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 This dissertation examines the second and third century chamber tombs of the 

Vatican Necropolis in terms of form, function and ritual. The Vatican Necropolis 

is the modern name given to the two rows of tombs, single-chambered brick-faced 

monuments now underneath St. Peter's Basilica in the Vatican City.   These 

monuments--the best preserved examples of this important tomb typology--lay 

undisturbed from the fourth century until 1939, when an excavation team working 

on the authority of Pius XII cleared a total of twenty-two tombs. Untouched for 

centuries, the painted and stuccoed interiors of these tombs, with their mosaic 

floors and sarcophagi and urns lining the walls, are the most remarkable examples 

we have of Roman funerary art in its original architectural context.  The 

examination includes the relationship of the necropolis to the topography of the 

Vatican plain, memory and ritual activity tomb side, and the relationship of these 

tombs to civic euergetism in Rome.  An important goal is to show how the tombs 

worked to secure remembrance for the dead, while also giving status and 

affirming a desired social identity for the surviving family and heirs.  The re-
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insertion of a Roman viewer allows a reading of the monuments that includes the 

architectural form and the interior artistic program of wall paintings, decorative 

stucco, mosaic, and sculpture.  In addition, there is a strong emphasis on the 

under-examined aspect of the experiential quality of these tombs for the living, 

the family and friends who made repeated visits annually to the monuments 

during Roman festivals such as the Parentalia and the cena novendialis.  This 

group was the principle audience for the tomb’s interior program, and through 

ritual activity and banqueting they periodically animated the tomb, transforming it 

from a passive monument into an active space for entertainment and reception. 
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I. Introduction 

 

 

 In 1939, work began in the  “Sacre Grotte”, the crypt of St. Peter’s 

basilica, to prepare the tomb of Pope Pius XI in accordance with his wishes to be 

buried in the Grotte near the tomb of St. Pius X.  Two years into the project, while 

lowering the floor of the crypt as part of its conversion into a lower church, 

workers found traces of the Constantinian pavement of the first basilica and 

immediately below this the masonry facade and elegant cornice of a pagan 

mausoleum.  This was not the first uncovering of a pagan tomb within the 

precinct of St. Peter’s.  A number of discoveries came to light during the 

rebuilding of St. Peter’s basilica at the end of the sixteenth and the beginning of 

the seventeenth centuries giving evidence of pagan burials underneath the 

Constantinian basilica.  In 1626, while digging the foundations for Bernini’s great 

baldacchino over the high altar, workers uncovered a portrait statue of an ancient 

Roman named Flavius Agricola represented as if reclining at a banquet.  It was 

immediately destroyed, possibly in disapproval of its accompanying epitaph, a 

hedonistic celebration of the pleasures of the physical world.  Giacomo Grimaldi 

and Maffeo Vegio describe mausolea found beneath the atrium and portico of the 

Constantinian basilica in their accounts of the work on St. Peter’s under Paul V, 

and in their eyewitness records, a tantalizing glimpse of a pagan cemetery rises up 
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briefly before disappearing again from memory, lost within the subsequent layers 

of St. Peter’s history. 1   

 This was the case until a pagan tomb emerged again during the work on 

the Grotte and this time spurred interest in further archaeological research.  In 

1941, Pope Pius XII ordered a full excavation of the area below the crypt.  

Despite severe technical difficulties, including keeping St. Peter’s supported 

while excavators removed massive amounts of supporting earth, the excavations  

resulted in two significant finds.  The first was a simple aedicula shrine dated to 

c.160 standing directly below the Confessio of the current basilica.  The shrine, 

believed to mark and protect the burial site of Peter after his death by martyrdom, 

is the spiritual and physical foundation of the basilica built to enclose it.  The 

second discovery was a pagan necropolis surrounding the apostolic shrine.  

Excavators uncovered twenty-two brick-faced chambers dating to the second and 

third centuries arranged in two rows running on a west-east axis in the area below 

the nave of the church.  Although their discovery was a byproduct of the search 

for the shrine, Pius’s decision to clear and preserve the monuments allowed the 

tombs to take their rightful place as an integral part of St. Peter’s history.  In his 

construction of the first basilica c. 320, at the risk of committing the crime of 

violatio sepulcri, Constantine used the monuments to help support the floor of his 

basilica, and by incorporating the tombs into the structure of the church the 

                                                 
1For the epitaph of Flavius Agricola, CIL 6.17985a; G. Grimaldi, Barb.lat. 2733, f.336-38; M. 



 3 

emperor insured their survival.  The history of the shrine, basilicas and necropolis 

are intertwined beyond the somewhat ironic use of the pagan tombs to support the 

first church.  The shrine and the pagan tombs co-existed for centuries and visitors 

came to both, a situation that underscores Ramsay McMullen’s characterizations 

of cemeteries as social spaces often shared between Christians and non-Christians 

in the period of transition. 2  The layout and chronology of the necropolis indicates 

a respectful acknowledgment of Peter’s shrine and the precinct in front of it, 

which was left clear while pagan mausoleums over time filled the space around it. 

While acknowledging the important role the necropolis played within the 

architectural history of the Christian basilica, I believe these pagan memorials to 

the dead to be a worthy object of study in their own right.  The visual impression 

created by the size and richness of the Renaissance St. Peter’s is so potent, and 

our modern association of the church with papal authority so strong, it is easy to 

forget the church’s early role as a memorial and site for ritual activity surrounding 

the cult of the dead, functions held in common with the pagan tombs covered by 

the construction of the basilica.  Acknowledging the continuity on this site in 

terms of burial and memory, this study chooses to focus of the tombs’ initial 

construction and use rather than their subsequent envelopment into the history of 

St. Peter’s.   

                                                                                                                                     
Vegio, De basilica vaticana (ed. Janingus) 72. 
2R. MacMullen, Christianity and Paganism in the Fourth to the Eighth Centuries (New Haven, 
1997), 184-189. 
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 The twenty-two mausolea found beneath St. Peter’s, given the modern 

designation Vatican Necropolis, represent the best-preserved examples of a type 

of freestanding chamber tomb built in and around the city of Rome in the second 

and third centuries.  The monuments were aboveground brick-faced chambers, 

pedimented, with a travertine-edged doorways and an inscription titulus above the 

entry and windows.  The tombs were intended to hold multiple burials, and inside 

loculi of varying size line the walls.  Untouched for sixteen hundred years, the 

painted and stuccoed interiors of these tombs are among the best-preserved 

examples of Roman funerary art in its original architectural context.  The Vatican 

Necropolis’s unique history and preservation allows for an examination of how 

the selection of this type of tomb reveals the motivations and desires of their 

original owners.   

 Concern for the perpetuation of memory and repeated visits to the tomb 

throughout the year shaped the form of the tomb, size and layout, as well as its 

decoration.  The need for the living to remember the dead and visit the grave was 

consistent within Roman attitudes toward death and their practice of the cult of 

the dead.  The form, decoration and text of Roman funerary monuments were 

created with the hope of engaging a viewer and encouraging visitation.  My 

interest lies in what this type of tomb could do for the owner in light of these 

hopes.  My study approaches the siting, construction and decoration of selected 



 5 

monuments as a series of choices made by the deceased, while still living, in 

anticipation of a future audience. 

   The initial publication of the Vatican Necropolis was the report of the 

excavation team working under the authority of Pius XII, Esplorazione sotto le 

Confessione di San Pietro in Vaticano, by Bruno Apollonj-Ghetti, Enico Josi, 

Antonio Ferrua and Engelbert Kirschbaum published in 1951.  Excavators 

focused their attention on the aedicula shrine discovered in an area now 

designated campo P between the Tomb O and R-R’ on the western edge of the 

necropolis directly under the current-day Confessio.  Pius’s excavators were 

concerned primarily with finding evidence of Peter’s burial below the aedicula 

structure and limited their discussion of the pagan tombs to those next to Campo P 

and the shrine.  Jocelyn Toynbee and JohnWard-Perkins’ The Shrine of St. Peter 

and the Vatican Excavations published in 1956, and Kirschbaum’s The Tombs of 

St. Peter and St. Paul of the following year, describe the layout of the necropolis 

and the appearance of the tombs, again, within a large r examination of the 

aedicula shrine and the evidence for Peter’s martyrdom in Rome.  Harald Mielsch 

and Henner von Hesberg produced the first detailed description of the pagan 

necropolis in a two-volume study, Die Heidnische Nekropole unter St. Peter im 

Rom, Die Mausoleen A-D published in and Die Mausoleen E-I und Z-Psi, 

published in 1995.  Mielsch and von Hesberg’s study is a comprehensive 

treatment of those tombs accessible for entry, and includes measurements, 
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detailed description of the exterior facades and interior decorations and proposed 

reconstructions.  While the physical appearance and dating of these tombs have 

been well documented, to date there has been no attempt to understand the 

relationship between the form of the chamber tomb and its functions as a 

permanent memorial record and a site for ritual.  My examination differs from the 

sources listed above in its focus on connecting the type of tomb represented 

within the necropolis to its purpose of creating and maintaining a relationship 

with the living.  

 As a monument type, the chamber tombs of the Vatican Necropolis are 

notable for the extent to which their architectural form and decoration reveal the 

owners’ concern with engaging an audience.  Lacking any consistent belief in an 

afterlife, a significant part of the hope for survival after death was bound up in 

remaining within the consciousness of the word left behind.  A concern for an 

ongoing post-mortem identity shaped one of the defining features of Roman 

funerary architecture as a public memorial designed to draw the attention of those 

passing by on their way in or out of the city.  This preoccupation with securing 

the attention of the living is revealed not only by the common placement of 

funerary monuments along public roads and but also in many instances by the 

contents of the inscription on the monument.  It was not unusual for the deceased 

to directly address a passing stranger and make an appeal for a pause and reading 

of the epitaph.  Portraits in low relief, positioned on monument façades to gaze 
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outward towards viewer and road, were often part of the presentation of the dead 

for the purpose of preserving memory. 3   

 This bid for the attention of the casual passerby, however fleeting, was one 

component in the perpetuation of memory.  Proper attention to deceased required 

a more intimate, lengthy and repeated response in the form of regular visitation to 

the tomb by intimates.  Roman festivals honoring the dead and the anniversary the 

deceased’s birthday were occasions on which the living went to the tomb with 

offerings, a ritual activity underscoring the tomb’s function as a site where 

obligations and expectations concerning the proper relationship between the 

living and the dead were played out.    

 My examination of the type of tomb represented by those of the Vatican 

Necropolis is located within this need for living Romans to observe, read and 

enter the tomb.  One of the defining features of the chamber tomb is its ability to 

make distinctions between and provide information to two categories of viewer, a 

casual passer by and an intimate of the deceased.  In choosing to build this type of 

monument, the owner addressed his concerns for both a public record and 

visitation by creating a tomb that could function both as a marker and as 

architecture.  As a marker, a built form intended to stand out from its 

surroundings and make a visual impression, the scale of the chamber tomb gave it 

                                                 
3 P.J.E. Davies, "The Politics of Perpetuation: Trajan's Column  and the Art of Commemoration," 
AJA  101 (1996): 49-51; M. Koortbojian, "In Commemorationem Mortuorum," in Art and Text in 
Roman Culture, ed. J. Elsner (Cambridge, 1996), 210-224. 
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a large presence.  Its flat façade with a central titulus facing the road was intended 

to draw the attention of and present information to an external viewer.  The size 

and expense of the monument communicated the owner’s material prosperity and 

ability to engage in the status of display.  In addition, the monument’s 

construction as the act of an individual providing for a larger group is a significant 

part of the message.  Surviving tituli from chamber tombs use a formula 

underscoring the construction of the tomb as a beneficent act.  The inscriptional 

evidence tells us the owners of these tombs were almost without exception male 

and the head of a household.  In the text of the titulus, the public record of who 

was inside, the builder identifies himself as the dedicant and names his immediate 

family and liberti as the group for whom he is providing a tomb.  Often the owner 

extended the gift of burial space to his former slaves’ descendants as well.  The 

tomb’s size, the quality of its decoration, the form of the tomb, and the content 

and placement of the titulus communicate the message in a manner easily 

absorbed by an individual in movement with only a short amount of time to 

“read” the monument.   

 While the tomb exterior engaged and presented information to a general 

external audience, the interior addressed a much smaller group, visitors with some 

tie to the deceased, and added an element of negotiation to the interaction.  The 

owner decorated the interior space with painting, stucco, mosaic, and sculpture  to 

enhance the experience of being inside the tomb and reward those who visited by 
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providing an attractive space in which to make offerings and dine.  The form of 

the monument as a collective tomb is again a meaningful part of its 

communication, although for the interior viewers the message was more pointed.  

Most of the visitors to the tomb were also likely future occupants, and entering 

and viewing the loculi not yet filled would be for them a reminder of a promise 

extended in exchange for their attendance to the needs of those already interred 

within. 

 Surviving tituli and inscriptions in the interior on altars and sarcophagi 

indicate the owners and occupants of the tombs of the necropolis were liberti and 

their immediate descendents, a fact that locates the monuments within a larger 

discussion of freedmen and freedwomen as patrons of Roman funerary art and 

architecture.  While the chamber tomb was not a type of monument associated 

exclusively with former slaves, beginning in the second century they began to 

build this type of monument in increasing numbers to contain themselves and 

their families.  The strong desire by liberti to create memorials is made clear by 

what Morris describes as the “massive overrepresentation of freedmen in the 

monuments and inscriptions from Rome in the first centuries B.C. and B.C.E.”4   

MacMullen records the production through time of freedmen epitaphs, tracing 

their introduction and steady rise in the first and second centuries, peak between 

                                                 
4I. Morris, Death Ritual and Social Structure in Classical Antiquity (Cambridge, 1992), 106. 
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175-225, and subsequent decline in the third century. 5  Studies of the libertini 

class as patrons tend to fall into two categories.  There are treatments of funerary 

art forms characterized as either unique to or particularly associated with this 

group, such as Diana Kleiner’s discussion of freedmen portrait reliefs from the 

late republican and early imperial period, and Natalie Kampen’s work on the 

“biographical” terracotta plaques decorating the facades of a number of tombs at 

Isola Sacra.6  These studies treat the form and appearance of the monuments as 

revealing the distinct and possibly anxiety-riddled status of these former slaves 

who use funerary art to express identity and values originating within the group.  

The second type of study can be characterized as a search for Trimalchio, the 

fictional vulgar and wealthy freedman created by first century author Petronius 

for the amusement of his peers.  Trimalchio as an example of a former slave 

ostentatiously and with imperfect understanding imitating the art forms 

established by his social betters appears in too many discussions of freedmen to 

list.7  Jane Whitehead’s search for parallels between Trimalchio’s funerary 

monument and real examples of freedmen tombs is the most exhaustive 

                                                 
5R. MacMullen, “The Epigraphic Habit in the Roman Empire,” AJPh 103 (1982): 244-5. 
6D.E.E. Kleiner, Roman Group Portraiture: The Funerary Reliefs of the Late Republic and Early 
Empire (New York, 1977), 184-89; N. Kampen, Image and Status: Roman Working Women in 
Ostia (Berlin,1981), 130-5. 
7L. H. Petersen, in her dissertation Roman “Freedmen” Art”: Ancient and Modern Constructions 
(UT Austin, 2000) discusses at length the problematic use of Trimalchio  as a model of a Roman 
freedmen and questions both the ancient and modern constructions of “freedmen  art”,  1-12. 
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treatment.8  Kleiner, in her discussion of the first century tomb belonging to 

Eurysaces, combines both approaches with a stylistic analysis that distinguishes 

between the “self-conscious Hellenistic manner of the portraits” showing the 

influence of the Ara Pacis frieze and the “lively and unselfconscious narrative” on 

the tomb which she characterizes as being in the style favored by freedmen. 9 

 While accepting both emulation of elite forms and expression of status and 

values particular to this group as consistent features within freedmen funerary art, 

I believe the tombs of the Vatican necropolis owned by liberti reveal a more 

syncretic and sophisticated use of art and architecture than this group is usually 

given credit for.  Three of the defining qualities of a chamber tomb, its form as a 

large-scale monument, location facing a public road and function as a collective 

tomb for dependants, had their sources in elite practice.  By the period of these 

tombs’ construction, however, aristocratic families were no longer building 

ostentatious funerary monuments in highly visible locations near Rome.  A 

question worth exploring is why, beginning in the first half of the second century, 

some freedmen took up the practice of building large-scale tombs for themselves 

and their dependents on the arterial roads leading into the city.  The emergence of 

chamber tombs as a choice by freedmen was in all likelihood a combination of 

increased material prosperity and opportunity.   At this point in Rome’s history, 

                                                 
8J. Whitehead, “The ‘Cena Trimalchionis’ and Biographical Narration in Roman Middle-Class 
Art,” in Narrative and Event in Roman Art (Cambridge, 1993), 279-325. 
9D.E.E. Kleiner, Roman Sculpture (New Haven 1992), 109. 
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the elite senatorial class was no longer building large funerary monuments along 

public roads for fear of appearing to compete with imperial building programs.   

 A second factor affecting this choice may be what Aubrey Canon 

describes as the law of expressive redundancy.  In his social and historical study 

of burial practice, Canon finds evidence of a cycle in which the wealthy initiate 

public display, the model spreads down the social ladder and the elite 

subsequently withdraw from ostentatious commemoration because it no longer 

sets them apart from the group.10  Whether due to personal preference or political 

savvy, by the time of the chamber tomb’s emergence as a popular form the elite 

classes of Rome were no longer an active model for monument building.  

Freedmen who built chamber tombs in the second and third centuries were not 

imitating their social betters but taking advantage of a cleared playing field for 

public display, and the competition and status associated with this act of building 

existed largely within the peer group.  Concerning the selection of a collective 

tomb, again there were earlier models but by the second century elite Romans had 

ceased building monuments to provide for their slaves and liberti.  Why is the 

form taken up by freedmen to use for themselves and their own dependents?  The 

choice to build a collective tomb reveals concerns specific to this group regarding 

identity and status.  Funerary monuments within Rome built by and for emperors 

consistently display the themes of apotheosis and dynastic continuation.  
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Members of Rome’s well-established families, when the political climate 

permitted, built competitively for public reception as a glorification of their 

gens.11  For freedmen the communication of a new and improved status was the 

predominant message. The architectural form of the monument allowed the owner 

to present himself not only as citizen but also as paterfamilias, the male head of 

household, and make visible his assumption of the responsibility for providing for 

those under his care.   

 In her examination of freedman epitaphs, Elizabeth Meyer concludes that 

the communication of Roman citizenship, represented by both the text of the 

inscription and the ability to create a monument, was a significant part of the 

display. 12  Accepting Meyer’s conclusion, with the construction of a chamber 

tomb a freedman patron expanded the communication.  This was tomb building as 

a reflection of good character.  The monument type reveals the owner as not just a 

Roman citizen, but as an individual cognizant of the responsibilities that come 

with citizenship.  Building a chamber tomb for multiple burials was a way for the 

builder to present himself to the community as a man with dependants as a result 

of material prosperity acquired after his transition from slave to free.  The texts of 

surviving tituli make clear the owner is stepping into the role of patron and 

transforming himself into an individual of the receiving end of the kind of 

                                                                                                                                     
10A. Cannon, “The Historical Dimension in Mortuary Expressions of Status and Sentiment,” CA  
30 (1989): 447-8. 
11P. J.E. Davies, Death and the Emperor, Roman Imperial Funerary Monuments from Augustus to 
Marcus Aurelius (Cambridge, 2000), 1-7. 
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deference and obligation he had in all likelihood experienced from the other side 

of the patron/dependent relationship. 

 The consistent motives of Romans for creating memorial monuments 

mean any examination of funerary art and architecture by necessity covers the 

same contextual ground concerning perpetuation of memory and self-

representation in a public display of identity.  Accepting this, I propose a closer 

study of the mechanics of the appeal and content of the proffered information in 

the case of a particular type of tomb constructed within a well-defined period of 

time by a specific subset within Roman society.  My approach to the tombs will 

shift throughout the examination, touching upon topography, the history of the 

communal chamber tomb within Rome, the form and function of ritual activity 

performed at the site of the tomb, and with selected examples, tomb building as a 

personal and occasionally idiosyncratic act of patronage.  

  The first chapter considers development and typology.  The first section 

describes important antecedents for the second and third century chamber tomb 

within Rome during the imperial period with a view to locating the monument 

type within the larger history of tomb building.  The chamber tomb as a well-

defined type in terms of size, architectural form and decoration appeared in Rome 

in the Trajanic/early Hadrianic period and continued until the first decades of the 

third century.  The rise during the first century of sepulcra intended to hold 

                                                                                                                                     
12E. Meyer, “Explaining the Epigraphic Habit in the Roman Empire, “ JRS 80 (1990): 95-6. 
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multiple burials is significant because it speaks of the desire, unusual in the 

ancient world, by individuals who were not of the elite class to secure for 

themselves a burial site with some status and distinction.  The second section of 

the first chapter describes the characteristic features of the chamber tomb.  This 

section is concerned with the structure itself, its typical dimensions and 

construction technique as well as common features in the decoration of the 

exterior façade and the interior chamber. For this examination I discuss 

monuments outside of the Vatican Necropolis in order that when the focus 

narrows in the subsequent section to selected tombs underneath St. Peter’s, it is 

with an understanding of their place within a larger category represented by 

comparanda elsewhere in and near Rome.   

 The second chapter explores the relationship between tomb and audience 

delineated into two areas of study.  The first section focuses on the content of the 

message, or more accurately messages, presented for reception in a study 

considering both casual viewer and connected visitor.  As a record of self-

representation I pull out for examination individual but related components 

including the tomb as a sign of material prosperity, as a record of social and legal 

status and as an expression of the owner’s desire to play a certain role in relation 

to the larger community.   The subsequent section continues the emphasis on the 

audience by looking at the tomb as a locus for funerary ritual.  Using a 

combination of evidence provided by funerary inscriptions, literary sources, and 
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the structure of the tombs themselves, the goal is to arrive at some sense of the 

experiential qualities of a visit to the tomb in the context of activities relating to 

the cult of the dead. 

 The third chapter is a topographical reading of the necropolis based on the 

idea, until now unexamined in discussions of these tombs, that location mattered.  

This is especially of significance in the context of encouraging visits to the tomb.  

Bodel traces the creation of roadside necropoleis as evolving from a desire not 

only to draw the public gaze, but also to make visitation to graves convenient.  I 

am taking this idea of accessibility as an enticement to visit and expanding it to 

include the possibility of siting a tomb in an area of the city that was an attractive 

and desirable place to visit for other reasons.  The builders placed their 

monuments within an area of Rome filled with sites for worship, leisure, and 

entertainment.  The ability to combine tending the grave with a visit to a 

naumachia, for example, or attendance at religious festival or ceremony in the 

same area, may have factored into the owners’ decision to build in Vaticanum.  In 

addition to arguing for the general appeal of the area, I propose the builders of the 

tombs of the Vatican Necropolis made a thoughtful and calculated insertion of 

their own monuments into a section of Vaticanum topographically rich in content.  

Scholars have examined the influence of symbols and forms emanating from 

imperial and elite circles on those of lower social status in several contexts 

including the decoration of the home and the creation of funerary monuments.  
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With this study I add the practice of siting monuments to create meaning through 

association to the discussion of the dissemination and use of elite models within 

larger Roman society. 

 The fourth through sixth chapters look at selected tombs from the Vatican 

Necropolis, Tombs F, H-H’ and Phi, with an emphasis on how each of the three 

monuments’ decorative programs worked to create a memorable experience for 

visitors.  Tomb F is among the most externally arresting of the surviving tombs of 

the necropolis, and can serve as an example of the interior decoration of the 

second-century chamber tomb in its mature phase, with the characteristic rich 

fields of color on the flat surfaces of the walls and elaborate projecting 

architectural frame of stucco enclosing the niches of the middle wall zone.  Tomb 

F is also rich in inscriptions, and the connections between the names of the 

deceased provide an opportunity to explore both the social status and the nature of 

the relationships among Romans interred within the space.  Tomb H-H’ is 

singular among the surviving tombs of the necropolis as well as those found 

elsewhere in Rome in terms of the interior decorative program.  The interior walls 

are arranged as a gallery of full- length portraits and images of deities on 

pedestals executed in stucco in high relief.  Tomb H-H’ contains the most 

complex example of presentation of a desired identity.  The owner of the tomb, a 

libertus named Gaius Valerius Herma, combined images of philosophers and 

deities with portraits in a highly individual way to shape the viewer’s 
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understanding of him as a man of piety, virtue, and learning.  Tomb Phi is one of 

the later chamber tombs within the necropolis, and its relatively late construction 

date gives an opportunity to examine the structural and decorative changes to the 

interior resulting from the supersession of inhumation over cremation as the 

preferred method of interment by the Romans.  Tomb Phi is also the only 

surviving tomb within the necropolis that arguably displays the same type of 

programmatic painting seen in the Roman house.  The interior walls are decorated 

with a series of mythological narratives thematically unified by subject matter.  

