobate of the return colonnade at the cliff edge, but landslides on the rest of the cliff edge to the SW, have
eliminated more than 10 m. of the garden as well as all traces of the outer terrace retaining walls for about
two thirds of the length of the garden. Funding was obtained by the SANP to design a project to lighten the
load on the edge of the slope, and in the spring of 2007, the orchard was removed and the lapilli to garden
surface cleared by the Soprintendenza Archeologia di Napoli e Pompeii. The work was supervised by Director
10
11

JASHEMSKI, GLEASON, HERCHENBACH in JASHEMSKI Forthcoming.
A good recent summary of the state of knowledge of the Villa Arianna is provided by CAMARDO, FERRARA, 2001.
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Fig. 2 – View of the Great Peristyle showing soil contours defining ambulationes; disturbed area at left is a landslide.
(Author; Courtesy RAS).

Giovanna Bonifacio, the archaeological contractor Caccamo (Salerno), site supervisor was assistant
archaeologist/geometra Enzo Sabini of the SANP and RAS, who had worked with Wilhelmina Jashemski on
some her garden projects. He recognized many of the details of the garden surface and his crew manually
cleared the last 2 meter with care. By November of 2007, one of the largest formal gardens yet revealed in
the Bay of Naples was fully exposed. At this time, the Restoring Ancient Stabiae Foundation was asked to
prepare a record of the garden features. They arranged for Ground Penetrating Radar, LiDAR surveys, as
well as conventional surveys and field plans to be quickly made. Geom. Sabini provided recommendations
on the materials and methods on the clearing and casting of the cavities.
In June 2008, Thomas Howe, coordinator general of RAS, invited the author to offer a specialist
perspective on the exposed features and to assist in the ongoing recording the root cavities. The garden
archaeology team, in addition to this author, comprises archaeologist Ian Sutherland, who directs a team of
RAS/University of Maryland School of Architecture students; landscape architect Michele Palmer Cornell
University), art and architectural historian Amina-Aicha Malek (CNRS/Paris), soil scientist John Foss, and
visiting specialists from all areas of garden archaeology12. This garden team integrated the remote sensing
information with careful study and recording of the conditions, including preservation of environmental data.
Meg Watters (Brown University) coordinated groups from University of Birmingham, U.K., Vista Center and
University of Mississippi to create a LiDAR scanned contour map and a ground penetrating radar survey (fig.
2). Pollen, mollusk, and phytolith samples have been taken and are being analyzed by specialists.
The garden, on initial inspection, appears unremarkable, with few small basins and an “opus
signinum” lined semicircular pool, large chunks of which that plummeted some 20 meters down the cliff in the
January, 2008 landslide. No sculpture or fountains were found. The surface, however, features long beaten earth
12

This paper reports on the 2008 findings. As this paper goes to press, the team has grown considerably, and details of its work will be
forthcoming in a publication of RAS/SANP.
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Fig. 3 – Plan of the garden (Michele Palmer; Courtesy RAS).

earth paths and raised planting beds. The overall design is immediately visible, although the absence of
pavements, edges, and other garden architecture, is disorienting. On closer inspection, hundreds of root
cavities were visible in deliberate arrangements over the site (fig. 3). The conservation technique of pouring
plaster permanently into the cavity, initiated by Mauri and Jashemski and continued today, insures a visible
marker for a few years for smaller plants and potentially for decades with the larger root castings13. We have
also developed specialized casting techniques using a silicon rubber, Dragon Skin™, for small cavities.
These casts are removed and stored for study.
The central feature of the design is a set of four walks (ambulationes) running east-west across the
courtyard. The walks are of beaten earth. They are separated by a narrow raised bed with a single line of
plantings, each plant 1.2 m apart along the row and carefully aligned with plants in the other rows. It is
immediately clear from the root cavities that these did not form an allée of matched trees of a single species,
but rather a linear arrangement of a great variety of small trees and shrubs, some with single trunks, others
multi-stemmed, some staked - either young or trained as vines - and of a range of apparent ages. The
design is remarkably similar to those found in the later, Severan garden in the sanctuary of Elagabalus on
the Palatine Hill in Rome14, where archaeologists found walks of similar length, also separated by narrow
beds, interpreted as display of variety of plants based upon different sizes of planting pots, pits, and reused
amphorae. This new discovery supports their interpretation. Clearly, the viewer strolled along the paths,
admiring each of the various plant species, varieties, and forms. No unusually well-preserved evidence, such