 These three tombs have histories of their own, stories revealed by the 

alterations and accretions made to the original structures.  There are inhumation 

graves, for example, hastily inserted in the floors by the late second and third 

centuries, and later inscriptions whose content and humble epigraphical style 

suggest conversion to Christianity by subsequent generations, a change in 

ownership of the tomb, or even perhaps a form of “squatting” in neglected tombs 

by those eager to be near the shrine to Peter.  Fascinating as these histories can be, 

the purpose of this examination is not to follow the trail of these monuments from 

their creation beginning in the second century to their burial in the fourth, but to 

consider their appearance and use as conceived originally by the first owners.  For 

this reason, the descriptions and attempted reconstructions will be limited to each 

tomb’s initial architectural scheme and decorative programs as best can be 

determined by the surviving physical remains. 
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II. Typology and Developmental History of the Chamber Tomb in 
Rome 

 

 The tombs now beneath the Basilica of St. Peter reveal the desire of non-

elite but prosperous Romans to follow a sepulchral ideology initially set forth by 

the great families of Rome who sited imposing monuments along major 

thoroughfares.  By the first decades of the second century a variety of grave 

markers and monuments fanned out alongside the roads threading the outskirts of 

Rome.  The tombs of the Vatican Necropolis were once part of a larger collection 

of funerary monuments that accumulated along this stretch of the Vatican plain 

over a period of two and a half centuries, standing out from the crowd, perhaps, 

due to their size and well-crafted exteriors. 

 The sepulcra of the Vatican Necropolis, built between the middle of the 

first century and the middle of the third, were a type of funerary monument whose 

exterior appearance and interior layout and decoration had become fairly uniform 

by the first decades of the second century.  Similar contemporary tombs stood 

within a number of necropoleis around Rome, and these monuments will be part 

of a discussion of comparanda later within this chapter.   
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 Before considering the tombs of the Vatican Necropolis as examples of a 

well-defined type of monument, it is important to locate them within the larger 

history of Roman funerary architecture of the imperial period.  Influential 

antecedents for this type of tomb, which reached its mature form under the 

Antonines, occur as early as the late republic and continue through the Julio-

Claudian and Trajanic/Hadrianic periods.   

 The fragmentary nature of the archeological evidence hampers any 

attempt to trace a straightforward typological evolution from the late republican 

and early imperial tombs to those of the Vatican Necropolis.  During the 

nineteenth and twentieth centuries a number of excavated tombs in Rome 

disappeared, either destroyed or covered up again by modern construction, and 

the physical evidence that does survive is often in a poor state of preservation.  In 

many cases records of tombs exist only in archaeological reports or engravings by 

artists, most notably Bartoli, Labruzzi, Ligorio, and Piranesi.  These limitations 

considered it is still possible to find important predecessors to the monuments of 

the Vatican Necropolis in terms of architecture and decorative programs.  My 

goal in the following section is to move selectively among the monuments 

available for study, pulling out fo r closer examination those pieces of information 

concerning patronage, form, and function illustrating significant features for the 

development of the later tombs.  The majority of predecessors date to the first and 

early second centuries and originally stood within the environs of Rome.  When 
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they can provide relevant information, examples from outside of Ostia, Rome’s 

port, will be included in the discussion. 

 The most important architectural antecedents for the tombs of the Vatican 

Necropolis are columbaria, surviving examples of which represent the earliest 

large-scale tombs for multiple burials present within the environs of Rome.13  The 

general definition of a columbarium is a subterranean or partially subterranean 

tomb containing multiple rows of uniform niches or loculi for the containment of 

cinerary ollae or chests.  Marion Blake links the rise of columbaria c. 35 B.C.E. to 

the closure of the large burial area in the Esquiline for the creation of the Horti 

Maecenatiani, and suggests their construction was a dignified way of dealing with 

burial among the very poor.14  It is not likely, however, that spaces within these 

monuments were accessible to the poorest Romans.15  Rather, individuals who 

had managed to acquire some material resources occupied these tombs.  This 

explains the predominance in the earliest monuments of freedmen and workers 

associated with the imperial family.  Hundreds of imperial freedmen were interred 

within the three columbaria, given the modern designations I, II and III and 

                                                 
13This is not to ignore the tombs intended for multiple burials built by great families, such as the 
Tomb of the Scipiones, a multi-chambered tomb with niches for eighteen sarcophagi in the main 
chamber.  By large-scale, I am referring to tombs with space for hundreds of burials. 
12 M.E. Blake, Ancient Roman Construction in Italy from the Pre-Historic Period to Augustus 
(Washington D.C., 1947), 262. 
13“Poor” burials, terracotta ollae containing ashes inserted directly into the earth, continued after 
the rise of columbaria in the first century, and are also found interspersed among the second and 
third-century tombs of the Vatican Necropolis as well as the contemporary necropolis of Isola 
Sacra.  Purcell observes that there are not enough columbaria to suggest their use was common, 
see “Tomb and Suburb,” in Römische Gräberstrasse, eds. H. von Hesberg and P. Zanker (Munich, 
1987), 39. 
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known collectively today as the Vigna Codini columbaria, built in the first 

century in an area between the Via Appia and the Via Latina.16  In the course of 

their service in an imperial household, imperial freedmen had more opportunity 

than most former slaves to acquire some material prosperity.  While no 

inscriptional evidence suggests these earliest columbaria were actually built by 

the emperor or his relations, it is also possible spaces were purchased and given to 

favored slaves and freedmen as an act of largesse, a reward for faithful service in 

the form of an escape from an anonymous grave.  The columbarium was the 

architectural answer to the problem of reconciling the high cost of burial with the 

desire to participate in the status of funerary display, a desire that by the late 

republic had spread to include classes not normally associated with patronage and 

funerary architecture. 

THE COLUMBARIUM AS CORPORATION 
 

The columbaria of the Vigna Codini, as well as two more first-century 

columbaria, the "Columbario Grande" and the Columbarium of Scribonius 

Menofilus, from the necropolis of the Villa Doria Pamphili, represent examples of 

                                                                                                                                     
 
16All three columbaria  held freedmen belonging to the members of the Julio-Claudian dynasty. In 
Columbarium II the majority of inscriptions belongs to freedmen of Marcella, niece of Augustus 
and wife of Agrippa, and her daughter.  For the inscriptions from the columbaria, see CIL 6.4881-
5178(I0, 4414-4880 (II), 5179-5538 (III). 
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large-scale columbaria built by corporations.17  This conclusion is supported 

explicitly in the case of Columbarium II and Columbario Grande by inscriptions, 

and it seems likely for the other three due to the common interior layout of rows 

and rows of uniform loculi filling the interior wall space (fig.1).18  A sense of 

uniformity is also present in the decorative programs of these columbaria where it 

survives.  To give one example, the Columbarium of Scribonius Menofilus 

features painted friezes divided into panels between several of the rows of loculi.  

The panels contain familiar images drawn from the decorative repertoire used in 

contemporary Roman domestic frescoes--animals, landscapes, still lifes, pygmies-

-repeated with non-systemic alteration (fig.2).19  A continuous painted garland 

fills the space between the second and third rows from the bottom, and each 

loculus has a rectangular painted plaque outlined in red directly below it to 

contain the name of the occupant.  

Within the somewhat monotonous homogeneity in loculus size and 

decoration of these columbaria, dictated probably by the interest of fairness to the 

individual shareholders, some patrons made alterations designed to secure a 

                                                 
17Although the interior layouts of these four columbaria vary, they have in common cremation 
niches for hundreds of individuals. For descriptions of Vigna Codini Columbaria, see J. M.C. 
Toynbee, Death and Burial in the Ancient World (Baltimore, 1971), 113-14; Blake, Prehistoric 
Period to Augustus, 60-1.  For a description of Columbario Grande and the Columbarium of 
Scribonius Menofilus, C. Benocci, Doria Pamphilj (Rome, 1996), 28-50. 
18For the inscription from Columbarium II, CIL 6.4418. Columbario Grande as a corporate 
enterprise is supported by an inscription detailing the purchase of the land by four freedmen 
couples, see C. Hülsen, "Le inscrizioni del columbario di Villa Pamfili," RM 8 (1893): 146-148.    
19For the decorative program of Columbario Grande (now in the Museo Nazionale Romano), see 
R. Ling "The Paintings of the Columbarium of Villa Doria Pamphili in Rome," in Stuccowork and 
Painting in Roman Italy  (Aldershot, 1999), 127-135; Benocci, 30-2. 
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measure of distinction for themselves.  There are examples of owners of loculi 

within Columbarium II enlarging their niches in order to hold portrait busts or 

elaborately carved cinerary chests, additions that would have elevated the level of 

display and perhaps caught the glance of visitors to the interior as they searched 

for the loculi they wished to visit.  

 A striking example of the "individualization" of a loculus occurs in the 

Columbarium of Scribonius Menofilus where one shareholder has altered the thin 

red line defining the boundary of each loculus into a wide band, and also used the 

same red to embellish the painting of a garland above each niche, making it more 

colorful and vigorous than those of his or her neighbors (fig.3).  There were other 

strategies for drawing the attention of the tomb visitor.  Scribonius Menofilus paid 

for the mosaic floor in the central chamber of the tomb containing his remains, 

and by setting his name in strikingly large letters into the opus scutulatum 

pavement, he made it unlikely that any visitor was left unaware of his individual 

contribution within the communal space (fig.4).   

Collective tombs were often under the organization and management of 

collegia, burial clubs with responsibilities including insuring the proper 

obsequities were said over the deceased and arranging the funerary banquet.20  

The desire to create these tombs, with the subsequent labor involved to form a 

                                                 
20The entire list of rules for a burial club in Lanuvium still survives, CIL 14..2112. For discussions 
of burial clubs and collective tombs see J. Patterson, “Patronage, collegia, and burial in Imperial 
Rome,” in Death in Towns: Urban Responses to the Dying and Dead, 100-600, ed. S. Bassett 
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corporation, collect fees, approve and pay contractor's bills, build and decorate the 

tomb and assign burial spaces speaks of the strong desire of this class for at least a 

partial participation in the construction of an impressive funerary monument.  

Their construction also supports Nicholas Purcell's observation that beginning as 

early as 50 B.C.E. the standard of dying was rising among non-elite Romans.21  

THE COLUMBARIUM AS COMMERCIAL ENTERPRISE  
 

 The Columbarium of Pomponius Hylas, usually dated to the Tiberio-

Claudian period, reveals striking departures in patronage and layout from the 

tombs discussed above.22  These changes may illustrate the difference between the 

columbarium as a corporate or collective endeavor and the columbarium as 

commercial enterprise.  In the case of the former, the homogeneity of the niches 

in size and shape and the uniformity of painted decoration were probably 

mandated by an interest in fairness.  This desire to be evenhanded is clearly 

important, as evidenced in another tomb by the practice of shareholders drawing 

                                                                                                                                     
(Leicester, 1992), 20-24; K. Hopkins, Death and Renewal  (Cambridge, 1983), 211-217; P. Zanker, 
The Power of Images in the Age of Augustus, trans. A. Shapiro (Ann Arbor, 1988), 23. 
21Purcell, 34. 
22This columbarium, located between the Via Appia and the Via Latina, is commonly referred to 
as the Columbarium of Pomponius Hylas based on an inscription in the stairwell within a colored 
mosaic (CIL 6.5552). This mosaic, however, is a later addition to the tomb with a likely Flavian 
date, see LTUR 4:294 s.v. Sepulcrum Cn. Pomponius Hylas (D. Mancioli).  A better candidate for 
ownership is Gaius Nestor, whose inscription naming himself and his wife, has a prominent place 
on the central aedicula of the rear wall (CIL 6.5546).  For a plan and illustrations of the interior, 
see drawings by F. Newton, text by T. Ashby, “The Columbarium of Pomponius Hylas,” PBSR 5 
(1910): 463-71, pls. 37-47. 
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lots to receive their loculi.23  As discussed earlier, after receiving ownership of 

their space, some shareholders elected to add painted decoration or to enlarge 

their loculi for the insertion of a portrait bust or a more impressive cinerary 

container.  The columbarium of Pomponius Hylas, by contrast, was probably a 

commercial endeavor, and distinctions determined by the amount spent by 

individual purchasers seem to have figured into the initial design.24  In addition to 

the differences in size and decoration of individual loculi, the absence of any 

evidence of relationships between individuals interred in the tomb supports the 

possibility that it was a commercial enterprise. 

A hierarchy of display is observable within the layout, size and decoration 

of the loculi within the interior.25  One enters on the southwest corner of the 

mostly subterranean structure and descends on a staircase supported by the 

northwest wall.26  After the descent, the natural movement is to turn and face the 

southeast wall, putting the staircase behind one.  On the wall supporting the 

staircase behind the viewer, the arrangement is simple and familiar, consisting of 

                                                 
23This type of selection, per sortitionem ollarum, seems to have resulted in members of the same 
family being scattered throughout the tomb.  R. Lanciani refers to two inscriptions discovered in 
1599 and 1854 respectively (unfortunately without more detail) worded with the same formula 
giving location, i.e. "of Caius Rabirius Faustus, second tier, twenty-eighth locus" in Pagan and 
Christian Rome  (London, 1895), 258-59. 
24The generally held belief that this tomb was a commercial enterprise is based upon the lack of 
apparent connections between the owners of individual loculi (CIL 6.5539-5557), although there is 
evidence for several members of the same burial club occupying spaces within the tomb.  
25For this examination, I am not considering the later Flavian additions to the interior of the two 
aediculae on the northeast wall covering the original niches, and the mosaic and aedicula of 
Pomponius Hylas and Pomponias Vitaline. 
 
26Ashby and Newton, pls. 39-40. 
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horizontal rows of semi-circular niches of uniform size.  The decorative 

embellishment is equally spare, with stucco cornices dividing the rows and 

painted foliage between each niche.  Along the longer walls of this rectangular 

space, those to the left and right of the viewer who has turned to face the rear 

wall, the architectural elements framing each niche are more elaborate, with 

pilasters or columns on the side and alternating triangular and round pediments 

above.  The richest and most diverse painted and stuccoed decoration fills the wall 

facing the viewer opposite the entrance, which is formed as an apse (fig.5).  A 

large aedicula occupies the center of the wall with niches for eight occupants 

framed by freestanding columns.  Flanking and following the curve of the apsidal 

space are symmetrical arrangements of four more loculi inserted into a visually 

busy architectural frame of cornices, pilasters, columns, and broken triangular and 

semi-circular pediments.  In contrast to the simple flower and swag motifs of the 

side and entry walls, the aedicula and the apse containing it are profusely 

decorated with mythological subjects, a scene of a funerary banquet, and portraits 

of the owners of the aedicula.  The decoration and distinctive arrangement of the 

apse/ aedicula wall announced in no uncertain terms that this was the expensive 

wall, the best real estate as it were, within the space.  
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THE COLUMBARIUM AS MONUMENT FOR MEMBERS OF A 

HOUSEHOLD  

  

 Perhaps the most significant development in relation to the monuments of 

the Vatican Necropolis was the creation of columbaria built by the head of a 

household to contain either the family and dependents or just the slaves and 

freedmen belonging to the family.  An illuminating example of this type of 

provision occurs in the columbarium, probably from the first century, belonging 

to N. Patlacius Maximus, in which painted inscription tablets underneath each 

loculi display the name of the of one of Patlacius liberti and a number, for 

example,"CXIII Hilari, CXIV Petroni.”27  Inscriptional evidence indicates these 

monuments appeared as early as the time of Augustus with examples increasing in 

number during the Tiberio-Claudian period.28  These tombs were usually smaller 

in scale than the corporate or commercial columbaria but not always; inscriptions 

from the first-century columbarium of the Statilii exist for more than one hundred 

                                                 
27C. Carpano and C. Pavia, Roma Sotterranea e Segreta (Milan, 1985) photo of interior, 169, text, 
171.  There is no date given in the accompanying text for this tomb.  I propose a first century date 
based on the brickwork, sole use of cremation niches, and the simplicity of the interior layout and 
decoration. In spite of Carpano's mention of the discovery date of 1923 and location not far from 
the tomb of Eurysaces, I am unable to find further information concerning this columbarium.  
28The earliest extant examples we have of columbaria built for the slaves and freedmen belonging 
to one family are a series of columbaria built by M. Statilius Taurua, cos. 44 C.E., near the Porta 
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slaves and liberti of this family.29  The form and surviving decoration of several 

of the smaller familial columbaria from the Julio-Claudian period suggest they 

represent the developmental stage of a tomb that evolved into the type represented 

within the Vatican Necropolis.  This sub-set of first-century columbaria are 

partially or completely above-ground chambers, usually rectangular with one of 

the short sides presented as the principle facade, vaulted, and reticulate, bricked-

faced or a combination of both.  The first-century tomb of T. Claudius Vitalis 

uncovered near the Neronian arches at the Aqua Claudia on the Caelian shows the 

basic exterior appearance of this type of chamber, brick-faced with a travertine-

framed doorway, a titulus inserted above the door, and splayed window openings.  

Several of these smaller columbaria also provide early examples of the 

embellishment of the external facade.  The tomb of T. Claudius Vitalis, Tomb 

"HNHM" near the Porta Romana, and the tombs from the Julio-Claudian period 

belonging to the Claudii and Caecilii in the Laurentine Necropolis near Ostia 

present a variety of decorative architectural details on the external facade, 

including projecting brick pilasters with terra-cotta capitals, terracotta plaques and 

frames around the tituli, and ornamental friezes of contrasting stone and/or 

terracotta (fig.6).  The tombs of the Claudii and Caecilii are also important 

examples of family columbaria functioning as self-contained sites for the 

                                                                                                                                     
Praenestina (CIL 6.6213-6640), and the three columbaria on the Via Praenestina of L. Arruntius, 
cos. 6 C.E., which held his slaves, freedmen and also his descendants (CIL 6.5931-5960). 
29For inscriptions, CIL 6.6213-6640. 
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activities surrounding the cult of the dead, with one corner walled off to create an 

ustrinium space for cremation, an upper story for the funerary rites, and a 

triclinium for funerary banqueting. 30  Unfortunately, very little of the interior 

decoration of these columbaria remains, although surviving evidence suggests the 

interiors contained the mosaic floors or marble pavements, painted frescoes, and 

decorative stucco common to the first two groups of columbaria.31 

 The practice of creating a columbarium for family and dependents is 

significant because it locates the relatively new development of non-elite 

communal tombs within the larger context of Roman social relations, in particular 

the inextricable ties among the head of a household and his dependents, and 

followers.32  For the builders of these monuments, the construction of a tomb was 

a gift, a generous act private in benefaction but public in the display of that 

generosity.  The familial columbarium held both kin and non-kin dependants, the 

domestic community of slaves and manumitted slaves of the owner, and its use 

                                                 
30The layout of the Tomb of the Claudii consists of an trapezoidal antechamber, an inner chamber 
with a triclinium, a small room to the immediate right of the entrance containing the stairs leading 
to the upper chamber; the Tomb of the Caecilii is similar in layout as is a third tomb, no. 33, 
except that it lacks an ustrinium, see G. Calza Not. Scav. 69 (1936): 5-12 and 71 (1938): 26-74; 
Blake, Roman Construction in Italy from Tiberius through the Flavians (Washington D.C., 1959) , 
69: R. Meiggs, Roman Ostia (Oxford, 1973), 459. 
31From the tomb of T. Claudius Vitalis the black and white floor mosaics of the ground floor and 
upper chamber remain; there are traces of decorative stucco of high quality from the Sep. Arruntii, 
see E. W. Wadsworth, “Stucco Reliefs of the First and Second Centuries in Rome,” MAAR 4 
(1924): 36. Well-preserved frescoes remain within the chambers of the columbaria of the Via 
Taranto, including an image of Venua/Fortuna in the central niche of the rear wall, see Pavia and 
Carpano, 152-53. 
32The Roman definition f both familia and domus seems to have been deliberately fluid, see R. 
Saller, Patriarchy, Property and Death in the Roman Family (Cambridge, 1994), 74-88. For the 
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here reveals the interlocking concerns of service, dependence, obligation, and 

reward that shaped the extended Roman family of the imperial period.  Here, at 

the site of the tomb, there is a dynamic similar to that which defined the relations 

within the domus.  The honor and prestige of the paterfamilias depended on his 

ability to protect and care for his household.33  The head of the household 

provided for and rewarded the faithful in his service.  Perhaps, just as the number 

of clients in one's atrium signaled the importance of a Roman male to his peers, 

the ability to provide for both the quick and the dead within his household 

communicated to a larger audience material prosperity (in the form of both the 

monument itself and the servi and liberti within it) and the exemplary execution 

of the role of paterfamilias.  In light of this particular function, it is useful to 

consider again the columbarium of N. Patlacius Maximus in which the niches, 

each labeled with a name and a number, provided an accounting of the number of 

individuals he provided for. 

 These three non-exclusive categories of columbaria from the Julio-

Claudian period contribute to the development of the second-century tombs of the 

Vatican Necropolis.  The form and decoration of this monument type, a brick-

faced structure with a stuccoed and painted interior, mosaic floor and loculi of 

varying size and shape lining the interior walls, will be adapted by the builders of 

                                                                                                                                     
Roman definition of familia as a social group encompassing both slaves and freedmen, see M. 
Flory, “Family in Familia: Kinship and Community in Slavery,” AJAH 3.1 (1978): 78-9. 
33Saller, 93. 
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second and third-century chamber tombs.  The corporate columbaria give 

evidence of the desire on the part of non-elite Romans to participate in the 

construction of an impressive monumentum, even if their individual display was 

limited to a relatively anonymous loculus.  The proposed example of a 

columbarium as a commercial enterprise of Pomponius Hylas makes clear that 

given the opportunity individuals with the means to do so could elevate their own 

display through purchase of a loculus larger and more lavishly decorated than 

those of their neighbors, creating a hierarchy of wealth within the collective 

space.  The familial columbarium linked the desire for an impressive and 

dignified burial site to the relationships between the members of an extended 

Roman family, articulated through the creation of monuments that gave prestige 

in different forms to both builder and occupant. 

THE CHAMBER TOMB IN AND AROUND ROME 

 
The second-century sepulcra of the Vatican Necropolis are the best-

preserved examples of a type of collective tomb derived from these earlier first- 

century columbaria, in particular the small-scale, above-ground columbaria built 

for either a family or small collegium.  A combination of materials, form, and 

decoration defines the chamber tomb that developed from the first-century 

columbarium as a particular and distinctive monument type within the larger 

category of second and third-century funerary architecture in or near Rome.  The 
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popularity of the tomb type is supported by examples found within many of the 

necropoleis skirting Rome, including those near the Via Taranto, Via Salaria, Via 

Ostiense, Via Appia, Via Latina, Porta Capena, Porta Portuense and the 

Circonvallazione Gianicolense.34  The largest number survives at a cemetery 

outside of Rome along the west side of the Via Severiana, between Portus Augusti 

and Ostia, at the necropolis of Isola Sacra.35  The general appearance of this type 

of mausoleum is as follows.  They are aboveground chambers, square or 

rectangular in shape.  By the middle of the second century the dimensions of the 

tombs were fairly standardized, with the most common measurements being ten 

by ten, twenty by twenty, or ten by twelve Roman feet.36  The earliest examples 

from the Trajanic-Hadrianic period have concrete exteriors faced with a 

combination of opus reticulatum and brick, with an increasing number of brick-

faced facades by the Antonine period.37  The placement of the titulus plaque and 

exterior decoration show a consistent emphasis in orientation and decoration on 

the viewer walking in front of the monument.38  The principle facade is usually 

                                                 
34Many these tombs were destroyed in the course of modern day construction projects in Rome. 
For descriptions using the excavation reports from the first few decades of the twentieth century, 
see Blake, Roman Construction in Italy from Nerva through the Antonines (Philadelphia, 1973), 
122-27.  
35Isola Sacra has the largest number of surviving chamber tombs, with well-preserved examples 
spanning from the Trajanic to the Severan.  The most detailed examination of them remains G. 
Calza’s La necropoli del Porto di Roma nell’Isola Sacra  (Rome, 1940). 
36Purcell, 38. 
37Blake, Tiberius through the Flavians, 118-20. 
38The most common exception is orientation towards a central courtyard.  For examples see the 
Villa Corsini Necropolis, P.S. Bartoli, Gli antichi sepulchri ovvero mausolei Romano e Etruschi 
trovati a Roma (Rome, 1694), 3; the Necropoli dell’Annona, P.  Liverani, La Topografia Antica 
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faced with a fine-grained red brick, while the sides and back are of coarser 

brickwork.39  The façade is typically arranged with a central door framed by a 

travertine jamb and sills, a marble titulus inset above the door, and splayed 

windows either flanking or cut into the titulus (fig.7).40   

Decorative architectural elements embellished the tomb facades, including 

projecting architraves above the door, marble insets for the windows, terracotta 

frames of varying degrees of elaboration around the titulus and windows, and an 

entablature, in some cases "supported" by pilasters of projecting brick.  

Polychrome intaglio details in diverse materials including tile, contrasting brick, 

pumice and terracotta occasionally run along the entablature level or frame a 

titulus, as seen in the diamond patterned intarsio of Tomb L of the Vatican 

Necropolis (fig.8).  Several tombs from Isola Sacra and a single example from the 

Vatican Necropolis feature one or two decorative terracotta plaques inserted into 

the facade, to one or both sides of the door in a space near the top of the 

doorframe and the entablature (fig.9).41  Where extant examples of the upper 

section exist, a triangular pediment topped the façade (Fig. 10).42   

                                                                                                                                     
del Vaticano (Vatican City, 1999), 88; E.M. Steinby,”La necropoli della Via Triumphalis,” in 
Römische Graberstrassen, 87. 
39Calza writes of brick tombs at Isola Sacra tombs with the sides plastered in some instances, 
Necropoli , 63, but Blake questions this conclusion, Roman Construction in Italy from Nerva 
through the Antonines (Philadelphia, 1973), 122.  
40See Calza, Necropoli, 87, fig. 35 for the various shapes of windows and their chronology. 
41The decorative plaques from the Vatican necropolis are on the façade of Tomb F, see Chapter 4, 
p. 108, figs. 29-30. For the plaques at Isola Sacra, see M. Squarciapino, “Piccolo corpus dei 
mattoni scolpiti Ostiensi,” BullArchCom 76 (1956-58): 185-204. 
42Isola Sacra in the primary source for chamber tombs with intact roofs.  All of the surviving 
pediments are triangular with the exception of a single round-headed pediment belonging to Tomb 
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The most common facing materials for the interior were reticulate and 

block work in the earliest examples form the Trajanic/ Hadrianic period tombs, 

and we find brick or brick and block work by the Antonine period, always 

covered with stucco and painted.  The materials typically used to decorate the 

interior spaces of second-century chamber tombs are familiar from first-century 

columbaria.  Many feature the generous use of stucco to create architectural 

frames around individual loculi, figurative friezes, and coffered ceilings. 

Surviving decorative stuccowork from the walls and ceiling of the Tomb of the 

Axe underneath San Sebastiano and Tomb F of the Vatican Necropolis reveal the 

high level of craftsmanship attained within this fragile medium (figs.11-12).  

Frescoes enlivened the spaces between niches as well as their interiors, drawing 

from the established decorative repertoire for both house and tomb of simple 

floral/vegetal motifs, animals, birds, portraits of the deceased, and mythological 

scenes.  The ceiling and rear wall of Tomb G offers well-preserved examples of 

decorative motifs, in this instance a vibrantly colorful arrangement of medallions, 

ribbons, swags, birds, and deer, and a portrait, presumably of the owner of the 

tomb (fig.13).  In addition to representations of single deities, some mythological 

paintings represent a scene from a larger narrative, such as that of Hercules and 

Alcestus from Tomb 19 of Isola Sacra.  The interior ceilings of the tombs have 

either barrel-vaulted or cross-vaulted ceilings with stuccoed and/or painted 

                                                                                                                                     
80. Ligorio gives an illustration of a triangular pedimented chamber tomb uncovered east of the 
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decoration.  The majority of the extant pavements are in black and white mosaic 

of geometric and vegetal designs.  Black and white and polychrome mosaic 

pavements with more ambitious figural designs survive from both Isola Sacra and 

the Vatican Necropolis, and the subjects include hunt scenes, Nilotic landscapes 

with pygmies, mythological scenes, and representations of the seasons.43  Several 

surviving floor mosaics have mythological subject matter particularly appropriate 

to a funerary space such as Selene and Endymion in Tomb 87 at Isola Sacra and 

the Rape of Persephone in Tomb I of the Vatican Necropolis (fig.14).  Within the 

Vatican Necropolis, Tombs Phi and Chi from early third century have pavements 

of opus sectile in geometric patterns using colored marble instead of mosaic. 

 Variations on this tomb type exist.  There are brick-faced tombs that are 

rock-cut.44  Some tomb facades conceal a hypogeum space below the 

aboveground chamber, while other have a second story or terraces.45  The layout 

of some tombs included multiple chambers as well as sepulcra with antechambers 

                                                                                                                                     
Vatican necropolis during the construction of the “Bastione del Be lvedere” in the sixteenth 
century, cod. Bodl. 138 f.8 109r. 
43Isola Sacra has many more examples of extant mosaic pavements than the Vatican Necropolis, 
see Calza, Necropoli, 161-185.  The best-preserved pavements from the Vatican Necropolis are 
black and white mosaic of the rape of Persephone in Tomb I and the polychrome mosaic with 
vegetal patterns, birds and vases in tomb C. 
44There are examples of rock-cut tombs at the necropolis near the Porta Portuensis and also under 
San Sebastiano, see Blake, Nerva through the Antonines, 124,127.  
45The tomb of the Pancratii and the Barberini tomb on the Via Latina, both of which date to the 
second country, have subterranean chambers.  Examples of second-century tombs with multiple 
stories include the Barberini tomb, the tomb of the Valerii also on the Via Latina, Tomb 42 at 
Isola Sacra, see Blake, Nerva through the Antonines, 119, 132-33.  A rare surviving example of a 
tomb with a terrace exists at Isola Sacra, no.29. 
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or precincts in front of them. 46  The addition of wells, ovens, and triclinium or 

biclinium benches within a number of the tombs reveals the continuation of a 

development seen earlier in the tombs of the Claudii and Caecilii in the 

Laurentine Necropolis.   

 Inscriptional evidence concerning the owners and occupants of the tombs 

survives from exterior tituli, individual plaques beneath the loculi of the interior, 

and on the cippi, altars, and sarcophagi brought into the space.  The names 

suggest that for most part the occupants were non-elite but prosperous Romans, 

often freedmen or descendants of freedmen. 47  Several of the occupants of the 

Vatican Necropolis included Aug. lib. within their inscriptions to indicate their 

status as imperial freedmen. 48  A tomb usually contained the members of one 

family and often included the owner's freedmen and their descendants.  

Occasionally, the tomb owner gave a space within a tomb as a gift to a friend of 

the family, and there are also recorded instances of the sale of unused space 

within the family tomb.49  

                                                 
46The tomb of the Pancratii had multiple chambers and the Tomb of the Valerii had an 
antechamber. Several tombs at Isola Sacra nos. 87, 88, 89, 90 and 92, had precincts. 
47On freedmen names, see S. Treggiari, Roman Freedmen during the Late Republic (Oxford, 
1969), 250-1 and Appendix 6; P.R.C. Weaver, Familia Caesaris: A Social Study of the Emperor’s 
Freedmen and Slaves (Cambridge, 1972); L. Taylor, “Freedmen and freeborn in the epitaphs of 
Imperial Rome,” AMJPhil 12 (1962): 113-32. 
48Three inscriptions from the Vatican Necropolis, that of Aurelius Hermes from Tomb B and 
those of T. Aelius Tyrannus and Tyrannus I  from Tomb E, include the designation Aug. lib. See 
Toynbee and Ward-Perkins for full text: Aurelius Hermes, 60,n.14; for the Aelii, 118-119, n.2, vii, 
viii.  
49An example of selling unused space within a tomb occurs at Isola Sacra in the tomb of Valeria 
Trophime who sold part of enclosure in front of her chamber to C. Galgestius Helius.  For the 
inscription see H. Thylander, Inscriptions du Port d’Ostie (Lund, 1951-2), 124.  There are also 
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THE VATICAN NECROPOLIS : LAYOUT AND CHRONOLOGY 

  
 Within this discussion of the development of the chamber tomb, it remains 

to place the Vatican Necropolis within the larger history described above.  The 

twenty-two tombs of the Vatican Necropolis stand in two rows on an east-west 

axis with a more or less uniform alignment and consistent orientation towards the 

south, almost certainly in response to a road that once ran in front of the southern 

row (fig.15).  The tombs of northern line were built first and construction seems 

to have initiated in three areas with tombs A, G, and O, all of which are Hadrianic 

in date, followed by a subsequent filling in of the spaces between the earliest 

monuments.50  Tombs B-F on the eastern end of this row, built within a short 

period of time and to a common frontage, belong to the late Hadrianic-early 

Antonine period.51  On the western end of the northern row, Tombs H, L, N, S-V, 

and I are all Antonine in date, with M alone belonging to the later Severan period.  

The mausoleums of this initial, northern row were originally flush with the hill 

rising behind them, with only the upper portions of their back walls standing 

clear.  The four surviving tombs of the southern row represent a second, slightly 

later period of building.  Tomb Z is late Antonine, and X and Phi, the latest 

                                                                                                                                     
examples of shared ownership at Isola Sacra such as in the tomb of Cognita Optata and M. Acilius 
Marianus, see Thylander, 16. 
50The necropolis had its beginning as a site for more humble graves discovered in  and near the 
open space with the modern designation “Campo P” dating to the first century B.C.E., see 
Liverani, 142; Guarducci, Tomb, 84-6; Toynbee and Ward Perkins, 45-7.  
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tombs, belong to the Severan period.52  The monuments of this row, separated 

from the northern line by a narrow pathway, were freestanding on all sides.  The 

northern row of tombs have no gaps between them, while narrow passage exist 

between several monuments, Tombs Z and Phi for example, of the southern row. 

The spaces between some tombs of the southern line may reflect the legal 

obligation of the owners of the monuments not to impede access to the earlier 

tombs to the north. 53 

 The present-day aspect of the necropolis, post excavation and restoration, 

gives a more orderly appearance than was the case at the time of the cemeteries 

covering.  For a more complete picture we must add humbler tombs in the area of 

Campo P near the apostolic shrine dating to the first century B.C.E. either 

unadorned or marked with simple gravestones, an ossuary originally next to Tomb 

Z, and two masonry bench tombs in the corridor between and V. 54  These 

monuments, as well as later masonry tombs stacked against existing walls, filled 

available space between the chamber tombs, giving this stretch of land the 

                                                                                                                                     
51In the most precise chronology of tombs to date, Liverani dates Tombs B, C, and D to the 
Hadrianic period, Tomb E as either late Hadrianic or early Antonine, and Tomb F as Antonine, 
141.  
52The inaccessibility of Tomb R and Tomb Psi makes makes a precise dating of the these tombs 
impossible at this time. 
53Kirschbaum, 83.  
54Apollonj-Ghetti, B., A Ferrua, E.Josi and E. Kirschbaum, Esplorazione sotto la confessione di 
San Pietro in Vaticano eseguite negli anni 1940-1949 (Vatican City, 1951), v.1, figs.43, 53 and 
v.2, pls.21.2, 22.2; Toynbee and Ward-Perkins, 36. 



 40 

somewhat haphazard profusion of monument types appearance common to other 

necropoleis ringing the city. 55 

 During the span of these tombs’ construction, inhumation superceded 

cremation as the preferred form of interment and both rites are represented within 

the necropolis in a way that illustrates the process of transition.  Tombs B, D, and 

O were designed solely for urns.  The majority of the tombs made provision for 

both rites, with archosolia along the lower walls and niches for cremation lining 

the upper section. 56  Tomb B provides an example of a tomb rebuilt at a later date 

in response to the change in burial custom.  In the middle of the third century, the 

owner added arcosolia along the east and west lower walls, covering in the 

process several cremation niches from the original construction.  In Phi, one of 

the last tombs built, archosolia fill three of the interior walls, with cremation 

niches limited to a small area of the entry wall.  Tomb Z, also one of the later 

tombs, contained solely inhumation spaces.  

 The tombs of the Vatican necropolis range widely in size and no two 

tombs have the same interior dimension.  At 2.5 by 3 meters Tomb M, is the 

smallest and Tomb H, whose main chamber measures 5.5 by 6 meters, is the 

largest.  The mausoleums also vary in their layout.  A precinct fronts Tomb O, 

and Tombs B, D, and H originally had walled forecourts.  Two of the tombs, F 

                                                 
55The excavation team cleared much of the poorer construction between the chamber tombs to 
provide access, see Toynbee and Ward-Perkins, 36-7; Esplorazione, v.1, figs. 43,53. 
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and H, contained interior staircases to give access either to an upper level or the 

area of the hill behind the tombs to the north. 57  Tomb H has an additional small 

chamber branching off from the northeast corner.  Although there are no 

examples of masonry biclinia attached to the tombs as seen at Isola Sacra, the 

well in Tomb H’s forecourt, gives similar evidence of the owner making a 

provision for visitors engaged in dining and making offerings. 

 The exterior facings of the Vatican Necropolis tombs are of fine-grained 

reddish brown brick, with the exception of Tombs and L, both of which feature 

yellow brick.  As discussed in the section on tomb typology, various types of 

decoration embellish these facades including brick pilasters, terracotta frames 

around the titulus and windows, polychrome intarsio in terracotta and stone, and 

mosaic emblemata.  The interior facings of these mausoleums are almost evenly 

divided between block work and a combination of brick and block work with the 

exception of Tombs O and D, which also used reticulate panels.  In all cases this 

rough facing was stuccoed and painted.  Descriptions of the painted decoration of 

the interiors would be redundant here, as a record of every accessible tomb is part 

of Mielsch and von Hesberg’s archaeological report.  A detailed description of  

                                                                                                                                     
56Tombs C, E, F, G-I, L, M, R-U were created for both rites.  The interiors of A and V are not 
accessible. Based on the dates of their construction, A was probably all cremation burials and V 
provided for both rites. 
57Tomb B also has an interior staircase, but this was a roughly built later addition. Toynbee and 
Ward-Perkins believe its purpose was to allow visitors into the tomb during the final stage of 
dismantling the cemetery, 40.  
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decorative programs will be part of the discussion of the tombs selected as case 

studies, F, H, and Phi, in chapters 4 –6. 
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III. The Chamber Tomb as Marker and Architecture 

 

In their description of the second-century chamber tombs under the 

Necropolis of St. Peter's, Toynbee and Ward-Perkins use the descriptive term 

"house tombs", and Blake writes of these tombs as presenting an "aspect of little 

houses" for the dead alongside the road.58  The term "house tomb", however, is 

misleading on several counts.  The regular rows of tombs at Isola Sacra and the 

Vatican Necropolis with their trim brick facades and doorways flanked by 

windows can indeed evoke a description as "little houses."  They resemble the 

block housing units present in modern society more than the domus or insula, the 

dominant domestic architectural forms of the Romans.  These tombs were, like 

houses, decorated with frescoes, stucco, and mosaic, but many types of buildings 

in the Roman world, including baths and shops, used these materials.  Nor does 

the presence of elements found also in the house such as dining benches, kitchens, 

wells, and terraces, support the designation “house tombs” because these 

additions relate directly to the activities of the living, accommodating the needs of 

those who performed funerary ritual.  It is possible to argue that house tomb is 

                                                 
58Toynbee and Ward-Perkins, 36, and Toynbee again in Death and Burial in the Roman World, 
where she has a section titled “Rectangular House-Tombs of the Empire,” 132-143; Blake, 
Tiberius through the Flavians, 142. 
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still a conceptually accurate designation, as the monument served as an eternal 

home for those within.  The danger of this interpretation lies in its isolation or 

privileging of this particular monument type in terms of form and function.  There 

is no evidence to support the idea that other monument types, altars or cippi for 

example, were any less a "home" for those whose remains lay within or below.   

While I believe the more neutral term chamber tomb is a better 

designation for these monuments than house tomb, I do not dismiss the ties 

between house and tomb.  The shared constructions are clear and include ancestor 

worship and banqueting as a social activity.  It does seem important, however, to 

disentangle assumptions concerning what the Romans were thinking about when 

they built these tombs from what the physical evidence and social context is able 

to tell us.   

The examination that follows considers chamber tombs within the context 

of visitation, funerary ritual and activity relating to the cult of the dead in and 

around the tomb in the hope of eluc idating the relationship between the 

appearance of these tombs and their function.  This kind of analysis brings to the 

forefront the fundamental nature of the tomb as a monumentum, something built 

to evoke memory. 59  As a monumentum, the chamber tomb functioned in several 

ways.  It created a record of existence for a group of individuals.  If the tomb 

itself did not resemble a Roman house, it did preserve the social hierarchy of 

                                                 
59Varro, Ling. 6.49, Ab eo cetera quae scripta ac facta memoriae causa monumenta dicta. 
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familial relationships and in this sense, as Purcell notes, the chamber tomb was 

more domus than insula in spirit.60  By looking at where the name was written, for 

example, on the exterior titulus versus below a row of identical loculi on the back 

wall, visitors could understand the relative importance of each individual within 

the larger family.  This type of tomb design encouraged the act of memory and 

fostered its continuation by both drawing the eye of the casual viewer and 

providing an attractive space for those enacting funerary ritual.  In addition-- and 

this aspect has been under examined in discussions of this type of monument—the 

chamber tomb offered a location or staging area near witnesses to the actions 

which build memory, the funerary ritual itself.  The public performance of the 

funerary ritual gave proof of the continuation of the family, the foundation of 

Roman society.   

MEMORY,  STATUS , AND THE POWER OF DISPLAY 
 

 While the homogeneous form of the second-century chamber tombs 

described above allows them to be designated a specific category of tomb, it 

reveals larger pre-occupations on the part of their owners that are shared, 

consistent, and familiar within Roman funerary architecture.  The various forms 

of Roman funerary monuments communicate a dual concern with memoria and 

status, a combination originating from elite models that spread downward to any 

                                                 
60Purcell, 39. 
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individual who desired and could afford this act of personal building.  The bid for 

remembrance was nonspecific, extending to include anyone within the vicinity of 

the tomb.  The second motivation, the declaration of status, can be sub-divided 

into two distinct but related categories.  There is status created by material 

prosperity that existed outside of considerations of place within the hierarchy of 

Roman society.  This type of status could belong to individuals whose personal 

wealth gave them access to the power of display in the forms of houses, public 

monuments and tombs.  Roman funerary architecture also conveys information 

concerning status as determined by social and legal position.  One sees 

consistently in funerary monuments the use of visible symbols, images, texts, and 

the form of the monument itself, to present the most desirable facets of a 

particular identity, whether former consul or former slave.61   There are 

monuments that may reveal tension between ordo and status, as when a libertus 

built an ostentatious monument that displayed, according to elite sensibilities, 

wealth inappropriate to social position. 

A broader identity, one that transcends the specifics of legal status or social 

                                                 
61For a general discussion of status in the Roman world, see V. Hope, "Culture, Identity and 
Power in the Roman Empire," in Experiencing Rome , ed. J. Huskinson (London, 2000), 125-152. 
The permutations and combinations of status created by wealth and status determined by legal 
place within the freedman or libertini class, members of which owned many of the chamber tombs 
on the periphery of Rome, have been the subject of numerous books and art icles; see S. Joshel, 
Work Identity and Legal Status at Rome: A Study of the Occupational Inscriptions.  (Norman , 
1992); J. Andreau,“The Freedman” in The Romans, ed. A. Giardina ,trans. L. Cochrane, (Chicago, 
1989), 175-198; P.Garnsey “Independent freedmen and the economy of Roman Italy  under the 
Principate,”  Klio 63 (1981): 359-71; S. Treggiari  Roman Freedmen During the Late Republic 
(Oxford, 1969); P. Veyne, “Vie de Trimalchion.” Annales Economies - Societes - Civilisations 16 
(1961): 213-47. 
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position, also informs the display of Roman funerary art and architecture.  This 

larger identity is an individual's communal identity, with community defined here 

as a body of people having in common organization and interests, and living in 

the same place under shared laws and regulations.  It would, of course, be a 

simplification to assign a single communal identity to the citizen body of Rome.  

In actuality, a person could have overlapping and simultaneous memberships in 

different communities within the larger one affected by class, ethnicity, wealth, 

gender and region of the city.  Still, and this is the important aspect of Roman 

communal identity to consider when looking at funerary practice, a common 

concern with the health and stability of the society, manifested itself through 

shared ritual action (including the cult of the dead).  The proper treatment of the 

dead, from the layout and anointing of the body within the house to the 

subsequent activity around the tomb, remained consistent for most Romans, even 

through the vagaries of fashion concerning types of monuments and the second-

century change in the method of interment from creation to inhumation.  Along 

with the cultural markers of name and dress, the way of handling the body as well 

as the location, form, and text of the funerary monument communicated a 

significant part of Roman cultural identity.  As mentioned earlier, many of the 

owners of the tombs of the Vatican Necropolis were liberti.  For these new 

citizens, the demonstration of his or her understanding of mos maiorum 
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concerning the cult of the dead may have served as an index of acculturation.     

MONUMENT AND M EMORY 
 

The concern for the perpetuation of the memory of the deceased in Roman 

funerary art has drawn the attention of several scholars in recent years.  Davies 

discusses the particularly Roman concern with creating a "living memory" by 

means of funerary monuments, which were blatantly manipulative in their pleas 

for attention. 62  Michael Koortbojian's treatment of late republican and early 

imperial funerary reliefs erected by freedmen and their descendants focuses on the 

complex relationship among text, image and viewer in the evocation of memory.63  

For a number of reasons the chamber tomb was an architectural form well suited 

to participate in the exercise of drawing the gaze in the pursuit of memoria.  

Romans who purchased them could employ a variety of enticements including 

size, decoration and unique design features to encourage an external viewer to 

pause long enough to look at the monument and read the deceased's name.  The 

attention of a person in the vicinity could be captured by the scale of the 

mausoleum, impressive in its sheer size whether standing alone or in a row of 

similar tombs.  Builders focused attention on the principle facade through fine 

                                                 
62P.E. Davies, "The Politics of Perpetuation: Trajan's Column and the Art of Commemoration," 
AJA  101 (1996): 49-52. Davies’s contextual consideration of tomb design discusses the various 
approaches to achieve this goal, including impressive size and siting, singular design, epigraphical 
address, and even the provision of a comfortable seat for the weary traveler. 
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brickwork and the architectural decoration described earlier of entablatures, 

pilasters topped with terra-cotta capitals, and terra-cotta frames around the 

windows, and titulus.  In some extant examples, attention to the decorative 

potential of the facade was meticulous and included painting the brick with a red 

wash to intensify the color, filling the visible mortar line with red clay, and then 

piping a thin white lines of stucco to simulate mortar joins and create an attractive 

contrast to the red-washed brick.64  An important part of the visual presentation 

was the titulus, the title deed, prominently and centrally displayed above the door 

in most cases.  The titulus contained the all- important nomen, the tie that legally 

bound the tomb to a particular individual and told in a public way of patronage 

and provision.  The common placement of the titulus directly above the door,  use 

of white marble to create a contrast to the surrounding red brick and terracotta 

framing and a formulaic funerary inscription worked together to ensure the 

information was easy to find.  The importance of addressing viewers through the 

titulus is made clear on tomb 97 at Isola Sacra.  Although the door is on the side 

of the monument, the titulus remains centrally placed on the wall facing the road, 

oriented toward the greatest number of potential viewers. 

  These chamber tombs share with the domus the ability to display wealth 

through the quality and variety of structural and decorative materials. 