13
14

At the time this article went to press the casting of the cavities was complete.
VILLEDIEU 2001.
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as nuts, seeds, or impressions in the
earth or volcanic debris, was immediately noted to indicate the species of
the garden plants, as has been found
elsewhere in the region.
To the north and south of the
ambulationes are wider planting beds,
two on each side (fig. 4). Those to the
south remain largely under lapilli, only
a corner being accessible for study. To
the north, at the cliff edge, deep beds
are (or were) located to each side of
the pool, which appears to be slightly
off the central axis of the peristyle,
although this may be a result of our
inability to fully investigate the pool
area. The beds are best preserved in
the northeast corner of the garden,
Fig. 4 – View of PB 1 and PB2 (Ian Sutherland; Courtesy RAS).
where two (11 x 35 m) raised beds are
separated by an earthen path with
what appear to be wheel ruts. Stake holes for light fencing are seen at each end of the beds. These beds
contain nearly two hundred root cavities, ranging from tiny herbaceous plants and insect cavities to trees and
shrubs, as well as small post holes. Such a configuration is unprecedented among the gardens at Pompeii.
The root cavities are diverse and loosely arranged, and the presence of numerous cavity-free areas
suggests that the garden was weeded at the time of the eruption. Our first impression is that the garden was
mature, with some new plantings inserted among the old, but recently tended. That said, small piles of
plaster, broken pottery and food remains are seen around the beds, apparently related to repair of the wall
paintings of the adjacent portico, as if someone had thought to hide a bucketful of debris under the dense
vegetation.
The overwhelming impression of this new form of garden, with its fences and lush, varied vegetation,
is its striking similarity to garden paintings, most famously seen at Prima Porta but also in numerous later
examples at Pompeii and around the empire. This discovery suggests that an actual type of garden existed
offering lush, naturalistic (at least to the modern eye) displays of diverse plants, whether inspired by or
inspiring the paintings. This challenges the currently held view that garden paintings were idealized gardens
of a sort not seen the built environment15. Certainly, until the discovery of this garden, no archaeological
evidence has existed for such a garden display of this scale16. The paintings now require reconsideration,
and closer examination suggests that, even in the paintings, these gardens are not evocations of nature, but
thoughtfully laid out and ordered, some with pruned and dwarfed plants, features we might expect to see in
17
actual gardens . The paintings of course remain fictional gardens compressed into a single imagined
15

SETTIS 2008. JASHEMSKI 1979, 313–404; Kellum’s seminal essay lays out spatial distinction between the tended and the wild in the
Garden Room of Livia at Prima Porta, 217–218. The argument remains essentially compelling, but we must use the term “wild” critically,
as with picturesque landscape gardens, constructed on bare ground to evoke untamed nature, not truly as restored ecologies, but as
culturally pleasing evocations, requiring the same maintenance as gardens. CANEVA 1999; KUTTNER 1999; HALES 2003.
16
Jashemski (1979) documents numerous small gardens and courtyards in which garden paintings of this type visually extended the
garden in to fictitious space that was presumed to be a vague representation of nature rather than a garden. The Villa of Poppaea at
Oplontis is of similar scale to Arianna, but Jashemski found root cavities that suggest that the largest garden court was laid in the
manner of gardens seen in villa paintings - with edged borders and simple plantings - rather than garden paintings and replanted in this
manner. Recently, Annamaria Ciarallo replanted of this garden to evoke the latter type, an instructive project in experimental
archaeology.
17
Landgren has noted the popularity of chamaeplatanus, dwarfed plane tree. These are seen in the House of the Wedding of Alexander
(VI.42, north wall) and possibly in a depiction of a heavily pruned tree in a mosaic from Massalubrense. The pruning cuts in both images
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season of blossoms and fruit, as only an artist can achieve. But we need to consider that they portray a type
of garden design that the Romans were actually building and enjoyed representing in rooms and courtyards,
much perhaps as lush perennial borders delight us today, if only to remind how difficult they are to actually
do well . Further study is underway to glean more about the design characteristics of the Villa Arianna
garden to further such a comparison, but, in turn, the compositional structure of garden paintings, the
horticultural manipulation of the plants, and the materials used in fences and other features are critical
elements in the analysis.
To obtain year-around lushness, as seen in the garden paintings, this garden would have been a
verdant display of water wealth, and achieving this in a Mediterranean summer may have been one of the
villa's ostentatious displays an aspect of its mystique. The RAS team is following up on evidence for an
original system of lead pipes and basins, perhaps associated with fountains, that fell out of use and was
replaced by distribution of water from two cisterns in vaults under the garden, and perhaps more as yet
undiscovered. The well preserved surface has been recorded with LiDAR, which indicates that the entire
garden was carefully graded to direct water along the raised edges of the planting beds and the LiDAR and
survey elevations indicate that entire garden surface was carefully graded to direct water along the raised
edges of the planting beds and into the lead basins, which were set into the surface at grade.
As this report goes to press, there are many more details and features to this garden that we are
excited to share, and others that lie ahead in the coming years of analysis and further field work. The
innovations begun by Wilhelmina Jashemski have continued apace over the thirty years since she finished
her work at Pompeii, and these have been applied to this garden. We have developed new casting materials
and have had promising preliminary results from environmental retrieval, specifically pollen, plant macroremains, phytoliths, and land snails and have developed a database and mapping system of all of the root
cavities. Meanwhile, we are excited to introduce this provocative and instructive new vir[i]diarium.
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