                                                                                                                                     
63M. Koortbojian, "In Commemorationem Mortuorum," in Art and Text in Roman Culture, ed. J. 
Elsner (Cambridge, 1996), 210-234. 
64I would like to thank Pietro Zander for pointing out to me well-preserved examples of this 
enhancement of the brickwork on Tombs E and Phi of the Vatican Necropolis.  
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Communication of personal wealth began with the expense of the monument, 

which stood near the top of a hierarchy of sepulchral forms available to the 

private citizen. 65  Discretely prosperous exteriors displaying neatly pointed 

brickwork, marble, terracotta framing and terracotta or stone inlay combined with 

interiors richly decorated with paint, stucco, and mosaic conveyed distinction 

through a diverse array of materials.  A number of tombs held elaborately carved 

marble cinerary chests, sarcophagi and altars, the selection of which furnished an 

additional opportunity to exhibit material prosperity.  Tomb E of the Vatican 

Necropolis contains the notable find of two ash urns made of alabaster carved 

with exceptional workmanship (fig.16).  Some tombs originally contained 

terracotta and marble statues of deities and portraits of the deceased.  A 

fragmentary statue of Venus with a smaller image of Priapus at her knee survives 

from one of the tombs of the Vatican Annona and Tomb H-H’ from the Vatican 

Necropolis contains numerous examples of portrait busts, including two marble 

heads believed to be of the owner of the tomb and his wife.66   

                                                 
65By available I mean the popularity of the form suggests there were workshops or businesses of 
builders and decorators where Romans could go and purchase this tomb type. Unique and highly 
expensive funerary monuments/plots of 100,000 HS or more are a separate category.  The titulus 
of Gaius Popilius Heracla is quite unusual in that it records the amount paid for the tomb, 6000HS; 
for inscription see Toynbee and Ward-Perkins, 19, n..28. Compare this to other known mortuary 
costs, 300HS from the collegium funeraticium of Lanuvium, and the average tomb cost of 2000HS 
in Italy in the imperial period.  See R. Duncan-Jones, The Economy of the Roman Empire 
(Cambridge, 1974), 100-2, 169-70. 
66The potential for appropriation and re-use makes statues of deities in situ rare. The only portrait 
statues found in the Vatican necropolis are those of Tomb H.  For the marble portrait heads of 
Gaius Valerius Herma and Flavia Olympia, see Chapter 5, 132, 142.  From Isola Sacra there are 
several fine examples of portraits, now in the Museo di Ostia Antica, including the portrait of C. 
Volcacius Myron (Inv. no.38) and the full-length portrait of Giula Procula (Inv. no 61).  
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THE TOMB, SOCIAL IDENTITY AND COMMUNAL IDENTITY 
 

 The tomb or monument within Roman funerary architecture served as a 

site for the transmission of information concerning social identity, defined here as 

the combination of social position and legal identity.  In addition to the deceased’s 

name, texts of the funerary inscription gave the full name and often included 

personal achievements, the nature of which were shaped by distinctions 

determined by the individual's place within the hierarchy of Roman society.  For 

example, the charioteer Aelius Gutta Calpurnianus listed his victories on the sides 

of his funerary monument.67  The epitaph of an elite such as M. Lucilius Paetus 

followed the formula of the cursus honorum, telling of the progressive offices he 

held in service to the imperial state.68  Inscriptions belong to the liberti of Rome 

examples of which we have in abundance, emphasize achievements that while 

more modest, clearly had value for these individuals. These often formulaic 

epitaphs commonly give information concerning manumission, citizenship and 

marriage.69  

  Images of the deceased often accompany and visually amplify the 

message of the inscription, as can be seen in numerous examples of altars and 

                                                 
67CIL 6.10047; Richardson, 352; E. Nash, Pictorial Dictionary of Ancient Rome  (New York, 
1968), 2.308. 
68The inscription on the facade of the tomb of Lucilius Paetus record the positions of tribunus 
militum, praefectus fabrum, and praefectus equitum (CIL 6.32932); Richardson, 357; Nash, 2.344.  
69The information concerning citizenship is not explicit in these inscriptions but implied. 
 A libertus or liberta  received citizenship after manumission providing his former owner was a 
citizen, and as a citizen could contract a legitimate marriage. 
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tombs belonging to liberti from the late republican and early imperial periods.70  

The well-known late republican grave relief of L.Vibius Felix with his wife and 

son provides and early example of the use of a funerary monument to document 

social position.  The information within the text of the inscription, like the 

representation of L. Vibus Felix as togate, Vecilia Hilara in the tunic and palla of 

a matron, and the portrait bust of their son between them, work together to attest 

to their successful transformation from slaves into a Roman family.  Moving to 

the second century, the interior of Tomb G of the Vatican Necropolis has a 

portrait of the owner that emphasizes his authority and material prosperity.  He 

represents himself sitting at a table and engaged in a transaction with a standing 

male whose dress and smaller size indicates a lower status.  Several tombs from 

Isola Sacra display terracotta plaques on the tomb facades tying the deceased’s 

identity to their work; they represent both males and females in various 

occupations including doctor, toolmaker, miller, and shopkeeper.71 

                                                 
70Tombs with extant funerary relief portraits on the facade are comparatively rare.  Far more 
numerous are altars with portraits belonging to liberti. See D.E.E. Kleiner, Roman Imperial 
Funerary Altars with Portraits (Rome, 1987); P. Zanker, “Grabreliefs römischer Freigelassener,” 
Jdl 90 (1975):257-315. 
71Examinations by scholars of the relationship between work, identity, and status in non-elite art 
are numerous.  For a recent study, see L. Petersen's Roman “Freedmen” Art”: Ancient and 
Modern Constructions (diss. UT Austin, 2000).  There is also Kampen's contribution on the 
subject of social status and gender in images, some of them funerary, of women from the "working 
stratum" of the Roman Empire, in "Social Status and gender in Roman Art: the case of the 
saleswoman," in Feminism and Art History: Questioning the Litany, ed. N Broude and M. Garrard 
(New York 1982) 63-77, and Image and Status: Roman Working Women in Ostia (Berlin, 1981).  
For tombs and status among the freedmen class, see E. D'Ambra's introduction to Roman Art in 
Context , (Englewood Cliffs, 1993), 3-4; D. E. E. Kleiner, Roman Group Portraiture: The 
Funerary Reliefs of the Late Republic and the Early Empire (New York, 1977), and also Roman 
Sculpture (New Haven, 1992), 103-9. 
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 In the case of the chamber tomb, information concerning social identity is 

not limited to that supplied by inscriptions or portraits, but is present in the form 

of the monument itself.  This tomb type, based on the model of columbaria 

created by elite families discussed earlier, served as a public announcement of the 

proper execution of a private role.  The multiple rows of loculi, combined with 

inscriptional evidence for the provision for dependents, communicated both the 

responsibility of an extended family and the ability to execute the role of head of 

household properly. 72  The tomb as a space emphasizing the link between the 

deceased and the surviving family may have held particular significance for those 

patrons who were liberti.73  A marriage between slaves was not legally 

recognized, and the children of slaves belonged to the owner of the mother.  For 

the freedperson, the selection of this monument type suggested the successful 

formation of a family of their own after manumission, with its network of 

connections including spouses, children, heirs, and often servi and liberti of their 

own.   

 Within this segment of Roman society, the purchase of a chamber tomb 

communicated a new and improved social identity.  The process of re- invention 

was intimately bound up with the surviving family, for through the act of visiting 

the tomb and participation in Roman rituals relating to ancestor worship, the 

                                                 
72Although individual plaques on or within second-century chamber tombs are sometimes 
dedications by women, according to surviving tituli, the ownership of the monuments is  by males. 
I am grateful to K.J. McDonnell for sharing her dissertation research on this subject.   
73Supra 55, n.45.                                          
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living had an opportunity to affirm their re-calibrated social roles, to enjoy their 

new status of materfamilias for example, or heir.  The selection of the chamber 

tomb from available monument types by liberti and their immediate descendants 

suggests a process of negotiation away from a servile past and determined 

movement towards the full cultural identity of a Roman citizen.  

 The participation in the act of building for a public viewer, of adding to 

the civic facade, connected the individual owner of the tomb to the larger 

community.  Any Roman placing a monument alongside public roads participated 

in the creation of communal identity by changing or adding to the urban 

landscape and leaving their mark on the topography of the city itself. The 

construction of a tomb, particularly a large-scale monument with an attractively 

decorated facade like in the Vatican Necropolis, was at least partially motivated 

by a desire to participate in civic euergetism, defined by Veyne as liberality for 

public benefit.74  The practice of civic euergetism or public munificence is more 

commonly associated with acts of largesse by the emperor or elite class who 

provided entertainment or food for the populace.  Romans also participated in 

public benefaction through the erection or improvement of public buildings such 

as temples, baths, and roads as legacies within wills. 75  As Purcell notes, 

euergetism can also be understood as a motivation for tomb building.  He writes 

                                                 
74P. Veyne, Bread and Circuses, O. Murray trans. (London, 1990), 5. 
75See E. Champlin, Final Judgments: Duty and Emotion in Roman Wills 200B.C. - AD 250 
(Berkeley, 1991), 157-160. 
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"The tomb has an unusual place in the landscape of civic benefaction; it beautifies 

the suburb, advertises the merits of the deceased to the community and of the 

community to the stranger."76  Romans of some means, but without the wealth for 

a larger philanthropic gesture, still had an opportunity to participate in civic 

euergetism.  The erection of an attractive and well-built tomb for multiple burials 

on publicly accessible land allowed an individual to combine self-promotion with 

beneficence while also contributing to the public facade of Rome's environs.  

THE TOMB AS SITE FOR RITUAL ACTIVITY 
 

 Another area for examination concerning the form and function of this 

type of monument considers both private and public activity within Roman 

society and more specifically the point at which the two converge.  Feast days 

listed on the official calendar as well as unofficial annual occasions regularly 

brought Romans out to the necropoleis encircling the city.  Within the context of 

these semi-annual visits, the chamber tomb can be characterized as a locus for the 

staging of ritual.  Furthermore, while funerary cult practice was private in the 

sense that the family and friends performed the necessary activities, elements of 

the Roman constructions surrounding public performance, audience, and spectacle 

were also present.  Moving in and out of these tombs with lights, incense, flowers 

and offerings of food and drink, and above all dining outside in the tomb precinct 

                                                 
76Purcell, 32. Purcell also discusses instances of individuals donating land to their town to provide 
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were highly visible activities.  The location of the tombs on publicly accessible 

land allowed these individuals to be seen performing their roles properly in front 

of an audience consisting of passersby on the nearby road and also of visitors to 

adjacent tombs.  For these reasons, the enactment of ritual at these tombs does not 

fit easily into the category of either private or public activity, but rather belongs to 

the more mutable area of Roman social performance that combined aspects of 

both. 

 Eating and drinking at the burial site, a tradition whose beginnings in the 

Roman world Mario Torelli dates to between the twelfth and ninth centuries 

B.C.E. was integral to funerary cult practice.77  Meals taken at the gravesite were 

one part of a series of rituals surrounding the cult of the dead concerned with 

separation, transition, and transformation. 78  Words relating to visits to the tomb 

included refreshment (refigeratio or refrigerium) and in numerous examples of 

tomb decoration the theme of refrigerium is represented by one of the most 

ubiquitous motifs in Roman funerary art, two birds flanking a vessel. 79  There are 

                                                                                                                                     
space for public burials, 36-7. 
77M. Torelli, "Banchetto e simposio nell"Italia arcaiaca: qualche nota," in Homo Edens (Verona, 
1987), 27.  On the origins in the funerary banquet in the ancient world, see F. Ghedini, 
"Raffigurazione conviviali nei monumenti funerari romani," RivArch 14 (1990): 35; P.A. Fèvrier, 
"Á propos du repas funéraire: cult et sociabilité," CahArch 26 (1977): 45-6.        
78The series of ritual actions relating to proper burial included the ritual cleaning of the house by 
the everriator after the removal of the body, the period of mourning or feriae denicales, the porta 
praesentanea, the sacrifice of a pig to Ceres which cleansed the family of pollution and made the 
grave legal and the suffito, the ritual of cleaning and purification with fire and water after the 
funeral for those who had participated in the interment. For a discussion of funus, the rituals taking 
place from the hour of death to the immediate post-burial period see Toynbee, 43-55. 
79Examples of this motif from chamber tombs in and around Rome include the mosaic floor and 
the painting on the north wall of Tomb B-B1 from the Vatican Necropolis and from Isola Sacra, 
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also representations of banqueting painted on the walls of tombs, and although 

some of these scenes may refer to the hoped-for pleasures of the afterlife, others 

seem to represent a meal enjoyed by the living.80  Funerary inscriptions 

encouraging the visitors to eat and drink are not uncommon, and the act of 

communal dining included consideration of the dead as well as the living.81  

Pouring wine, honey, milk or blood into the container holding the remains of the 

deceased, often by means of a lead or terracotta tube inserted into the cinerary 

receptacle or sarcophagus, was a ritual act that reconnected the dead to the living 

in the context of the shared act of feasting.82  There are examples of chairs in the 

tomb for the deceased, inscriptions inviting the dead to share the refreshment, and 

in least one example the deceased is referred to as the host of the banquet who has 

                                                                                                                                     
the painting in an archosolia on the west wall of Tomb 23 and the polychrome floor mosaic in 
Tomb 42. 
80Based on the types of foodstuffs represented, Ghedini gives examples of images she believes 
served as commemorative records of actual banquets, including the wall painting from the tomb of 
C. Vestorius Priscus and a relief now in the National Museum of Atestino, 37-9. For the 
convention of representing the dead reclining and the living seated upright, T. Klauser, “Die 
Cathedra in Totenkult der heidnischen und christlichen Antike," Liturgiegeschichtliche Quellen 
und Forschungen  21 (1927): 38. 
81On the themes of care and refrigera, see T. Klauser, "Das latchristliche Totenmahl nach dem 
heutigen Stande der Forschung," Theologie und Glaube 20 (1928): 605.  For examples in early 
Christian tombs, MacMullen, 110-111.  
82Examples of libation holes are numerous.  In the Vatican Necropolis the mosaic floors of Tombs 
C and F have libation holes inset along the borders, and there is a libation tube affixed to the 
terracotta container referred to as grave gamma.  Bartoli's engravings of the Villa Corsini 
Necropolis show both niches and mosaic floors with inset libation holes, pls. 7,8,10-13. Ghedini 
believes there was a deliberate distinction in the types of nourishment prepared for the living and 
the dead that was intended to underscore the difference in the two states of existence, 36.  For 
blood as an offering, see J. Scheid, "Contraria facere: renversements et déplacements dans les 
rites funéraires," A.I.O.N. 6 (1984): 130. 
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invited guests to dine at his tomb.83   

   Like the funeral ritual, graveside dining was a dynamic performance 

enacted to articulate and fix proper relationships between the living and the 

dead.84  The initial graveside banquet in honor of the deceased, the Silicernium, 

took place very soon after the burial. 85 The Cena Novendialis, held the ninth day 

after interment, marked the end of the immediate post-burial period and the 

family's imminent return to society.  Other traditional days for a sojourn to the 

cemeteries are listed in the epitaph of a Roman who made financial provisions for 

sacrifices in his memory on four annual occasions: his dies natales,the Rosaria, 

the Violaria, and the Parentalia.86  Of these, the Parentalia, also referred to as the 

dies Parentales or dies Ferales, was the only commemoration listed on the 

official calendar.87  The Parentalia emphasized the role of near relations in 

honoring the memory of dead kinfolk.  The final day of the Parentalia was called 

the Caristia or Cara Cognati and featured another meal at the tomb held in honor 

                                                 
83For the deceased as the host of the banquet, MacMullen, 195; Nock, 156. On stone chairs for the 
deceased in the tomb, see T. Klauser, “Die Cathedra im Totenkult”, 13ff.  An inscription found 
within the grounds of the Villa Doria Pamphili expresses frank skepticism that the dead truly 
participated in the drinking (ILS 8156). 
84For the purpose of funerary ritual in the Roman world to articulate concerns concerning 
transformation in status and relationships between the living and the dead, see A. Feldherr, “Non 
inter nota sepulcra : Catallus 101 and Roman Funerary Ritual,” CA  19 (2000): 210-11. 
85Festus Paulus describes the silicernium as a kind of sausage, quo fletu familia purgabatur 
(377L). See Ghedini, 36; H. Lindsay, “Eating with the Dead: the Roman Funerary Banquet,” in 
Meals in a Social Context:: Aspects of the Communal Meal in the Hellenistic and the Roman 
World, eds. I. Nielsen and H. Nielsen, (Aarhus, 1998), 72.  
86die natalis sui et rosationis et violai et parentalib (ILS 8366). 
87For a discussion of the official Roman calendar drawn up by the pontiffs, see H. Scullard, 
Festivals and Ceremonies of the Roman Republic (New York, 1981), 41-48. 
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of the "dear kin."88  The freedmen and freedwomen of the deceased, connected to 

the dead through ties of obligation and loyalty, were often responsible for 

carrying out these visits to the tomb.  Artemidorus describes instances in which 

friends of the deceased, sometimes members of the same association or collegia, 

also gathered at the "dwelling of the deceased" for a memorial dinner.89 

     A consideration of the tomb furnishings and the nature of the 

refreshment consumed helps give a sense of the experience of banqueting as 

funerary cult practice.  Tomb owners sometimes included structures to 

accommodate dining in or near their monument.  Examples of chamber tombs 

fitted with masonry triclinia or biclinia on the interior or exterior of the tomb, 

wells, and areas for the preparation of the meal attest to the attention paid to the 

banquet.90  Some tombs have stone tables and sarcophagus lids fitted to serve as 

tables.91  A third-century funerary inscription dedicated to a woman named 

                                                 
88" Proxima cognnati dixere Caristia cari," Ovid, Fast. 2.617. Concerning the Caristia, Ghedini 
believes the banquet took place next to the tomb, 36. Scullard discusses the festival day without 
specifically placing the family meal at the site of the tomb, 75-6. For a discussion of the 
Parentalia as a set of rituals revealing the tension between separation and identification, see 
Scheid, 132-34. 
89Oneir. 5.82.   
90Some evidence for dining facilities at tombs within Rome comes from inscriptions. Using 
examples taken from near Rome, CIL 6.8860 describes a tomb culina super tumulum aand 
6.29958 culina et puteum et iter at triclinia . Within the cemeteries flanking Rome, examples of 
tombs with triclinia or biclinia survive at Isola Sacra (tomb nos. 13,14,15, 86), and Ostia (tomb 
nos. 15, 30, 77, 80, 81,86). Wells are found at the Vatican Necropolis (H-H1) and Isola Sacra 
(nos.16,34,47,75).  See Ghedini, 36, n.26; Toynbee and Ward-Perkins, 136.  For those tombs that 
did not have benches built as part of the structure, another possibility is portable furniture brought 
to the tomb site, and in these instances the visitors may have forgone the more aristocratic and 
festive reclining dining position in favor of sitting at a table on chairs or benches, see G. 
Hermansen, Ostia: Aspects of City Life  (Rome, 1999), 44. 
91For a discussion of tomb furnishings used by visitors for the Christian rites of refrigerium in 
Roman catacombs as well as third-century Spanish, German, Italian, and North African cemeteries 
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Secundula is useful for its discussion of the arrangement of a suitable space for 

dining and conversation.  The dedicant, her son, describes creating a place for 

"passing the evening in pleasant talk" by covering the altar that marks Secundula's 

tomb with a stone tabletop to hold food and drink and piling cushions around it.92   

Although several ancient sources propose simple food as suitable offerings 

to the deceased, the living participants of the banquet did not limit themselves to 

the salted corn or lentils considered sufficient for the shades.93   Lucian writes 

with a certain bemusement of the costly picnics carried to the grave.94  Petronius 

lists expensive delicacies prepared for a fictional cena novendialis, and like any 

good satirist, must have drawn his observations from the foibles of 

contemporaries.95  Besides this literary evidence for fine dining, we have the 

physical remains of afore-mentioned cooking and preparation areas in or near 

tombs. The illumination of the site with torches and ceramic lamps is also 

documented.  Practical considerations accepted-- banquets typically occurred at 

night--there is evidence for the importance of lights within the cult of the dead, 

                                                                                                                                     
a rite that seems to have been seamlessly transferred from the pagan cult of the dead, see 
MacMullen, 110-11. 
92ILCV 1570. 
93Ovid, Fast. 2. 538, writes that the gods are not greedy (non avidos Styx habet ima deos) and 
require only a handful of corn with a little salt and bread-soaked wine for sustenance (sparsae 
fruges parcaque mica salis inque mero mollita Ceres). Plutarch writes of lentils and salt as 
offerings to the dead,Crassus, 19.5. 
94Lucian, Charon, 22. In the same passage he also expresses doubt that the shades ever get their 
portion of the wine and the meal.      
95In Satryicon, Petronius has his character Hannibas relate to Trimalchio and company a list of 
delicacies including snails, honey tarts, bear meat, and Spanish wine, served at a cena novendialis 
given by Scissa for his freedman, 65-66. 



 61 

and candelabra as part of the typical furniture of the tomb.96  To this environment 

created for comfortable, torch- lit dining alfresco one must add flowers.  Although 

primarily intended as offerings to the dead, the garlands attached to altars and 

scatterings of the traditional funerary flowers of roses and violets no doubt gave 

sensory pleasure to the visitors as well.  This consideration of amenities for the 

living did not alter the essential concerns with ancestral worship and propriation 

during the graveside visits.  Rather, when Romans traveled to the tomb to banquet 

they brought with them the same social framework of convivial activity that 

shaped dining within the Roman house.   

  Inscriptional evidence together with early Christian writings on the 

subject of "inappropriate" behavior sheds light on the more ephemeral qualities of 

mood or atmosphere during these graveside visits.97  The spirit of these graveside 

gatherings seems to have been cheerful, even somewhat boisterous, fueled 

perhaps by wine and good food.98  The possibility of overindulgence is addressed 

as early as the republican period.  Cicero in his discussion of Roman law notes 

with disapproval Romans moving away from the funerary laws of the Twelve 

                                                 
96Ovid Fast. 2.562, describes the torches that light up the grave (habent alias maesta sepulcra 
faces). There are also funerary inscriptions mentioning the importance of light, ut semper viglet 
lucerna nardo (CIL 6.30102).  There are numerous examples of lamps and lamp fragments found 
in or near tombs at the necropolis at Ostia and the Necropoli’dell Annona, see A. Pellegrino, Dalle 
Necropoli di Ostia, Riti ed Usi Funerari  (Ostia, 2000), 18-19,43, 56; Liverani, 86-7.  See also the 
important early article by G. Rushforth, "Funeral Lights in Roman Sepulcral Monuments, JRS 5 
(1915): 149-164.  
97The examination of early Christian funerary cult practice is useful given the continuity in the 
forms of ritual activity from pagan to early Christian. On the stability of these burial customs, see 
MacMullen, 110-120; P. Brown, The Cult of the Saints (Chicago, 1981), 24-25. 
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Tables, with their prohibition of sumptuous display and drinking to excess.99  The 

fifth-century writings of early Christian leaders such as Augustine and Zeno, 

while not objective records of behavior, are nevertheless valuable sources of 

information.  Their writings reveal a struggle between absorption and rejection of 

the pagan burial customs that flowed almost seamlessly into Christian funerary 

ritual in particular activities surrounding martyr cults.100   Augustine writes of the 

practice of "banquets and carousing" (comessationes enim et ebrietates) on saints' 

feast days as a continuation of pagan graveside cult practice.101   Another 

commentary on the pagan tradition comes in the form of an admonition by Zeno, 

who found the customary heavy eating and drinking at graveside banquets 

inappropriate behavior for Christians.102  Furthermore, Augustine sanctioned only 

those graveside banquets that did not present a competitive display or show off 

the number of one's dependents.   His admonition against excess suggests 

flaunting one's prosperity was an already established practice from an earlier 

period.103  After the banquet, some form of entertainment may have prolonged the 

convivial occasion, indicated by evidence of playing musical instruments, dancing 

                                                                                                                                     
98On the atmosphere of hilaritas as opposed to silence and sadness, see P. Testini, Archeologia 
Christiana, Nozioni Generali dalle Origini alla Fine del Sec. VI (Rome, 1958), 141. 
99Cicero, DeLeg. 2.24. 
100MacMullen, 154-6. 
101The commentary is in Augustine’s arguments against the Manichean Faustus who complained 
of the "pagan" atmosphere created on martyr feast days by this activity, Contra Faust. 20.21 (PL 
42.384) 
102Zeno, Serm. 1.16.15 (PL 11.366) 
103Augustine, Ep.22.6; P. Brown, Augustine of Hippo: a biography  (Berkeley, 1967) 226-27. 
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and singing at the tomb.104  

THE TOMB AS A SITE FOR SPECTACLE 

 
 Although family, friends, and dependents were responsible for serving the 

memory of the deceased, it is a simplification to characterize the cult of the dead 

as private ritual.  To do so does not consider Roman social constructions of 

performer and spectator, and more specifically those events that blurred 

distinctions between the roles.  Recent scholarship examines the fluidity between 

the positions of viewer and viewed in the Roman world in a number of contexts, 

including public banquets, gladiatorial games, and funeral processions that carried 

the remains from house to tomb.105  One can add the series of post-burial visits 

dictated by custom and calendar to this list of publicly interactive performances.  

The public aspect of the cult of the dead arose due to the placement of the tombs 

along major thoroughfares and usually among other monuments, a location that 

increased the likelihood of an audience for the presence of visitors to the tomb.   

                                                 
104Music and dancing are a well-documented part of the funeral procession, and there is also 
evidence that music was used during visits to the grave both to comfort the dead and as an 
apotropaion, see J. Quasten, Music and Worship in Pagan and Christian Antiquity  (Washington 
D.C. , 1983), 153-60. In many instances there are references to the deceased playing an instrument 
as part of the pleasures of the afterlife and the placement of an instrument on a tomb for the 
deceased was not uncommon, Quasten, 155-56. The Christian cult of the martyrs is generally 
accepted as having strongly paralleled the pagan cult of the dead in its use of singing and dancing 
as part of the commemoration, MacMullen, 47; Quasten, 167-168. 
105These subjects are addressed in The Art of Ancient Spectacle, eds. B. Bergmann and C. 
Kondoleon (New Haven, 1999), a collection of essays from the 1996 conference at the Center for 
the Advanced Study in the Visual Arts. 
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 The form and location of the chamber tombs of the Vatican Necropolis 

and Isola Sacra reveal their owners’ desire for an audience.  Tituli and external 

embellishments on facades oriented to the road signaled a desire to be looked at 

and commented upon.  Utilization of the structure as a frame or backdrop against 

which visitors set up dining equipment and banqueted suggests this wish to draw 

the gaze was also present during the enactment of ritual.  Under these 

circumstances, the tomb facade became a sort of scaenae frons, an architectural 

backdrop that enhanced the dignity and the theatricality of the banquet much like 

wall paintings of architectural "stage sets" in the Roman house.106  Even when 

the actual rites were not visible to non-participants, visitors arriving with flowers, 

food, libations and lamps, as well as the open door of the tomb itself, gave notice 

to anyone within the vicinity of the activity occurring at the site.  Moreover, this 

observation was reciprocal in that during communal festivals individuals gathered 

at one monument could observe other families visiting nearby tombs and have 

their own presence witnessed in return.  In some cases visual and verbal 

intercourse may have been heightened by relationships between families who had 

tombs near each other, as was probably the case for the Tombs F and L of the 

Vatican Necropolis, which both belonged to different members of the Caetennii. 

 A particularly clear example of the public aspect of funerary ritual can be 

                                                 
106The use of architectural stage sets as painted decoration in the Roman house, based on 
Hellenistic models, appears as early as the late republic; see J.R. Clarke, Houses of Roman Italy 
(Berkeley, 1991), 48; A. Little, Roman Perspective Painting and the Ancient Stage (Kennbunk, 
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found at Tomb 15 of Isola Sacra.  Two biclinia are attached to the facade, one 

each side of the door, approximately eight meters east of the original Roman road.  

From their position on the benches, the diners, framed by the monument behind 

them, would have been visible to travelers on the road as well as those Romans 

visiting the contiguous tombs to the north and south. 107  In addition, assuming the 

conventional position with the left arm supporting the body would give the diners 

on the northern biclinium a view of the contiguous tombs extending southward 

and vice-versa.  A slight turn towards the west enabled the diners on both biclinia 

to view the road directly in front of them and complete the exchange of gazes 

between those at and those near the tomb.  

 This enactment of funeral ritual within public view defines the 

performance of some actions surrounding the cult of the dead in these exterior 

spaces as a type of spectaculum, in its original sense of something exposed to 

public view.  As Bettina Bergmann observes, our contemporary perception of 

spectacle is both more scopophilic and pejorative than it was for Romans, for 

whom the experience of spectacle had a much stronger interactive element.108  

The most commonly cited text concerning Roman funerary practice, Polybius's 

                                                                                                                                     
1971); H.G. Beyden, "The wall-decoration of the cubiculum of the Villa of P. Fannius Synistor 
near Boscoreale in its relation to ancient stage painting," Mnemosyne 10 (1957): 147-53. 
107In her discussion of the Domus Flavis, Bek, describes an imperial model for this type of space 
for performative or self-conscious dining in her proposed identification of the octagonal hall as a 
trinclinium whose arrangement facilitated “people watching from the wings,” see L. Bek,  
“Questiones Convivales, The Idea of the Triclinium and the Staging of Convivial Ceremony from 
Rome to Byzantium,” ARID  12 (1998): 90. 
108B. Bergmann, introduction to The Art of Ancient Spectacle, 10-11. 
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account of the public funeral of a great man during the republican period, 

underscored the performative nature and high drama of the rites of this period, as 

the writer recounted with obvious admiration his witnessing of the pompa, the 

laudatio, and the animation of the ancestral imagines by actors.109  The Greek 

historian actually uses the word theama, spectacle, in his admiring description of 

the public funerary procession.  In an essay discussing the Roman funeral as 

public event, Bodel notes a shift from this type of aristocratic funeral that took 

place in the central civic space of the Forum to rites enacted within the private 

sphere of the house and the burial site.  Written and visual evidence supports 

Bodel's contention that by the second century, the procession and oration as 

described by Polybius seem to exist no longer and the emphasis was on the 

collocatio, the laying-out ceremony in the atrium of the Roman house. 110  While 

the location and the primary audience change, continuity from the earlier public 

procession to the later private collocatio existed in the ties between mortuary 

rites, performance, and audience.  Within funerary ritual taking place in the house, 

a sense of self-awareness concerning the performative aspects of mourning seems 

to have been present.  Lucian criticized the extreme lamentations of the family at 

a collocatio because he believed their "over the top" performance was a calculated 

                                                 
109Polybius, Hist. 6.53-54. 
110J. Bodel, "Death on Display: Looking at Roman Funerals,” in Ancient Spectacle, 266-67.  For 
evidence of public eulogies and imagines on display as late as the mid-second century, see H. 
Flower, Ancestor Masks and Aristocratic Power in Roman Culture (Oxford, 1996), 263. 
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attempt to impress others present.111  The early second-century reliefs found on 

the tomb of the Haterii, often cited for the information they offer concerning 

funerary ritual, remind us of the presence of professional mourners and musicians, 

performers whose presence enhanced the collocatio through music and a hired 

display of grief (fig.17).  

 This idea of spectacle is not limited to activity surrounding the collocatio, 

but extends to those repeated visitations to the tomb site throughout the year.  The 

Parentalia was a communal festival sanctioned by the public calendar, and the 

Rosaria and Violaria, although not officially listed, seem to have enjoyed 

widespread popularity.  These occasions brought the populace en masse to the 

necropoleis surrounding the city at the same time every year in a repeated 

expression of collective identity.  Bergmann writes of the rhythmic repetition of 

the festivals of the fasti as the orchestration of people over vast areas to follow an 

annually recurring cycle of ceremonies as the establishment of shared experiences 

among various audiences.112  One can imagine that on these days the cities of the 

dead would be filled with the living, as Romans spread out from the city into the 

suburbs to perform the required rituals at the site of the tomb.  On festival days, 

the sheer numbers of Romans in the necropoleis heightened the synchronism 

between performer and aud ience, as visitors simultaneously held the positions of 

viewer and viewed.  

                                                 
111Lucian, De Lucto 10-15.  
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  It is not necessary to leave out those more individual visits to the tomb, 

those on the Silicernium, Cena Novendialis, and the birthday of the deceased, 

within this consideration of funerary rites as spectacle.  These occasions place the 

family and friends again at the charged locus of the tomb, but in these instances 

the most likely audience was the passer-by on the road rather than other families 

engaged in the same activity.  In the case of those tombs within the field of vision 

of someone moving along the thoroughfare, the traveler's attention might be 

pulled or heightened by the contrast presented between the tomb that was a lively 

and lit space, full of movement and the sound of voices, and the quiet 

"unanimated" monuments surrounding it. 

            As an architectural setting for the performance of ritual activity, the 

chamber tomb is notable for the extent to which it blurred the distinctions 

between passive monument and active space, public performance and private 

duty, spectator and audience, and finally communal and individual.  A question 

remains regarding the reason for this desire to pull the public gaze onto what was 

essentially a private ritual.  Why was there a desire to watch and to be watched in 

return?  One possible answer lies within an expansion of the idea of memoria 

discussed earlier in this chapter.  On the individual level, the presence of 

witnesses created a memory of the event simply by viewing it, and the larger the 

audience the greater the potential for the creation of an event memory.  

                                                                                                                                     
112Bergmann, Spectacle, 22.  
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Considering the idea of collective memory, the enactment of funerary rites within 

public view, especially when synchronized by festivals, had the power to display 

the overall stability and wellbeing of the community.  Kondoleon writes of the 

power of a temporal system-- in the example of funerary ritual fixed formally by 

the calendar of the Fasti and informally by personal anniversaries--to co-ordinate 

experience and create a communal identity. 113  Of all of the rituals enacted within 

Roman society, those revolving around the treatment of the dead were the most 

deeply engrained, as the Fathers of the Early Christian Church could attest, 

continually frustrated in their attempts to move people away from pagan funerary 

practice.   

            To consider the chamber tomb in the context of ritual visitation, the 

expense of the monument expressed hope in the continued appearance of those 

with the charge of tending the memory of the deceased.  Even when inactive, 

silent with the doors closed, the form of the communal chamber tomb with its 

provision of space for multiple interments and an attractive staging area for ritual 

communicated the idea that visitors had come and gone, and would come and go 

again in the future.  The performative aspects of the funerary ritual enacted at the 

tomb site had resonance beyond individual families, if one understands ritual as 

ceremonial performances that aid in holding a large and ethnically diverse society 

together.  In their book on the religions of Rome, Beard, North and Price suggest 

                                                 
113C. Kondoleon, “Timing Spectacles: Roman Domestic Art and Performance,” Spectacle, 321. 
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the function of bringing private or domestic ritual into the public sphere was to 

“calibrate the concerns of the community as a whole onto those of the family and 

vice-versa.”114  Witnessing and being witnessed in return was a way of 

participating in communal identity while at the same time, through acts of pietas, 

contributing to the stability of the community itself. 

                                                 
114M. Beard, J. North, and S. Price, Religions of Rome , vol.1 (Cambridge, 1998), 51. 
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IV. The Relationship of the Chamber Tombs beneath St. Peter's 
to the Topography of the Vatican Plain 

 

 

 The predilection of Romans for locating funerary monuments along the 

major arterial roads leaving their city is a well-documented practice, and the 

necropolis now beneath St. Peter's belongs to this tradition.115  The twenty-two 

extant tombs, of the Vatican Necropolis were part of a much larger city of the 

dead flanking one of the principle roads crossing the Vaticanum.  The Vatican 

plain was a popular site for tombs as early as the first century B.C.E.  Cicero, 

searching for a site to build a temple tomb for his daughter, rejected the Vatican 

plain out of concern the monument would be lost amid the many tombs of the 

area.116 

 For a majority of the Romans who built these roadside tombs, the erection 

of a funerary monument would have been a singular and expensive act of 

patronage, a one-time opportunity to indulge in building for public reception. 117  

                                                 
115For examinations of the development of roadside necropoleis, see H. von Hesberg, “Planung 
und Ausgestaltung der Nekropolen Roms im 2.Jh n. Chr,” in Römische Gräberstrassen, 42-60. 
116Cicero, Att.12.36. 
117The demand for land close to the city of Rome for specialty foodstuff markets and aristocratic 
estates put burial land at a premium and to this the cost of the monument itself must be added.  
This combination of factors as Patterson observes, put the family monument beyond the means of 
the vast majority in Rome, 17. 



 72 

In selecting a site, the builder presumably weighed factors such as the appeal of 

one particular stretch of road over another.  As part of this process of choosing a 

tomb with an optimum location, the patron may have brought to bear his or her 

understanding of relationships between built forms present within the urban 

topography of Rome.  Imperial and elite funerary architecture elsewhere in the 

city gave the builders of these tombs a model for the placement of monuments 

near other noteworthy structures to create meaning through association.  

Recent scholarship, most notably Favro's work on defining the Augustan city and 

Davies's examination of the siting of imperial funerary monuments, documents 

the visual organization of areas of Rome into terrain studded with monuments and 

buildings that manipulate the viewer's experience of urban topography. 118  While I 

cannot argue for such a calculated shaping for the Vatican zone, I do propose a 

looser accumulation of building projects that over time created a visual and 

conceptual identity for the area containing the necropolis.  Private and imperial 

construction during the first and second centuries within the Vatican district 

linked this region of the city to the rest of Rome across the Tiber, provided 

attractive destinations for Romans seeking entertainment and green spaces, and 

created an extra-mural neighborhood with a topography rich in content and 

association.  The result was an urban landscape whose content affected the siting 

of the tombs of the Vatican Necropolis. 
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 The argument for selective siting by the builders of the tombs underneath 

St. Peter's Basilica rests upon the evidence offered by the history and 

topographical development of the area.  Early references to this district of Rome 

suggest a largely uncultivated suburb with a poor population of fishers, tanners, 

and potters clustered along the riverbank next to docks and warehouses.119   Near 

the end of the first century B.C.E., however, the attractions of the district, such as 

the available space along the right bank for tombs, villas, and gardens, and the 

cool pleasures offered by the Janiculum ridge, increasingly drew wealthier 

Romans to the far side of the river.  Due to its location, outside of the sacred 

boundary or pomerium but still within the city, this section of Rome also served 

as an area for sanctuaries and cult sites that were not part of the Imperial cult.  By 

the end of the second century, the Vatican district had developed a topography 

whose topoi included the cultivation of pleasure gardens as status symbols by the 

elite, imperial building power at the service of the public, and the rise of eastern 

cult activity within Rome.  

                                                                                                                                     
118D. Favro, The Urban Image of Augustan Rome (Cambridge, 1996); P. E. Davies, Death and the 
Emperor (Cambridge, 2000). 
119S. Platner, Ancient Rome (London, 1926), 509; for the remains of potters' shops, see Pliny, HN 
35.16.3; for tanner's quarters' (the Coraria), BullComm (1887): 3-7, and CIL 6.1117-1118; for 
warehouses, BullComm (1889): 359. 
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VATICANUM: ANCIENT SOURCES AND EARLY HISTORY  
  

 The territory designated Ager Vaticanus by ancient sources was much 

more extensive than the present-day Vatican zone (fig.18).  It encompassed an 

area on the right bank of the Tiber from that river's junction with the Cremera to 

the southern limits of the city, a large swathe of the right bank of the city. 120  The 

most distinctive natural feature within the Vaticanus Ager was the ridge of hills 

running north-south, the Montes Vaticani, that terminated on its southern end with 

the Janiculum.121  Mons Vaticanus in the singular could describe any one of these 

hills, and in one instance Horace uses Mons Vaticanus to refer to the 

Janiculum.122  Vaticanum was originally the designation for the pla in between the 

present day Vatican hill and the Tiber, an area also referred to as the Campus 

Vaticanus.123  On the southwest corner of this campus, Gaius Caligula built his 

circus that would figure so prominently within the first-century history of the 

                                                 
120Pliny, NH 3.54.  
121The modern names of this line of hills include Monte Mario to the north, Monte Vaticano and 
the Gianicolo/Monteverde Vecchio.  By the fourth century, Vaticanus Mons was used in reference 
to the modern Monte Vaticano.  Like the gradual restriction of Vaticanum to the area around the 
circus of Nero, this identification was directly influenced by the growing importance of the 
believed burial site of St. Peter 
122Horace, Carm.1.20.7-8. 
123For a discussion of the use of Vaticanus Ager and Vaticanum and the etymological origin of the 
place name, including the possible Etruscan origin from Vaticum or Vatica, see Liverani, 9-10. 
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Christians.  With the construction of this circus, Ager Vaticanus no longer 

appeared in writings, and the substantive Vaticanum referred to the entire region.  

  Mentions and brief descriptions of Vaticanum in ancient sources ranging 

from the late republic to the fourth century in first and second-century sources 

tend towards the dismissive.  According to Cicero, the land was unsuitable for 

farming, although if Pliny is to be believed, it seems to have been exceptional as a 

breeding ground for large snakes.124  Tacitus writes of a sickness befalling the 

army of Vitellius after its occupation of malarial areas of the Vatican plain in 

69.125   From the lightly barbed comments of Juvenal and Martial come 

descriptions of Vaticanum as a source for brittle dishes and bad wine. 126 

Vaticanum was not without its attractions, however, for those seeking refuge from 

the noise and crowds of the city.  Elsewhere Martial praises the cool tranquility of 

a villa on the Janiculum ridge, calling it "a retreat more blessed than the Garden 

of the Hesperides", and Symmachus, writing in the fourth century, talks of 

escaping the crowded city by retreating to the Vatican countryside.127  

                                                                                                                                     
For Vaticanum, see Richardson, 405; S. Platner and T. Ashby, Topographical Dictionary of 
Ancient Rome  (London, 1929), 546-547.  
124Cicero, Leg. Agr.  2.96; Pliny writes of snakes large enough to ingest babies, HN 16.237. 
125Martial, 1.16.2, 6.23.3, 10.45.5, for the poor quality of Vatican wine; Tact., Hist. 2.93, for the 
unhealthy air of the Vatican plain. There is also a suggestion in Pliny's letter to Atticus Clemens 
concerning A. Regulus (Epist.4.2) that it was unhealthy to visit him in his gardens across the Tiber 
at a particular time of the year. 
126Juvenal, Sat. 6. 344 
127Symmachus, Epp. 6. 58, 1. 
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HORTI 

  

 The bucolic quality noted by Martial spurred the development of sites for 

leisure and pleasure within Vaticanum.  During the first century the right bank of 

the Tiber developed into a desirable site for the construction of horti, lush gardens 

inspired by Hellenistic paradesoi, by both emperors and wealthy private citizens.  

By the beginning of the second century, private parks and gardens were a 

distinctive element of the district, covering areas along the Tiber to the south, the 

slopes of the Janiculum and the northeast section of the Vatican plain. 128  

Cultivation began as early as the reign of Caesar, whose gardens encompasses the 

southeastern slope of the Janiculum and the southern section across the Tiber 

from the Aventine.129  Somewhere within the grounds may have stood a 

monument honoring the Republican forbears of Caesar, a site referred to in 

inscriptions as the Seven Caesars.130  In his will Caesar left this garden, grounds 

as well as all of the appointments and statuary, to the Roman people.131  This 

bequest opened up a cultivated green space to a large section of the populace, and 

                                                 
128 This proliferation of gardens was not restricted to the trans-Tiber region, see Favro, 177-80, 
but certainly the large tract of available land seems to have been enthusiastically seized upon by 
Romans of means. 
129The boundaries are unknown, see Platner and Ashby, 103; Richardson, 198. It is known that the 
garden extended south along the Via Portuensis and nineteenth-century excavations uncovered 
works of art and buildings formerly within the grounds, see BullComm (1884): 25-30. 
130There are three inscriptions that use Seven Caesars as a place name, one in Reate (CIL 9.460), 
one in Praeneste (CIL 14.2886) and one in Rome (CIL 6.712).  For the argument placing the Seven 
Caesars in or near the Horti Caesaris, see P. Palmer, "The Topography and Social History of 
Rome's Trastevere," ProcAmerPhilSoc. 125 (1981): 368-369. 
131For the grounds, see Suetonius, Iul. 82.2; for the will, Cicero, Phil. 2.109.  
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by giving Romans from elsewhere in the city an enticing reason to cross the 

Tiber, Caesar's gift also raised the visual profile of this section of Rome. 

 Of the horti that covered Vaticanum, imperial holdings dominated the 

terrain, as indicated by a map of the area with imperial gardens marked in green 

(fig.19).  The Horti Getae, north of the Horti Caesaris, took advantage of the 

elevated view of the Tiber offered by the eastern slope of the Janiculum.  The 

extensive gardens of Julia Agrippina, the mother of Gaius Caligula, inc luded the 

northern slope of the Janiculum and the section of the Vatican plain extending 

east from the foot of the slope to the banks of the Tiber, where they terminated 

with a portico facing the river.132  Upon her death in 33, Agrippina's gardens 

passed to her son and then to Nero, who added the gardens of his aunt, Domitia 

Lepida, to his holdings in Vaticanum after he assassinated her in 59.  The horti 

Domitiae were further to the northeast of the horti Agrippinae, and, in uniting the 

two, Nero created the vast park known as the horti Neronis.  On the subject of 

impressive holdings by private individuals, Pliny describes M. Aquilius Regulus's 

extensive gardens "across the Tiber" (trans Tiberum). The grounds apparently lay 

alongside the river, as Pliny describes Regulus as having "covered a vast extent of 

ground with huge porticoes and crowded the shore with his statues" (inquibus 

latissimum sloum portiicibus immensis, ripam statuis suis occupavit).133  Finally, 

                                                 
132Platner and Ashby, 118; Richardson, 221.  On the portico and the tree-lined promenade behind 
it, see Seneca, Ira . 3.18. 
133Pliny, Epist. 4.2. 
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from Cicero we have mention of smaller horti whose precise locations within the 

Vaticanum are unknown, those belonging to Drusus, Cassius, Lamia, Clodia, 

Silius, and Scapula, gardens which were later in likihood absorbed into imperial 

holdings134 

SITES FOR PUBLIC ENTERTAINMENT 
  

 In addition to the gardens that blanketed the area, sites for the 

entertainment of the populace shaped the topographical identity of  Vaticanum.  

The fourth-century Regionary Catalog lists two naumachiae within the fourteenth 

region.  Augustus built one of these basins for mock sea battles in 2 B.C.E. within 

the Horti Caesaris, in conjunction with the dedication of the Temple to Mars 

Ultor. 135  He also enhanced the surrounding area with the Nemus Caesarum, a 

grove or park in honor of Gaius and Lucus Caesar.  Little information remains 

concerning the second naumachia listed in the catalog.  Domitian built a 

naumachia commonly thought to be in or near the gardens of Domitia, northwest 

of the mausoleum of Hadrian (fig.18).136  Trajan destroyed this naumachia and 

                                                 
134Cicero mentions the other private gardens in Ad. Att. 12. 21,23,25,26,27.  
135Suetonius, Aug., 43.1; Cass. Dio 66.25.3, Augustus lists it in his Res Gestae, 23. For 
measurements on the bridge that spanned it and the aqueduct that fed it, see Platner and Ashby, 
357. A number of large travertine blocks uncovered on the northern side of the Viale Trastevere 
may belong to the naumachia, see Richardson, 265. 
136Archeological evidence in the form of large-scale masonry wall fragments tentatively places 
this naumachia somewhere within the current site of Piazza Pio XII, see F. Castagnoli, Il Vaticano 
nel’Antichita Classica (Vatican City, 1992), 81. 
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built a new structure for water spectacle in the same area, and this is the 

naumachia listed in the Regionary Catalog. 137 

   Near the middle of the first century, Gaius Caligula constructed a circus 

near the northern borders of the Horti Aggripinae.  This circus, referred to in 

ancient sources as either the Circus Gai et Neronis or the Circus Vaticanus, 

initially seems to have functioned as a private track where Gaius Caligula could 

indulge his passion for chariot racing away from the censorious eyes of the 

Roman elite.138  The enjoyment of the circus was still limited to the emperor and 

his retinue under Claudius, who presented numerous games and wild beast 

hunts.139  Nero opened the arena to the public, inviting the populace to view his 

performance as a charioteer.140  Nero initially gave access to his circus perhaps for 

the Neronia, the games he organized in 60, and then more infamously for the mass 

executions of Christians condemned to death by the emperor after the fire of 

Rome in 64.141  In addition to offering the site for public spectacle, Nero also 

opened the extensive gardens around the circus as temporary housing for poor 

                                                 
137Trajan apparently used the building material from the naumachia of Domitian to repair the 
Circus Maximus, see Suet., Dom.5 , Cass. Dio 68.7.2.  For a description of the remains of Trajan’s 
naumachia , see Richardson, 266. 
138For the possible development of the circus from a hippodrome garden and an account of the 
development of the site from private to public circus, see J. Humphries, Roman Circuses and 
Chariot Racing, (Berkeley, 1985), 550-552. 
139Suet., Claud. 21.2 
140Tact., Ann 14.14, suggests Nero was probably responsible for further work on the circus, 
including a new foundation, see Humphries, 545. 
141Tacitus Ann, 15.44. This construction technique may have been similar to that of Nero's 
hippodrome in Tuscany built of hedges, see Pliny Epist. 5.6.32; G. Lugli, “Il Vaticano nell’età 
classica,” in Vaticano, eds. G. Fallani and M. Escobar (Florence, 1946), 10. 
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Romans whose homes were destroyed by the fire.142  The circus seems to have 

fallen into disuse fairly quickly after Nero's death, and there are no records of any 

kind of activity after this emperor's reign. 

 Despite references to Nero's circus within biographies of these Julio-

Claudian emperors and the writings of early Christian historians, its location 

remained highly conjectural until recently.  The material remains of the circus 

seem to have disappeared rapidly, as it is not mentioned two centuries later in the 

Regionary Catalog, although the catalog does list the obelisk brought by Caligula 

from Heliopolis to adorn the spina.  For centuries, the only information rega rding 

the site came from the written accounts, drawings and topographical studies 

concerning this obelisk, which by the seventh century was misidentified as the 

"pyramis Julii Caesaris." 143  Castagnoli's excavations of 1959 in the area to the 

south of the nave of the present day St. Peter's uncovered the original foundation 

of the obelisk, and this find in turn has generated several proposed reconstructions 

of the Vatican Circus.144   Although projected dimensions vary, the following 

points are generally held in common.  The longitudinal axis of the circus ran from 

east to west with the site utilizing the flattest area within Vaticanum.  The curved 

                                                 
142Tact. Ann.15.44 
143Master Gregorius in his 12th century work reported the belief that the ashes of Julius Caesar 
were deposited in the bronze sphere at the top of the obelisk The Marvels of Rome , trans. J. 
Osborne, (Toronto, 1987), 34. 
144F. Castagnoli, “Il circo di Nerone,” RendPontAcc 32 (1960): 97-121. F. Magi’s reconstruction 
is the most commonly cited, “Il circo Vaticano in base alle sue piú recente scoperte, il suo obelisco 
e i suoi “carceres’,” RendPontAcc 45 (1972): 37-73. The most recent published reconstruction is 
Liverani’s, 23-28. 
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end lay toward the west end and the starting gate, the carceres, to the east 

(fig.20).  The materials of construction were relatively impermanent, probably a 

series of hedges combined with some sort of masonry or wooden structure.145   

SHRINES , TEMPLES AND SANCTUARIES  
  

 The dual pull of green space offered by the Horti Caesaris and 

entertainment in the form of imperially sponsored spectacle no doubt made the 

Vatican zone something of a destination spot within the city.  Not only the pursuit 

of pleasure that drew Romans from elsewhere in the city to this neighborhood. 

The right bank of the Tiber was rich in sites for the worship of a variety of native 

and imported deities.  Since the pomerium did not extend to include this section of 

Rome after its incorporation, residents were free to build sanctuaries to gods of 

their choice; within Rome only the Aventine had a similar development.146   In 

addition to the numerous small shrines intended for the inhabitants of the 

neighborhood, temples and several significant, large-scale sanctuaries would have 

drawn many Romans on the occasions of festivals and feast days.    

 The earliest recorded cult within Vaticanum is attributed to Numa, the 

king credited with the foundation of the priesthoods and Roman ritual calendar, 

                                                 
145Liverani, 26. This type of construction would also explain the difficulty of modern 
archaeologists in finding physical remains of the circus. 
146According to Pliny, the tomb of Numa Pompilius was on the right bank of the Tiber “sub 
Ianicolo” (NH 13.84-7), see S.M. Savage, "The Cults of Ancient Trastevere," MAAR 17 (1940): 
26. For a discussion of the probable location of the tomb, LTUR  4:s.v. Sepulcrum Numa Pompilius 
(P. Liverani); Richardson, 357. 
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whose remains were believed to be near an altar dedicated to Fons, the son of 

Janus and Juturna.  Cicero places this Ara Fontis, which may have been the oldest 

sanctuary of the god in Rome, near the Janiculum.147  On the southeast slope of 

the Janiculum stood a grove sacred to Furrina, an ancient and somewhat obscure 

divinity who may have been Etruscan in origin.148  Somewhere within the vicinity 

of the Horti Caesaris may have been the Julian Basilica of the Eagle discussed by 

Vitruvius, an early cult site to Jupiter within the region. 149  We know of several 

public cult ceremonies on this side of the Tiber: the annual sacrifice in May by the 

Arval Bretheren in honor of Dea Dia, the Furrinalia in July, the Fontinalia in 

October, the dies Fortis Fortunae, and the ludi piscatorii, or fishermen's games, 

over which the praetor urbanus presided and made an annual sacrifice.150    

 The second century saw an increasing attraction of Romans to eastern 

cults and a rising participation in mystery cults is well documented within 

Vaticanum.  Images and inscriptions on dedicatory altars found on the right bank 

of the Tiber attest to the worship of Cybele and Attis, Bellona, Isis, Mithras, 

Seraphis and Iuppiter Optimus Maximus Heliopolitanus, the chief deity of the 

                                                 
147Cicero, De.Leg., 2.56. 
148Although its extent is  unknown, the grove of Furrina stood within the area near the Villa 
Sciarra. See N. Goodhue, The Lucus Furrinae and the Syrian Sanctuary on the Janiculum 
(Amsterdam, 1975).  
149Vitruvius in his text on designing basilicas he advises the use of porches on each end "like 
those on the (basilica) Julia Aquilana,”  5..4. See Palmer, 370. 
150Savage, 29-30. 
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Syrian triad, among others.151   The locations for many of the smaller shrines are 

unknown, although one inscription places the shrine to Bellona Pulvinensis in or 

near the field of the Silver Apollo on one of the northern hills of the Montes 

Vaticani. 152  A sanctuary to several Syrian gods occupied the same temenos on the 

Janiculum that contained the Lucus Furrinae.  The complex seems to have been 

built in three stages within a time period spanning from the reign of Nero to the 

revival of pagan cults under Julian the Apostate.  Jupiter Optimus Maximus 

Heliopolitanus was the tutelary deity of this apparently rich and extensive 

complex whose buildings included a basilica-plan temple, a rectangular central 

court, and a lozenge-shaped inner sanctuary with a triangular altar (fig.21).153 

 The Sanctuary of Cybele, referred to in the Regionary Catalog as the 

Phrygianum, stands out from among these eastern cult sites because it was well 

known in the ancient world.  An inscription dated to 160 offers evidence of the 

Phrygianum as a paradigmatic site for followers of Cybele in the sense that 

Vaticanum was used to indicate sanctuaries to this divinity elsewhere.154  The 

                                                 
151One can argue that the worship of the Phrygian divinity Cybele had a long history within Rome 
due to her importation in the city in 204 B.C.E. (Livy, 25.16). For a discussion of the ambivalence 
some felt concerning the importation of this deity, see Vermaseren, Cybele and Attis: The Myth 
and the Cult (London, 1977) 38-43; M. Beard, J. North and S. Price, Religions of Rome , vol. 1 
(Cambridge, 1998), 96-98. 
152CIL 6.490, 6.2232-33.  For the location of the shrine of Bellona, see Richardson, 58; Mrs. 
Arthur Strong, "Sepulchral Relief of a Priest of Bellona," PBSR 9 (1920): 205-13. 
153The sanctuary, first excavated in 1908, lies within the grounds of the Villa Sciarra.  There 
seems to have been several building periods with an initial construction around the middle of the 
first century and a final building period in the fourth century under Julian. Notable finds within 
this site include a gilded bronze of Haddad and a basalt  statue of an Egyptian pharaoh. See P. 
Glauckler, Le  Sanctuaire syrien du Janicule (Paris, 1912); Goodhue, 110-25. 
154CIL 13.1751 
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fame of the site, the discovery of numerous altars of high quality, and the 

evidence that this was the only sanctuary to Cybele in Rome where the 

ceremonies of the taurobolium and criobolium took place, suggest a significant 

complex.  Like the better-known sanctuaries at Ostia and Lyons, it may have been 

a site with a temple, a sacred field with altars, and perhaps rooms for the college 

of priests.155  Finds of altars dedicated to Cybele place the sanctuary within the 

area formerly occupied by the circus to the east of the Constantinian basilica, with 

which it co-existed during the fourth century (fig.22).156  The Phrygianum is listed 

in the Regionary Catalog together with another site, the Gaianum.  Scholars have 

generally ignored this interesting link and proposed the Gaianum as a site for 

horse racing.  In his recently published work on the topography of the Vatican 

region in the classical period, Liverani persuasively argues for the site as a 

"campus" of Gaia that was conceptually and functionally tied to the complex of 

Cybele.157  A connection between the Phrygianum and the Gaianum appears 

likely given the syncretism between Cybele and the Magna Mater, and the 

Gaianum could have functioned as a sacred field with altars as seen at Ostia and 

                                                 
155For the cult of Cybele at Ostia see Meiggs, 356-66; G. Calza, “Il santuario della Magna Mater a 
Ostia,” MemPont 6 (1947): 183-207. 
156Beginning in 1609, a series of altars from the sanctuary were uncovered in the area now 
occupied by the facade of St. Peter's, the Arch of the Campanile, and the Piazza San Pietro. For a 
discussion of the altars found in the Vatican zone dedicated by Romans who had undergone 
tauroboliation, see Castagnoli, Vaticano, 71-80. For the initial discovery of the altars, see G. 
Grimaldi, cod.vat.lat. f49(r); M. Guarducci, Christo e San Pietro in un documento 
preconstantiniano delle Necropoli Vaticane (Rome, 1953), 66-69, n.167. 
157Liverani disputes Hülsen's long accepted interpretation of the passage of Cassius Dio (59.14.6) 
concerning Caligula's passion for the Greens as well as his interpretation of the Filocaliano 
calendar of 354, 32-34. 
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Lyons.158  Given its size and reputation, the Phrygianum was in all likelihood an 

important site for Romans participating in the cycle of March festivals in honor of 

Cybele and Attis, the best known of which is the Hilaria, the joyous ceremony 

that followed the period of lamentation. 

 The presence of Christian cult activity, initially one of the many eastern 

imports into Rome, gave the Vaticanum the identity and associations by which we 

still know it today.  An examination of the vast body of scholarship concerning 

the presence of St. Peter in Rome, his martyrdom, and burial in Vaticanum does 

not fall within the scope of this paper.  A combination of literary, inscriptional 

and archaeological evidence makes a case for the apostle's martyrdom in the 

Circus Vaticanus during Nero's persecution of the Christians after the fire of 64, 

and his subsequent interment nearby.  More important than the presence or 

absence of the apostle in Rome was the strongly held belief, documented in 

church writings, that his remains lay near the circus of Nero.159  We can confirm 

the presence of a shrine to the martyred saint, referred to as a tropaion in the 

famous passage by the second-century churchman Gaius.160  Writings drawn from 

the Acti Petri and the Liber Pontificalis place the tomb/shrine of Peter near the 

                                                 
158 See G. Calza, MPAA 6 (1946): 200; M. Vermaseren, 47-49. 
159For a discussion of references to the martyrdom within the Petrine Epistles, St. John's Gospel. 
and St. Clements first Epistle to the Corinthians and an analysis of the fourth through six-century 
sources placing the martyrdom in the Vatican near the obelisk,  M. Guarducci, The Tomb of St. 
Peter’s (New York, 1960), 25-43. 
160Gaius's letter is preserved in Eusebius, HE 2.26.6-7. 
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circus of Nero.161  This belief that a site to the north of the circus at the foot of the 

Vatican hill held the martyr's remains affected the initial layout and later 

preservation of the second-century tombs beneath St. Peter's.  

  The earliest visual marker for the martyr cult may have been a simple 

terebinth tree planted over the burial site.162  Around 160, Christians desiring a 

more permanent marker built an aedicula-like structure on the spot (fig.23).  

Although later additions and alterations severely damaged the superstructure, 

enough remains to sketch the basic elements of the cult site.  The aedicula, usually 

re-constructed as a simple structure as a pair of columns topped by a triangular 

pediment, faced east and had a roughly rectangular open space in front of it that 

was bounded on the south and east sides by pagan chamber tombs.163  The 

aedicula was set into a red-plastered wall running north-south.  This wall created 

the western boundary of the open space and is contemporary in date with the 

aedicula.164   Constantine erected his basilica to the apostle directly over the 

aedicula and constructed it so that the second-century shrine rose up from the 

                                                 
161Liber Pontificalis, Peter, VI, ed. L. Duchesne (Paris, 1955), 118; Pseudo-Linus, St. Peter's 
Martyrdom 10,in Acti Petri, ed. R. Lipsius (Leipzig, 1891); see also in this same volume Pseudo-
Marcellus, Passion of the Holy Apostles Peter and Paul, 63. 
162For a discussion of a terebinth as a marker of the earliest martyr shrine, see F. Tolatti, "Dov'era 
il Terebinto del Vaticano?" MEFRA 91 (1979): 41-73. 
163This open space has the modern designation “Campo P”, and contains multiple burials, some of 
which are earlier than the shrine, see p.40, n.43. The tombs flanking this space are Tombs S and O 
on the south and east sides, both of which pre-date the aedicula shrine.  
164The most complete discussion of the building history and proposed reconstruction of the 
second-century shrine remains the original excavation report, A. Apollonj-Ghetti, A. Ferrua, E. 
Josi, and E. Kirschbaum, Esplorazione sotto la confessione di San Pietro in Vaticano eseguite 
negli anni 1940-49 (Vatican City, 1951), 113-140. figs. 87, 90, Pl..G. See also J. Toynbee and J. 
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pavement of the church directly in front of the apse.  Constantine's builders 

incorporated the second and third century above-ground tombs around the shrine 

as part of the support for the basilica, removing the roofs and filling the chambers 

with rubble to create a foundation upon which the mosaic floor of the building 

rested.  These tombs, preserved by their incorporation into the basilica’s 

substructure, are those we refer to today as the Vatican Necropolis. 

 

FUNERARY  MONUMENTS 
  

 Within this overview of the Vaticanum's development remains the 

consideration of the numerous funerary sites scattered across the terrain. 

One of the earliest known monumental tombs within Vaticanum, the first-century 

Meta Romuli, stood near the intersection of Via Cornelia and the Via Triumphalis 

(fig.24).165  The tomb, probably the most imposing on the right bank of the Tiber 

until Hadrian built his mausoleum to the east, was destroyed in 1518.  

Fortunately, the representations in medieval and Renaissance drawings and on the 

bronze door of the central portal of St. Peter's are fairly consistent in their 

                                                                                                                                     
Ward-Perkins, The Shrine of St. Peter's and the Vatican Excavations (London, 1956), 135-162; E. 
Kirschbaum, trans. J. Murray, The Tombs of St. Peter and St. Paul  (New York, 1957), 51-94. 
165The owner’s name does not survive. The name Meta Romuli for the pyramid appears in the 
fifteenth century, and during this same period the pyramid of Cestius was called the Meta Remi.  
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description. 166  The monument was pyramid-shaped like the tomb of C. Cestius 

near the Porta Ostiensis, but larger in scale.  The size of the Meta Romuli 

combined with its relative isolation on the Vatican plain suggests the primary 

audience may have been those Romans traveling along the Tiber.167  Another 

large-scale monument referred to as the Terebintum or Tiburtinum Neronis stood 

to the north of the Meta Romuli.168  Extant visual records for this tomb, also 

destroyed in the sixteenth century, indicate a monument shaped something like an 

obelisk.  Although no archeological or visual record remains, written sources 

mention a second-century tomb of some ambition next to the Terebintum, that 

belonged to the favorite horseman of Lucius Verus.169  Another large scale 

monument later in date, a large rotunda approximately thirty-four meters in 

diameter, was built during the first half of the third century within the grounds of 

Nero’s circus.170  The tomb was clearly aligned to the obelisk which stood a few 

meters to the east of its door, and stood over the remains of an earlier tomb 

                                                 
166For medieval and early Renaissance views of the monument, LR 560, fig. 214; CodEsc. 7(v). 
The monuments facing of marble slabs were removed and used for the tenth-century Paradisio of 
St. Peter's. See Richardson, 252-3; Nash, 2.59-60. 
167This was almost certainly the case for another early tomb notable for its size and decoration, 
the tomb of C. Sulpicius Platorinus.  This official, triumphir monetalis in 18 B.C.E., built his 
monument near the Tiber, with a facade containing full-length statues facing the river. 
168This tomb is also represented on the fifteenth-century bronze central doors of the St. Peter's 
executed by Averlino that depicts the crucifixion of Peter before Nero. The Terebintum was 
referred to as the obeliscus Neronis during the medieval period, although there is no known 
connection to the emperor. See Richardson 260; H. Jordon, Topographie der Stadt Rom in 
Altertum (Berlin, 1907), 660. 
169Lugli, 10. 
170Liverani, 135. For reconstructions of the Rotunda, see Castagnoli, Il Vaticano, 104-6, fig. 151b, 
and Esplorazione, 26, fig.10. Pope Symmachus (498-514) turned the structure into S. Andrea. In 
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chamber with the same orientation built at the end of the second or the beginning 

of the third century. 171  

 These tombs, while imposing exercises in the display of wealth by private 

Romans, do not compare to the building power of an emperor.  When Hadrian 

built his mausoleum within the Horti Domitiae c.135-39, he redefined the visual 

topography of the entire area, by dominating the plain with the massive bulk of 

his circular mausoleum and pulling the attention to the east end of the Vatican 

plain.  His arrangement of a circular funerary monument within a garden 

deliberately evoked the mausoleum of Augustus.  Through the combination of the 

form, setting, and location, Hadrian created a relationship between this end of the 

Campus Vaticanus and the Campus Martius across the river.  Hadrian's 

mausoleum, the Meta Romuli, the Terebintum, and the tomb of the charioteer 

would have served as distinctive and memorable markers that animated the 

landscape and spurred the development of smaller monuments contributing to the 

collective identity of Vaticanum.  The imperial mausoleum stood far above the 

others in scale, ornament, and setting while the smaller tombs were examples of 

exceptionally ambitious public displays by private citizens.   

 The singular tombs discussed above co-existed with far more common 

types of funerary monuments built to contain cinerary ollae and sarcophagi.  The 

                                                                                                                                     
1449 it is referred to as S. Maria della Febbre. The building was destroyed in 1777 to make way 
for the present sacristy, see C. Hülsen, Le chiese di Roma nel Medioevo (Florence, 1928), 423. 
171Castagnoli, Vaticano, 122, fig. 170. 
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earliest extant tombs within the district besides the monumental tombs described 

above are columbaria dating to the reign of Nero.  The erection of tombs with 

spaces for multiple interments continued along all three major thoroughfares 

crossing the Vatican plain, the Via Triumphalis, Via Aurelia vetus and Via 

Cornelia, through the end of the second century, at which point a pattern of re-use 

of older tombs replaces new construction.  During the second century, inhumation 

gradually replaced cremation as the preferred method of interment, and this 

change is recorded by alterations in the interior structures of these tombs.  

Structures with niches for cremation vessels, inhumation containers, or a mixture 

of both constitute the bulk of the necropoleis filling the areas along principle 

roads of Vaticanum.  

 Within the northeast region of the present-day Vatican district, periodic 

construction work brought to light evidence of tombs along the Via Triumphalis, 

the road that crossed the Vatican plain in a northwest line after leaving the Pons 

Neronianis. Approximately nineteen columbaria were seen and recorded by 

various sources, from the three “edifici sepulcri” preserved in drawings by 

Ligorio in 1543 during the construction of the Bastione di Belvedere to the 

necropolis uncovered between 1956 and 1958 while building the Autoparco.172   

Besides these columbaria, archaeological evidence exists for an additional 

                                                 
172Ligorio's drawing of the tomb still survives, reproduced in Liverani, 45, and in Pirro Ligorio's 
Roman Antiquities: the drawings in MS XIII.B7 in the National Library of Naples, eds. E. 
Mandowsky and C. Mitchell (London, 1963), pl.48. After the discovery of the "Autoparco 
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twenty-three funerary edifices along this road whose interior arrangement of 

niches combined with arcosolia may indicate “mixed-use” tombs for both 

cremation and inhumation. 173  Other finds include sections of black and white 

mosaic pavements from interior floors, traces of interior vault paintings, 

fragments of sarcophagi, ceramic lamps, as well as funerary monuments in the 

forms of altars and stelae.  The material and inscriptional evidence gives the area 

flanking the Via Triumphalis a building history spanning from the Neronian to 

the Severan period, with the majority of construction occurring during the 

Trajanic-Hadrianic era.  At several points alongside the road funerary buildings 

are clustered together densely enough to indicate a necropolis; unfortunately, it is 

not determinable whether at some point these individual nuclei were all part of 

the same extensive city of the dead.174  An ustrinum for the facto Praesina  stood 

somewhere along the Via Triumphalis.  Although the location of the ustrinum is 

unknown, it may have been in the vicinity of the tomb of Lucas Verus’s favorite 

charioteer.175   

 Along the Via Aurelia vetus, which ascended the Janiculum after leaving 

the Pons Aemilius, remains of sepulchral architecture are relatively sparse.  The 

bulk of evidence for funerary buildings along the road rests within the grounds 

                                                                                                                                     
Necropolis" there were several initial notices and mentions of forthcoming publications, but at this 
point in time only the epigraphical information has been published, see Liverani, 54-7. 
173Liverani, 54-7. 
174These sites have the modern designations of, “Necropoli della Fontana della Galera”, 
“Necropoli dell’ Autoparco”, and “Necropoli dell’Annona”; Liverani, 61-90. 

175Lugli,14. 
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now occupied by the sixteenth-century Villa Doria Pamphili, sites that were 

originally to the south of the ancient Via Aurelia.  In the first decades of the 

nineteenth century next to Casino Belrespiro, archaeologists uncovered two 

columbaria, and designatedthem the “columbario maggiore” and “columbario 

piccolo."  The closest comparandum for the larger columbarium in terms of 

inscriptions, wall paintings, and opus recticulatum masonry is the columbaria of 

the Vigna Codini on the Appia Antica, which suggests a Julio-Claudian date.  

The smaller columbarium has the colored stucco and an architectonic 

arrangement of niches and archosolia from columbaria of the Hadrianic 

period.176  Additional finds of sculpture fragments, sarcophagi and urns 

discovered during the excavation of these two columbaria indicate a position for 

these structures within a larger funerary building zone, one that existed from the 

late republican period to the beginning of the fourth century. Another record of 

tombs within the villa’s grounds exists in the form of engravings published by 

Pietro Santi Bartoli in 1694.  Bartoli visited the property and recorded exterior 

and interior views of a well-organized arrangement of thirty-eight columbaria, 

standing near the area of the former Villa Corsini (fig.25)177  

 To the north of the proposed path of the Via Aurelia nova, a second-

century road that branched off from the Via Corne lia and crossed the Vatican 

                                                                                                                                     
 

176The interior frescoes are now held by the Museo Nazionale Romano, see G. Beninelli, Le 
Pitture del Columbario di Villa Pamphilij, Mon. Pittura Antica  v. 5 (Rome, 1941). 
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plain to the south of Nero's circus before rejoining the Via Aurelia vetus west of 

the city, the remains of a columbarium were uncovered during the 1966-67 

construction works for the Audience Hall of Paul VI. 178  The entry of the 

columbarium, designated “columbario sud” by Magi, faced south towards the 

Via Aurelia nova.  The interior decorative program indicates a construction date 

during the reign of either Nero or Domitian, while the insertion of seven 

sarcophagi into the tomb during the third century attests to the re-use or possible 

continued use of the space.  The discovery during the excavation of fragmented 

funerary inscriptions and a cippus support Magi’s premise that the first-century 

columbarium originally stood within a more extensive funerary zone.179 

 The most comprehensive evidence for tombs and monuments exists along 

the third major road, the Via Cornelia, which ran in a fairly straight line from the 

Pons Neronianis west, and then in all likelihood flanked the northern boundary of 

the Circus of Gaius and Nero.180  While modern scholars traditionally call the 

double file of tombs underneath St. Peter the Vatican Necropolis, it would be 

more accurate to describe them as part of the necropolis of the Via Cornelia.  

                                                                                                                                     
177Bartoli, 1-17. Assuming Bartoli's drawings of the interior programs are accurate, the simplicity 
of the layout and the style of decoration suggest a Trajanic/ Hadrianic date for the columbaria.  
178F. Magi, "Un nuovo mausoleo presso il circo Neroniano ed altre minori scoperte," 
RivArchChris 42 (1966): 207-226. 
179ibid., 209. 
180While there is general agreement among scholars concerning the path of the Via Cornelia from 
the Pons Neronianus westward across the Vatican plain, there is debate concerning whether the 
road ran north or south of the circus.  I am following the conclusion of the original exc avation 
team, Esplorazione v.1. 21-22, and Toynbee and Ward-Perkins , 7.  The southward orientation of 
the tombs, the need for a road to the circus, and the relative flatness of the area due north of the 
circus make this location likely.   
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During the end of the sixteenth and beginning of the seventeenth centuries, as a 

by-product of the rebuilding of St. Peter’s, an archeological record accumulated 

that supports the presence of numerous funerary buildings and monuments 

flanking this road.  During the construction of the southern semi-circle of the 

portico, Bartoli mentions the discovery of a tomb with a relief above the door of a 

marriage scene.181  From 1614, we have Grimaldi’s record of a tomb with colored 

stucco interior decoration near the center of the seventh step in front of the 

church.  The latter also provided useful confirmation concerning the siting of this 

tomb, noting, “the door opened onto the Via Cornelia, which was on the same 

level.” 182  Moving along the Via Cornelia further to the west, Grimaldi also 

recorded discoveries within the area of the atrium of the Constantinian basilica 

including three tombs containing sarcophagi. 183  Work for the foundation of the 

baldacchino in 1626 unearthed several tombs and sarcophagi including that of 

Flavius Agricola, whose memorable epitaph extols the Epicurean philosophy, and 

his wife, Primitiva.184  The mention of this last tomb within seventeenth-century 

records is the earliest recorded evidence for the second-century tombs directly 

under St. Peter’s.   

                                                 
181Bartoli in C. Fea, Miscellanea filogica, critica e antiquaria  (Rome, 1790), 236. 
182G. Grimaldi, Descrizione della basilica antica di S. Pietro in Vaticano, cod. barb. lat. 2733 ed. 
R. Niggl , (Vatican City, 1972), 35-36. 
183ibid., 40. 
184Unfortunately, the sarcophagus was thrown into the Tiber, although the inscription (CIL 
6.17985a) is preserved. 
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For almost three centuries, no additional information came to light, until 

1938 when the excavation team authorized by Pius XII to explore the area under 

the Confessio of St. Peter’s uncovered the two rows of second-century chamber 

tombs now referred to as the Vatican Necropolis.  Along the axis created by the 

line of these tombs and moving towards the west, construction projects within the 

Vatican continued to unearth finds of imperial funerary altars, sarcophagi and 

tombs. 185  In 1931, to the south-west of the presumed line of the Via Cornelia, 

workers restoring S. Stefano degli Abissini found several funerary structures 

encased by the foundation of the eighteenth-century church.  Subsequent 

excavation within the area produced funerary inscription plaques, including 

several belonging to freedmen of the emperor Domitian. 186  Taken together, the 

physical and written evidence uncovered over a period of five centuries describes 

a funerary zone alongside the Via Cornelia beginning as early as the first century.  

The structures once flanking the thoroughfare included the first-century Meta 

Romuli, the columbaria from the Julio-Claudian period, the second-century 

chamber tombs now underneath the Piazza San Pietro and the basilica, and the 

third-century Rotunda standing west of the obelisk within the former grounds of 

Nero's circus. 

                                                 
185Esplorazioni, 23-25; Castagnoli, Vaticano, 84; Liverani, 148. 
186For a discussion of the funerary inscriptions, M. Guarducci, "Documenti del I secolo nella 
necropoli Vaticani," RendPontAtt 29 (1956): 113-124. 
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VATICANUM AS PROASTION 
  

 As the topographical survey indicates, during the imperial period the 

district of Rome on the right bank of the Tiber known as ager Vaticanus or 

Vaticanum evolved from an inchoate suburb to a section of the city with a defined 

character.  Even in its early incarnation as a section of Rome, with tenements and 

warehouses packed closely along the river's edge and a largely uncultivated 

spread of land beyond, sites of historical resonance for Romans existed in the 

area.  The tomb of Numa Pompilius "sub Janiculo" and the temple of Fors 

Fortuna dedicated by Servius Tullius linked Vaticanum to its Etruscan past, and 

the four iugera of Cincinnatus stood at least until the time of Augustus as a 

reminder of Republican virtue.  The Lucus Furrinae was the site of the 

prosecution and death of Gaius Gracchus, while the temporary conversion of the 

site to a sanctuary for the Euminides would have been understood as a gesture 

symbolizing the need for harmony after bloodshed.  Caesar's entertainment of 

Cleopatra in his gardens across the Tiber may have added a touch of scandal to 

the history of the district.  

 Vaticanum's appeal for the general populace began with the public legacy 

of Caesar’s gardens southeast of the Janiculum near the bank of the Tiber, then 

continued with the Naumachia of Augustus in the same area.  Nero’s use of the 

circus raised the profile of the area of the Vatican zone directly north of the 

Janiculum, and the Naumachia of Domitian drew Romans to the area of the 
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Vatican plain further to the north and east.  The massive presence of Hadrian's 

monument dominated the eastern edge of this same plain while to the west the 

two most important topographical markers were the obelisk and the sanctuary to 

Cybele with the attendant Gaiaum, all three of which were significant enough to 

list in the Regionary Catalog two centuries later.  The sanctuary complex on the 

Janiculum to the Syrian deities and the Lucus Furria gave the ordinary Roman 

unusual access to the elevated view and tranquility of the ridge of the highest hill 

in Rome, which in all likelihood was predominantly occupied by the private villas 

of the wealthy.  The initial terebinth tree and later aedicula marking the martyr 

shrine of Peter north of the former circus of Nero, would have been, together with 

the shrine to Paul within the necropolis along the Via Ostiensis, one of the two 

most important sites for Christians within the city of Rome.  The obelisk also held 

specific importance for Christians as they believed it marked the location of 

Peter’s martyrdom between 64 and 67.187  Winding throughout these individually 

significant sites for worship and entertainment, a greenbelt formed by the 

numerous gardens, imperial and private, covered the district.     

 The building history of this zone, shaped by the construction of gardens, 

shrines, sanctuaries and sites for entertainment, created in Vaticanum a kind of 

Roman suburb with a clear identity.  This type of suburb is the Roman 

interpretation of the Greek proastion.  As Purcell explains in his writings on the 

                                                 
187The year of the death of Peter is debated, with Tacitus (Ann. 15.44) the only ancient source. For 
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Roman concept of suburbitas, a proastion, based on the Alexandrian model, was 

a conceptually if not literally separate entity from the urbs. The Greek proastion 

was a district on the periphery of the urbs with well-defined funerary and 

religious associations, and the presence of proastia contributed to the self-esteem 

of the city188  Defining elements of a proastion include cult sites, monuments, 

cultivated green spaces and tombs.  Purcell cites the earliest examples of proastia 

within Rome on the Appia Antica during the first century B.C.E. and in 

Augustus's reshaping of the Campus Martius.189  Another early example of a 

proastion exists, the Horti Caesaris, which by the first century contained not only 

green space but also at least one temple to Fors Fortuna, a naumachia, the sacred 

grove dedicated to Gaius and Lucius Caesar, and tombs.   

 The Roman version of the proastion deviates from the Greek in its use of 

funerary architecture as a competitive public display.  Tomb architecture at Rome, 

from the relatively modest collective type represented by the columbarium to the 

monumental tombs of wealthy individuals and the massive tumuli of Augustus 

and Hadrian, contributed actively to the landscape and dominated the views 

afforded to Romans traveling the public thoroughfares and along the Tiber river.  

Once again, the tomb of the Scipiones served as a prototype.  The monument's 

size and placement next to the Via Appia was a calculated attempt to impress 

                                                                                                                                     
a discussion of sources for the date, see Kirschbaum, 121-122. 
188Purcell, 26. 
189ibid., 29. 
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travelers on the road.  Its proximity to the cult site of the Carmenae on the Caelian 

and the suburban temple of Mars near the Porta Capena is equally significant 

because this siting placed the tomb within the sanctified area of the temple's 

precinct.190  Following the example of the Scipiones, other elite families also built 

tombs on sites that allowed them to combine sanctity and self-advertisement.191  

The location of the second- and third-century tombs beneath St. Peter's, placed 

near both the Via Cornelia and the Phrygianum, presents an example of the 

filtering down of this type of juxtaposition from an elite model.  

THE VATICAN NECROPOLIS AND THE CIRCUS OF NERO 
  

 At the beginning of this chapter, I offered the possibility that in siting 

tombs along this particular length of the Via Cornelia, the builders borrowed from 

imperial and elite models the textual use of topography.  These models were 

present throughout the city, and perceiving relationships between built forms 

within a particular area of the city was very much a part of how Romans 

experienced their city.  As Favro observes, "Romans were experienced readers of 

non-verbal texts--people of all classes read messages imbedded in their 

surroundings."192  The complex of Augustus on the Campus Martius, with its 

solarium, altar, and mausoleum working together to present a text on dynastic 

                                                 
190ibid., 27. 
191For example, the Marcelli and A. Atilius Calatinus built their respective tombs near the double 
temple of Honos and Virtus outside the Porta Capena on the Via Appia. 
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succession is one example.193  Within the private funerary realm, there are the 

tombs of the elite erected within the ground of villas but still visible from the 

road.  The topographical juxtaposition of villa and tomb created a conceptual 

relationship emphasizing the themes of family continuity and self-promotion. 194 

 The building history of this area of Vaticanum gives strong evidence of 

the deliberate placement of tombs along the Via Cornelia, as well as those along 

part of the Via Aurelia Nova to the south in close proximity to the circus and 

obelisk of Nero, a location selected for its associative possibilities.  In the Roman 

world, both the obelisk and the circus had a history of use within a funerary 

context.  Both elements, obelisk and circus, appeared individually within Roman 

funerary space.  The most notable use of the obelisk within a funerary context 

occurred at the mausoleum of Augustus, where a pair flanked the sides of the 

entrance to the tomb, provided an early model for dissemination.  The circus had 

associations with funerary ritual as far back as the ludi of the Greeks and 

Etruscans held in honor of a deceased hero.  The most ambitious juxtaposition of 

tomb and circus within the environs of Rome was the tomb and circus built by 

Maxentius on the Via Appia in honor of his son Romulus.  Both obelisk and 

circus also shared the function of referencing the cosmos.  Augustus created a 

model of the cosmos as part of his complex on the Campus Martius by framing an 

                                                                                                                                     
192Favro, 6. 
193Davies, Death, 137-142; Favro 260-7. 
194Bodel ,18-22.
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obelisk, which served as a solar symbol, within a bronze grid with mosaics of 

celestial symbols and winds.195  The use of the circus as a cosmic allegory was 

firmly established by the mid-first century according to Hanfmann, and the 

numerous examples of circus imagery on second-century sarcophagi and within 

funerary reliefs indicate its popular adoption by the time of Hadrian. 196  Tertullian 

writing in late second century and early third centuries, describes the association 

of each of the four racing factions to one of the seasons.197  In the fifth century, 

the Neo-Platonist Proclus connected the charioteer, Sol/Helios, and cyclical 

movement, writing of the sun god’s "ever-returning chariot” in a hymn to the 

deity. 198  On the subject of solar symbolism in a funerary context, it is worth 

noting that the two other major sanctuaries in Vaticanum, that of the Syrian 

deities on the Janiculum and of the Eagle near the Tiber, had strong ties to the 

worship of Sol and also contained numerous burials in or near their grounds.  

Although both obelisk and circus individually could serve as funerary symbols, as 

well as references to the cosmos, placing the two elements together, specifically 

erecting an obelisk on the spina of the circus, created an expansion of these 

                                                 
195Davies, Death, 17-18. 
196G. Hanfmann, The Season Sarcophagus in Dumbarton Oaks (Cambridge, 1951), 159; Davies, 
Death, 83-5. There are also a number of examples of charioteers holding victory palms.  Examples 
include the Trajanic “Circus Relief” in the Vatican Museum, the painted of a member of the 
"Greens" faction painted on the north wall of Tomb C of the Vatican Necropolis, a terracotta 
figurine of a charioteer and quadriga found in "Edificio 7" of the Necropolis Ostiensis, published 
in Dalle Necropoli di Ostia Riti ed  Usi Funerari (ed. A. Pellegrino) (Ostia, 1999), 94. 
197Tertullian, De Spectaculis 9.  Although surviving sources relating the circus to the Seasons are 
later than the Vatican Necropolis’s construction, Hanfmann, believes the origin of the construction 
to date to the middle of the second century, possibility in the writings of Suetonius, 160. 
198This line is from a hymn to the sun, Ad Solem 11. 
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associations and a visually richer development of both the sepulchral and cosmic 

meaning. 199  The combination of obelisk and circus used built forms to create a 

striking exposition on the themes of the movement of the heavens and the 

rhythms of the universe. The architectural form of the circus with the obelisk on 

the spina was the thematic double of paintings and mosaics depicting Helios 

surrounded by the seasons, which also appeared within second-century funerary 

art.200   

 While the use of circus and obelisk imagery within funerary art as a 

cosmic allegory was generally popular, the reasons for including cosmic 

references probably varied among different levels of Roman society.  For  

emperors, most notably Augustus, Antoninus Pius, and Hadrian, cosmic allusions 

within their funerary monuments had complex and interlocking meanings, 

including cosmic kingship, immortality through apotheosis, and regeneration 

created by the dynastic line.201  For those with the education or inclination to 

study Pythagorean philosophy, the cosmic allegory related to the eternal flow of 

life, of which man was a part, regenerating itself in cycles.202    

 Ordinary Romans, however, did not share the imperial preoccupation with 

dynastic legacy and apotheosis, and theories emanating from the Pythagoreans 

                                                 
199 See E. Lyle,”The Circus as Cosmos,” Latomus 63 (1984): 827-841. 
200Within the tombs underneath St. Peter, a painting of Helios surrounded by tondi containing the 
seasons decorates the ceiling of Tomb B. 
201Davies, Death, 86-92. 
202Hanfmann,188-89. 
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were too esoteric and intellectual for broad dissemination. 203  While probably not 

concerned with cosmic divine law, humbler Romans certainly would have been 

aware that time moves everything within the seasonal cycle of life and death. 204  

They also would perceive the everyday role of the sun in the regulation of time.  

Evidence from funerary inscriptions suggests for this group the use of cosmic and 

season imagery in a funerary context symbolized the relentless course of time, 

and the running out of one's allotment of time as cruel fate.205  For the builders of 

the second-century tombs along the Via Cornelia and Via Aurelia Nova, there 

may have been a strong attraction to the available land flank ing the grounds of the 

former circus of Nero.  In addition to the attraction of the eye-catching and 

dramatic form of the obelisk, the circus and obelisk together evoked the seasonal 

alteration of life and death, and served as a reminder that each had its proper place 

within the span of an existence. 

 The building history confirms the desirability of the environs of the circus 

Vaticanus as a site for funerary monuments (fig.26).  As early as the middle of the 

first century, a columbarium near the southern side of the circus stood within the 

precincts of the gardens of Agrippina.  This monument, which continued to be 

used until the third century, had an alignment along an axis parallel to the spina of 

                                                 
203Concerning non-elite Romans and the theme of apotheosis in funerary art, see Kleiner, Roman 
Sculpture, 349-50. 
204Anthologia Latina , ed. A. Riese (Amsterdam, 1972 [1894]), 1.1.676. 
205Lattimore, 147; Hanfmann, 187-89. 
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the circus.206  On the opposite flank of the circus to the north, equidistant from the 

spina and also on parallel alignment to its axis, stood the two rows of second-

century chamber tombs now below St. Peter's.207  The determination of the 

builders of the initial, northern, line of these chamber tombs to erect their 

monuments at this location is clear, and pagan decorations and inscriptions within 

these monuments disallow an explanation that considers the proximity of St. 

Peter's shrine.  The terrain was difficult and required building a level platform on 

the sloping ground and placing the back walls of the chambers flush against the 

hillside, impeding access to some extent.  Two other tombs have a location 

indicating the builders followed the boundaries of the circus rather than the line of 

the nearby road; one originally stood near the beginning of the curved end of the 

circus on the northern side, and the other lay to the east of St. Peter's near the 

northern side of the carceres.208  The inscription of Gaius Popilius Heracla, owner 

of Tomb A, whose titulus provided important evidence for the location of the 

                                                 
206This is Magi's "columbaria sud", see p.96 n. 176. 
207As with the tombs at Isola Sacra, the initial confusion concerning why the northern or further 
row was built first, new physical evidence has solved the problem.  Just as at Isola Sacra, the row 
of tombs at St. Peter's closer to the road were apparently built over earlier tombs.  For evidence of 
earlier simple burials, see Toynbee and Ward-Perkins,53,145. 
208This is the so-called "Theta tomb" that according to Josi contained the funerary altar on one L. 
Sextius Pothinus as well as several sarcophagi. See Esplorazioni,25, fig. 8; B. Nogara, 
RendPontAcc 15 (1935): 226; Castagnoli, 89. This tomb appears to be in alignment with those 
under St. Peter's and also on an axis parallel to the spina rather than to the road that ran some 40 
meters to the south.  For a diagram showing the remains of this tomb and the track of the Roman 
road, Liverani, 95, fig. 124. 
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Circus Vaticanum, is also significant (fig.27).209  This inscription, which states 

Gaius's desire to be buried next to the circus (in Vaticano ad circum), has been 

misunderstood and undervalued.  The two most common interpretations, that 

Gaius was a circus fan, or that the circus is mentioned because it was a well-

known topographical feature, are insufficient to explain the prominent mention 

given to the circus within the text of the funerary inscription, which occupied a 

space on the exterior wall above the front door of the monument.210  Given this 

emphasis-- the location was also a condition of Heracla's will-- it seems more 

likely that the deceased wished to ensure that his tomb placement allowed him to 

participate in the symbolically charged atmosphere around the periphery of the 

circus.   At some point during the last decades of the second century, at least one 

tomb invaded the actual grounds of the circus, at this time fallen into disuse.  By 

the third century, with the massive Rotunda standing due west of the obelisk, the 

incorporation of the circus into a funerary zone was complete. 

 The Phrygianum, the sanctuary to the Great Mother that lay directly to the 

southeast of the Vatican Necropolis, also played a role in the siting of these 

tombs.  The size and reputation of the Vatican Phrygianum no doubt enhanced the 

desirability of the available space around it as a location for funerary monuments.  

                                                 
209For text, L'Année Epigraphique (1946):136; for a photograph of the inscriptions, Josi, "Gli 
scave nelle sacre Grotte Vaticane," Il Vaticano nel 1944  (1944): 32; for the legal points of the text, 
F. De Visscher, L'Antiquité Classique 5 (1946): 117. 
210Although it is not unusual for the owner of a tomb to designate the location of a tomb as part of 
the conditions of a will, naming of a location in relation to a well-known site as appears here 
within the text of the titulus is unusual. 
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The associations created by the juxtaposition to the sanctuary of this deity may 

have been particularly valued because of Cybele's aspects as both the Procreator 

and Goddess of the Dead, she who gives life and then protects those who have 

returned to her womb.  Several inscriptions concerning this deity emphasize her 

function as the protectress of tombs, and Cybele and Attis together as "custodians 

of the tombs."211  Cybele's consort Attis, worshipped both together with Cybele 

and on his own, offered to believers a paradigm of rebirth and afterlife for a 

mortal under a deity's protection. 212  Also, the rites commemorating Attis were 

funerary in nature, containing a period of mourning intended in part to guarantee 

the regular rhythm of the seasonal cycle.  In would not be necessary for Romans 

interred near the Phrygianum to be followers of the Great Mother.  As seen in 

examples on the Via Appia, a location near an area sanctified by a temple was 

enough to make a site desirable.213 

 A final topographical relationship the builders of the tombs may have 

sought to take advantage of was the synergistic pairing of Cybele's sanctuary and 

the circus.  Cybele was particularly associated with the Circus Maximus, and 

dedicants carried her image to the circus games of the Megalensia every year.  

                                                 
211The strongest inscriptional evidence comes from Asia Minor, see CIG 3260, 3286. For a 
discussion of Cybele and Attis images used as funerary ornaments, G. Gasparro, Soteriology and 
Mystic Aspects in the Cult of Cybele and Attis, (Leiden, 1985), 89-91. 
212Vermaseren, 23-30. Examples of Attis imagery used in a funerary context can be seen in the 
stucco reliefs on the ceiling of the hypogaeum near Porta Maggiore. For the argument that Attis 
achieved his divinity as a late response to Christianity, see E. Lambrecht, Attis, van Herdersknaap 
tot God, (Brussels, 1962). 
213supra, 98, n.80. 
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Mosaics, lamps, and sarcophagi, provide examples that combine circus imagery 

with representations of Cybele.  In one example from a sarcophagus, a statue of 

Cybele stands on the spina of a circus, while on another her image stands to the 

right of an obelisk.214  These examples attest to a popular conflation of Cybele, 

circus and obelisk imagery.  It is possible that the builders of the Phrygianum on 

the Vatican plain, constructed probably no earlier than the first half of the second 

century, created the sanctuary within the former boundaries of the circus to take 

advantage of this association.  The location of the sanctuary next to or within the 

boundaries of the circus "amplified" those aspects of the deity related to funerary 

functions as well as to cycles and seasonal alteration.  Just as the circus, obelisk, 

and the nature of the race was a cosmic allegory, the festival of Cybele and Attis, 

according to Sallustius, imitated cosmic order.215  The convention of associating 

the color of each racing faction to a season was conceptually similar to the linkage 

of Attis to the seasonal cycle of vegetation, including the decay of flowers and 

subsequent ripening of fruit.216 

 For the builders of the tombs now beneath St. Peter’s, the opportunity to 

insert their monuments within the topographical text created by the Phrygianum, 

circus, and obelisk allowed these prosperous but non-elite individuals a uniquely 

rich and polyvalent siting within Rome.  The general attraction of the area was its 

                                                 
214Vermeule, 52. 
215Sallust, Dei deis, 4. 
216Augustine, De civitate Dei,  7.25. 
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existence as a proastion district with Rome, a space marked by expanses of green, 

a number of imposing funerary monuments, shrines and sanctuaries, and sites for 

entertainment.  To comprehend the status associated with this type of space, we 

need only to consider the Horti Sallustiani, the gardens created by the historian 

that later passed into imperial holdings.  Significant monuments within these 

lavish gardens include a sepulchral vault, a temple to Venus, a private 

hippodrome and the pyramis Sallusti, an obelisk brought to Rome sometime after 

the period of Augustus.217  This property as a whole, with its combination of 

gardens, temple, tomb, circus and obelisk, gives an example of a wealthy 

individual's creation of a private proastion. The prohibitive cost of Sallust's 

creation affirms the desirability of the site selected by the builders of the Vatican 

Necropolis, which contained all of these elements and was accessible to the 

builders of the tombs due to the presence of public thoroughfares.  Strabo singles 

out sports facilities and sacred buildings for praise when writing of the important 

elements of the Roman city, and Vaticanum contained impressive specimens of 

both.218  The topographical features that gave Vaticanum its genius loci drew 

Romans living elsewhere within the city to this district, and increased the 

potential audience for the public display offered by the builders of the second-

century tombs along the Via Cornelia.  In addition, the situation of the tombs 

encouraged family members and friends visiting one of the shrines or sanctuaries 

                                                 
217Richardson, 202. For obelisk, Amm. Marc. 17.4.16. 
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in Vaticanum on festival days to make a sojourn to the tomb and offer libations to 

the deceased. 

                                                                                                                                     
218Strabo, 5.3,8; Purcell, 27. 
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V. Tomb F (Tomb of the Caetenni) 

EXTERIOR 
 

 Tomb F, built between 140 and 150, stands in the southern line of Tombs 

A-F  (fig.15).  At the time of these monuments’ construction, the northern line of 

tombs Z-Psi did not exist, so there would have been visual access to the road and 

also to the obelisk located southeast of the tombs.  In addition to the common 

frontage, the facades have in common the use of neatly pointed, fine grain 

reddish-brown brick.  A small area of Tomb F’s façade retains the decorative red 

wash and white stucco piping along the mortar joins described earlier.219  A 

viewer walking in front of this row of tombs would notice differences in size and 

the decorative inlay of each façade, such as the hourglass pattern in red and black 

on Tomb C, and the rosette frieze of Tomb G.  Along this row of well-crafted 

monuments, Tomb F stood out from its neighbors due the superior height of its 

façade, and the quality and singularity of its inlaid terracotta decoration.  

 The height of Tomb F’s facade would have been eye-catching to the 

passers-by on the road as well as visitors to other tombs, and once engaged, their 

attention might have been held by the intricacy and uniqueness of the facade 

                                                 
219Supra, 50. 
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decorations (fig. 28).  Terracotta frames with beading of an unusual richness and 

delicacy edged the travertine doorway, titulus, and windows.  The frame around 

the door, which is atypically not centered and stands slightly off axis to the west, 

displays alternating ovoli and cavetti. The titulus frame, once enclosing a marble 

inscription plaque unfortunately no longer in situ, has egg and dart and bead and 

reel molding and is surmounted by an organically curvilinear pediment of curling 

tendrils and a palmette and rosette design. 220  The frames of these windows share 

the pedimental design above the titulus of curling tendrils, palmettes, and rosettes 

but smaller.  On the extreme west and eastern ends of the visual line established 

by the titulus and windows, two terracotta decorative plaques in low relief were 

inserted into the facade (figs. 29-30).  Their subject matter, a quail on the plaque 

to the viewer’s left and an aedicula structure on the plaque to the right, is unique 

within extant external tomb decoration, with the closest comparanda in material 

and form being the “biographical” terracotta reliefs on the facades of Isola 

Sacra.221  The uppermost section of Tomb F is missing, destroyed during the 

construction of the Constantinian basilica.  A terracotta entabla ture, frieze, and 

heavy cornice that in all likelihood supported a triangular pediment remain. 

                                                 
220At some point in the tombs history, a pair of roughly constructed windows, splayed and 
stuccoed on the interior side, was inserted into the space intended for the titulus. 
221Supra, 54. 
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INTERIOR LAYOUT 
 

 Tomb F, rectangular and originally cross-vaulted, had interior dimensions 

of 5.5 by 6 meters, making it the second largest within the necropolis.  Once the 

visitor entered the interior space the reason for the off-center door becomes clear, 

a staircase in the southeast corner built concurrently with the tomb.  The stairs 

may have given access to a road running north of the tomb, or it is possible Tomb 

F was one of the few within the necropolis to have the distinction of a terrace.   

Once inside and facing the rear wall, the visitor was presented with a complex 

arrangement along the back and side walls of arcosolia and niches of varying 

sizes and shapes that was originally enclosed by a three-dimensional stucco 

architectural frame.  Although this stucco frame is now largely missing, traces 

form a sort of outline that allows a reconstruction.  Rear and lateral walls shared a 

common division into three zones.  A projecting plinth running along all three 

walls delineated the lowest zone, the middle zone was formed by the plinth below 

and entablature above, and the curved space of the upper zone rose above the 

entablature. 

 The north/rear wall’s status as the principle view is established by the size 

of the niches and the architectural embellishment, which is the most elaborate 
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within the interior (fig.31).  The section below the plinth is simple, featuring a 

single large central arcosolium flanked by a round-headed niche on either side. 

 A central wide, shallow apse rises from the plinth and extends to the top of the 

upper zone.  Inside the apse was a stucco aedicula consisting of two freestanding 

columns supporting a triangular pediment, and this projecting structure in turn 

encased a tall round-headed niche.222  A single tall rectangular niche flanks both 

sides of the apse/aedicula/niche arrangement. Six freestanding columns with 

spiral shafts rested on the projecting plinth. The columns were arranged as pairs 

flanking the sides of the three recesses, and although not equidistant, were evenly 

spaced enough to give the impression of supporting the entablature attached to the 

wall above them.  This entablature in turn visually supported a complex 

arrangement of pediments, broken pediment and the archivolt of the apse.   

The arrangement of the upper zone of the north wall is simple and 

compositionally echoes the arrangement of the lowest zone.  The arch of the apse 

filling the center echoes the curve of the archosolia below, and the two small 

round-headed niches on the sides of the arch repeat the arrangement of the lowest 

zone. 

 The lateral walls, while continuing the arrangement of a three-dimensional 

architectural frame of stucco enclosing niches of varying size and shape, present 

                                                 
222Much of the stucco architectural framework is now missing, but enough remains to make a 
reasonable conjecture concerning the original appearance.  See H. Mielsch and H, von Hesberg, (J. 
Weber’s reconstruction), “ Die heidnische Nekropole unter St. Peter in Rom, die Maosoleen E-I 
und Z-Psi,” MemPontAcc 16.1 (1996): 105. 
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the viewer with arrangements simpler than those of the north wall.  The lateral 

walls are similar but not identical to each other (figs. 32-33).  Looking first at the 

west wall and again moving from bottom to top, the lowest zone contained a pair 

of archosolia.  Five large niches, two curved tall niches and three rectangular 

niches arranged in an alternating pattern, are spread evenly across the middle 

zone.  Both of the curved niches are topped by triangular pediments of stuccoed 

masonry while rounded pediments surmount the rectangular recesses.  Flanking 

the sides of each niche, in alignment with the pediments above, stood six 

freestanding columns of stucco of the same style and proportions as those of the 

north wall.223  Within each rectangular niche, the space has been subdivided into 

two smaller superimposed recesses through the insertion of a thick shelf of 

plaster.  The upper zone of the west wall contains a single line of four round-

headed niches near the very top of the lunette space.  The overall symmetry of the 

scheme is disrupted by the addition of a vertical row of three small, unevenly 

aligned round-headed niches on the southern end. The layout of the east wall is 

similar, but adjustments were made in response to the presence of the staircase in 

the southeast corner.  The arrangement of two arcosolia below the plinth, and five 

alternating rectangular and curved niches in the middle zone continued, as did the 

architectural frame of stucco columns topped by alternating curved and triangular 

pediments.  The upper zone contains three unevenly spaced round-headed niches 

                                                 
223ibid,104. 
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instead of four, and the overall pattern is slightly compressed to allow for the 

corner staircase 

The placement of niches on the south or entry wall breaks with the 

architectural scheme established for the west, north and east walls of a plinth with 

archosolia below and tall curved and rectangular niches framed by stucco 

columns and pediments.  The disruption created by doorway, titulus space, 

windows, and staircase seems to have discouraged the builder from anything more 

ambitious than a series of four rounded-headed niches in an uneven vertical line 

on the west side of the wall. 

PAINTED INTERIOR DECORATION  
  

The painted decoration of Tomb F was dramatic in the lower and middle 

zones of the rear and lateral walls, featuring flat areas of brilliant color serving as 

a background for restrained and simple decorative motifs, stylized plant forms, 

birds, and vessels, all painted in softer, lighter hues than the background.  The 

upper zone, where it survives on the north and west walls, differs in palette, style, 

and subject matter.  Subtle, naturalistic colors and soft brushwork were used to 

create the most ambitious surviving paintings within the tomb: a mythological 

scene and an idyllic landscape.   

The lowest zone along all three walls was deep purple.  A band of blue 

edged the top of the plinth, and thin bands of red traced the curve of the round-
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headed niches.  To judge by the sole surviving example on the west wall, the 

scattered flowers, mostly red roses, against a white ground filled the interiors of 

both the archosolia and the round niches.  Traces remain of some decorative 

motifs in the areas of the walls above and between the archosolia.  The best-

preserved example is in the space between the two archosolia of the west wall 

(fig.32).  Gold half-shields with trailing slender pale blue cords trailing from them 

occupy the area above the center of both archosolia.  Four graceful swans in 

flight, one above each of the outer curves of the archosolia, catch the ends of the 

cords in their beaks.  A tall vessel with a shallow bowl and a slender vegetal base 

occupies the area between the archosolia.  It holds several unidentified objects, 

although Mielsch and von Hesberg have made several conjectures, including a 

pomegranate and a “fabric-covered object, perhaps a phallus.”224 

 Alternating panels of red, green, purple and light blue create rhythmic 

variation in the middle zone of the north, east, and west walls (fig. 34).  The flat 

areas of the middle zone of all four walls are red except for two purple panels in 

the northeast and northwest corners.  The interiors of the two long rectangular 

niches flanking the north wall are purple, and the adjacent purple panels in the 

corners of the same dimensions as the niches are intended to carry the visual 

effect to the edge of the rear wall and continue it to the side walls.  The 

rectangular niches of the lateral walls, which as mentioned earlier are divided into 

                                                 
224ibid., 108. After personal observation of the images after their restoration in 2000, I found the 
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two compartments by a thick slab placed midway in the interior, have grounds of 

green and purple arranged so the color fields alternate both horizontally and 

vertically.  The exterior faces of the dividing slabs and all of the tall rounded-

headed niches originally had a ground of the same bright blue-green.  

  Remains of simple, loosely painted decorative motifs survive on parts of 

the wall and inside several niches of the middle zone.  In the purple niches of the 

west wall, flower candelabra with blue blooms decorate the back walls of the 

rectangular niches and lyre-shaped plant forms in greenish-white with gold and 

red flowers occupy the sides.  Rosettes of gold, white and greenish-white decorate 

the rear walls in several of the green niches on the lateral walls.  A tympanum or 

cymbal, painted as if hanging by a cord, decorates the far right field of the east 

wall.  Slender golden stalk- like plants climb the red walls in the spaces directly 

behind freestanding columns, and on either side of the apse a representation of a 

mask is painted as if hanging on the center of the wall. 

 The upper zones all four walls are largely missing, casualties of 

Constantine’s builders.  The surviving sections on the north, west and south walls 

hold two examples of figural painting in varying stages of preservation.  A 

representation of Venus reclining on a mussel shell carried by Tritons, one of the 

earliest known examples of this theme, once filled the lunette space of the apse.  

All that remains is the lower body and left arm of the goddess framed against a 

                                                                                                                                     
images were too indistinct to draw firm conclusions. 
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light blue sky and two muscular Tritons swimming in bright blue water and 

carrying Venus aloft in her shell. (fig.3).  The area above and around the rounded-

headed niches of the west wall’s upper zone has a large idyllic landscape loosely 

painted in shades of gold and brown.  A ram and a bull standing among several 

trees shaped by brushy strokes of flat green (fig. 36).  In a skillfully humorous 

touch, the ram appears to stand on the curved top of one of the niches as if it were 

a hill.  The small rounded niches of the upper zone are edged in purple and have 

red roses against a white ground in their interior.  A small bunch of violets 

decorates each of the three spandrel spaces between the niches.  Surviving areas 

of the south lunette space display two trees with birds perched in them painted in 

the same colors and style as those of the west wall.  Above the door and directly 

below the highest niche a bird with gold and brown feathers and a red beak and 

feet rests upon a leafy branch.  It is possible that these isolated motifs of the south 

wall were once part of larger landscape, perhaps a continuation of the scene on 

the west wall.  Painted roses against a white ground decorate the small rounded 

niches of this wall.  The painted decoration of the south wall is mentioned only in 

this section on upper zone decoration because that is all that remains.  

A painting, a small scene of a hunt, once occupied the flat facade of the 

staircase wall.  This image no longer exists, but is preserved through a photograph 

and description by Kirschbaum.225  At the time the photograph was taken the 

                                                 
225E. Kirschbaum, The Tombs of St. Peter and St. Paul, (New York, 1957), 22. 
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painting, fragments remained. A large feline--the object of a hunt-- moved off to 

the right, a fallen horseman still holding his lance with his horse nearby occupied 

the center of the composition, and to the left stood a second huntsman shouldering 

two spears with his leaping hound in front of him. 

ADDITIONAL DECORATIVE STUCCO AND MOSAIC 
  

Small-scale figural stuccowork in low relief embellished some areas of the 

painted wall surface of Tomb F.  Each blue-green panel dividing the super-

imposed rectangular niches on the east and west walls had figural stucco reliefs, 

although little remains. A single panel on the east wall still has an identifiable 

subject, a procession of nereids and sea centaurs.  A miniature frieze of white 

erotes and swans ran along the red ground archivolt of the north wall apse.226  The 

builders of the Constantinian basilica largely destroyed the finely wrought, 

coffered stucco ceiling of Tomb F, although surviving fragments give some sense 

of the effect created by the artists working within this fragile medium.  Like the 

middle zone of the rear and lateral walls, the ceiling of Tomb F played up the 

contrast between flat planes of rich color and white framing elements.  The 

surviving individual coffers of the vaulted ceiling are square, rectangular and 

triangular shapes edged with wide and deeply carved borders of Doric and Ionic 

architectural moldings including egg and dart, bead, and leaf-cymation.  The 
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backgrounds of the panels are painted in vivid hues of light blue or purple framed 

by red bands of varying thickness, and the center of each panel originally held a 

single decorative form, an example of a rosette survives, in white stucco (fig.12). 

Of the black and white mosaic floor of Tomb F, only a thin band along the 

north wall and a small rectangular section directly in front of the entrance remain.  

The surviving pattern along the north wall shows a narrow strip of white tesserae 

directly against the wall edge with a much thicker black band next to it, then 

another narrow band of white and a narrow band of black of the same width. 

Traces of a vegetal design with curvilinear leafy tendrils runs along the edge of 

the thin black band.  Four libation holes covered with white or gray stone squares 

were irregularly set into the band (fig.32).227  The small rectangular section by the 

door has a completely preserved pattern in black and white mosaic of opposing 

scrolls formed as leafy tendrils (fig.37).  Stylistically it appears similar to the 

north wall section, but it is a complete and self-contained decorative unit 

positioned directly inside of the entry, bringing to mind a modern doormat. 

 SUBJECT MATTER AND CONTENT OF THE DECORATIVE PROGRAM  

 
 Concerning the significance of the painted imagery in Tomb F’s, a search 

for meaning is complicated by the fact, as Nock points out, that many of the 

                                                                                                                                     
226Mielsch and von Hesberg, 110. Toynbee and Ward-Perkins’s description of a frieze depicting 
pygmies battling cranes in the archivolt molding is incorrect, 50. 
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subjects and motifs in the art of the tomb that can also be found in the decoration 

of Roman houses.228  To give an example, the House of the Venus Marina at 

Pompeii received its modern name from its painting of Venus in a mussel shell, a 

painting that is iconographically very similar to the one in Tomb F’s apse.229  In 

contrast to Noch’s argument for a tradition of appropriateness guiding choices in 

tomb decoration, Toynbee and Cumont find references to the afterlife in every 

image adorning a funerary monument or space, from mythological scenes to 

garlands and erotes.230  Toynbee, for example, believed the image Venus in Tomb 

F served as an allegory for rebirth in the afterlife.  My search for meaning within 

the decoration of Tomb F occupies a position between the polarity of the 

eschatological interpretations proposed by Toynbee and Cumont on one extreme 

and Noch’s assertion of a purely decorative function for tomb art on the other.   

 To begin with one of the simpler images, roses, painted on a white ground 

inside of the archosolia and small round-headed niches of Tomb F, were a 

common motif in tomb decoration.  Examples survive in a number of niches 

within chamber tombs including those of Isola Sacra and the tombs underneath 

                                                                                                                                     
227Based on extant examples, these libation holes originally almost certainly continued around the 
edge of the mosaic. 
228Nock, 148. 
229House of the Painted Venus, PPM.II.iii.3. The painting is in the center of the long wall at the 
rear of a garden. 
230F. Cumont, Afterlife in Roman Paganism (New Haven, 1922), and Recherches sur le 
symbolisme funéraire des Romans (Paris, 1942). Toynbee describes images of the Dioscuri, 
Tellus, marine thiasoi, erotes, Dionysus, hunt scenes, charioteers, fruit, f lowers, birds, and 
landscapes within tomb decoration as expressing a belief in the afterlife, 37-9.  For eschatological 
interpretations of painted imagery within selected tombs of the Vatican Neropolis, see M. Basso,  
Eschatological Symbolism in the Vatican Necropolis (Vatican City, 1982). 



 122 

San Sebastiano as well as in other tombs of this necropolis.  Previous attention to 

paintings of roses has been cursory, limited to a consideration of the general 

importance of flowers in the cult of the dead and more specifically as a possible 

reference to the Rosaria, the festival of commemoration discussed in the previous 

chapter.  The observations I wish to add concern the location and composition of 

the images.  The favored location for paintings of roses against a light ground was 

in the interior of archosolia and niches.  The way they were painted, with 

individual roses distributed evenly across the wall surface, differs from the typical 

representations of flowers in paintings around the niches, in which they are 

typically either heaped in vases or baskets or form hanging garlands.  A pair of 

superimposed niches from Tomb G gives an example of the contrasting styles of 

painting flowers, with scattered roses in the upper niche and mixed blooms in a 

vase in the lower  (fig.38).  The manner of painting roses within niches may have 

evolved out of a desire to connect the image to a ritual act.  Inscriptions describe 

the custom of laying roses at the tomb, sometime in profusion. 231  The loosely 

scattered treatment of the roses may have been meant to evoke the physical action 

of strewing the flowers.  If this is so, the manner of representation, which is 

consistent and distinct from paintings of other types of flowers, refers to ritual 

activity relating to the cult of the dead at the tomb site.  The consistent location 

inside of space containing the physical remains may be directed emphasis, a way 

                                                 
231For a discussion of the custom of laying roses at the tomb and examples of inscriptional 
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to tie the ritual act to the deceased individual as a record, a promise, or simply a 

provision in painted form, of an eternal Rosaria for a loved one.  

 The figural paintings of the upper zones of the north and west walls 

provide an opportunity to consider the possibilities of meaning of images within a 

funerary context.  The painting of Venus occupied a position of importance within 

the tomb.  Her placement with the upper apsidal space incorporated her into the 

apse/aedicula/niche structure that is the focus of the rear wall and thus the tomb 

interior.  It may be, as Toynbee and Ward-Perkins asserted, the goddess served as 

an allegory of rebirth. 232  Another possibility is that the goddess was present in the 

tomb as a tutelary deity, who protected the funerary space from her dominant 

position roughly opposite the point of entry.  We know that in addition to the Lars 

and Penates, Romans often had a personal tutelary deity chosen to protect the 

home.  Venus’s presence here may have been an extension of the role she served 

within the household of an individual or individuals buried within.  This 

interpretation is supported by the slightness of the narrative content. Venus is 

compositionally isolated and presented iconically as a deity rather than as a 

character within a larger mythological narrative.  The erotes and swans in the 

architrave frieze served as another allusion to the goddess of love and fertility 

 The landscape on the upper zone of the west wall containing the ox and 

ram, the trees and birds of the south wall and the scene of the hunt on the staircase 

                                                                                                                                     
references, see R. Lattimore, Greek and Latin Epitaphs (Urbana, 1942), 133-135.  
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facing can be considered together as a group of images collected loosely around 

the theme of an idyllic landscape.  That these images were expressive of the hope 

by the owner of an afterlife in a bucolic paradise is a possibility, and if one 

chooses to follow this interpretation there is some literary and epigraphical 

material to support it. 233  It is equally likely that the presentation of an idyllic 

landscape, as in the Roman house, was offered up for visual pleasure and served 

as a way to open the small closed interior space of the tomb.  The scene of the 

hunt, with its association to the tradition of this subject in Hellenistic art and more 

specifically its compositional similarity to several Alexander hunts, adds a note of 

ambition. 234  To refer to the landscapes of the west and south walls and the hunt 

scene collectively as a program is a reach, although one can argue for a sort of 

thematic coherence or consistency in their combination.  Whether an evocation of 

the restful pastures of Elysian Fields or simply a pleasing vista for the viewer’s 

contemplation, the landscapes of the upper zones, convey a sense of pastoral 

tranquility. 

                                                                                                                                     
232Toynbee and Ward-Perkins, 50. 
233Toynbee and Ward-Perkins, 113-114. For a discussion  of hunting scenes on sarcophagi 
resembling the painting on the south wall, B. Andrae, “Die römischen Jagdsarkophage,” ASR I 2 
(1980):17-19.  For a discussion of Elysium, the Blessed Isles, and descriptions of paradise, see 
Lattimore, 40-42. For Elysian Fields as fragrant gardens and meadows, Cumont, Afterlife, 80-
81,201,206.  
234Mielsch and von Hesberg, 120. 
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A HIERARCHY OF SPACE 
 

 Within Tomb F the profusion of color and ornament must have been 

impressive perhaps even startling in the small space.  The initial impression 

would have been of vivid color created by drama of the bold panels of red, purple, 

green and blue in the middle zone of the rear and flanking walls.  The use of red 

for the unrecessed areas of the walls created visual coherence within the middle 

zone as it moved from west to north to east.  The stucco architectural framing 

elements of entablature and columns strengthened the overall sense of order, 

while alternating use of purple and green within the recesses and triangular and 

curved stucco above each individual niche created rhythmic variation.  Above, the 

decoration of the vaulted ceiling extended the effect through brilliant fields of 

blue, purple, and red again set off by white stucco framing, while below a solid 

purple plinth and black and white floor mosaic a sound a quieter note.   

  It would not have been difficult for the viewer to understand the 

organization of the space.  The primacy of the middle zone is clear.  This is the 

location of the majority of the niches and here the greatest drama and articulation 

of the wall surface existed through color use and stucco.  The visitor would also 

easily recognize a sense of hierarchy within the size and placement of the 

individual niches on each wall.  The tall rounded niche in the center of the north 
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wall enclosed by the aedicula with the dramatic apsidal space rising behind it was 

the most important.  The two long rectangular niches standing on either side of 

the apse occupied the secondary position.  Next in importance in terms of 

location, size, and decoration were the tall round-headed niches of the east and 

west walls, followed by the rectangular niches on either side.  The height of the 

round-headed and triangular niches of the rear and lateral wall suggest they were 

meant to hold more than the pairs of terra-cotta cinerary urns imbedded into the 

floor of each.  Portraits of the deceased, images of deities, and cinerary containers 

are all possibilities.  More important than the individual choices made by the 

occupants concerning the content is the understanding that with one of the larger 

niches came the opportunity for an individual to expand and embellish his or her 

presentation to the viewer.  To continue the breakdown of the hierarchical 

arrangement, the least important niches would be those without the visual 

distinction created by vivid color, stucco framing aediculae and figural motifs and 

those whose location above or below the middle zone made them more difficult to 

see.  The small round-headed niches and the arcosolia of the lowest zone belong 

to this category, as do the round-headed niches added to the west wall, in the 

lunette space of the north, west and east walls, and those on the staircase and 

south rear wall.  The least prestigious location for interment was in all likelihood 

those below the mosaic floor along the outer edges of the mosaic, visible only as a 

small opening or libation hole in a marble inset on the floor. 
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  The hierarchical organization of the wall space would have been familiar 

to the viewer from the wall decoration within the Roman house.  During the first 

centuries B.C.E. and C.E., permanent wall paintings superceeded panel paintings 

as center pieces within wall decoration of Roman houses, villas and palaces.235  In  

spaces used for dining, reception, and entertainment, the walls were painted with 

a combination of larger high status paintings and smaller decorative motifs.  

Owners typically ordered the collection of imagery through the use of fictive 

architectural frames and signaled relative importance through location.  Large 

scale, high status paintings occupied the middle zone of the wall, with the smaller, 

less important decorative imagery above and below.  The primacy of the image on 

the wall opposite entry and the use of aedicula frames to draw attention to smaller 

individual images guided the visitor moving around the space.  The ordering 

system within Roman house decoration communicated the prestige assigned to 

different categories of painting.  A mythological scene, for example, a copy of a 

Greek original, was a high status presentation and accordingly commonly placed 

centrally in the middle zone and typically framed by an aedicula and other 

decorative elements (fig. 39).  Employing a similar ordering system for the 

arrangement of the niches enabled the tomb owners to use familiar reception 

patterns and adjust them for the context of the tomb.  An understanding of the 

hierarchical value of the decorative program learned from the Roman house 

                                                 
235For the rise and development of wall painting in the decoration of the Roman house, R. Ling, 
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taught visitors to the tomb how to make status distinctions among those interred 

within the same space.  Although the experience of viewing paintings in the 

Roman house taught Roman visitors to the tomb how to assess the importance of 

different niches within the interior of the tomb, there is a significant difference. 

The essential difference lies in the nature of the communication--not the relative 

importance of the image, but the relative importance of the person interred near 

the image.   

FAMILY OR  COLLEGIUM? 
  

 Tomb F has an empty frame enclosing the space where the titulus should 

be, and the absence of an external plaque makes it impossible to link ownership of 

the monument to an individual or individuals.236  Fortunately, four inscriptions 

survive from the interior, epitaphs whose date and location suggest they belong to 

the original occupants.237  One epitaph is carved on a marble altar, and three are 

inscribed on marble ash chests.238  The marble altar has a rounded pediment 

carved with acanthus scrolls and half-palmettes and an elaborate floral border 

                                                                                                                                     
Roman Painting (Cambridge, 1991), 1-3. 
236A number of exterior tituli and window insets from the necropolis are missing, either removed 
by the owners for re-use or taken by Constantine’s builders.  The marble inlay may have been 
perceived as unprotected by the law concerning volatatio sepulchri, which protected against the 
desecration of tombs. 
237Toynbee and Ward-Perkins date the altar to the middle of the second century on the basis of 
decoration and lettering style, 44. Inscriptional evidence of the praenomen and nomen ties the altar 
to the marble ash chests, suggesting the Caetennii were the original occupants of the tomb.   
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framing a large and precisely cut inscription filling the entire side of the base.  

The inscription, located on the side of the altar facing the door: M 

Caetennio/Antigono/et Tulliae/Secundae/coniugi eius (fig.40).  A pedimented 

marble ash chest decorated with ram heads and tragic masks presents the 

following inscription, slightly more irregularly carved than that of the altar, on the 

framed central space of its facade: DM/M Caetennio/Tertio fecit/M 

Caetennius/Chilo colibe/rto sanctissimo.  Another marble ash chest has tragic 

masks on each corner of the pedimented cover and the “refrigiatio” motif of birds 

flanking a basket of fruit in the triangular field of the lid.  On the body, erotes 

carrying a garland flanking the central inscription panel on which is carved in 

precise and evenly spaced letters: DM/M Caetennio Chry/seroti M Caeten/nius 

Antigonus/iun patrono b m f .  A third simpler marble ash chest with a pedimented 

cover and Doric columns carved on each corner has within the framed space for 

its inscription: DM/ M Caetennii Ganymedis/vixit ann XXXVII/ M Caetennius 

Secundus/coliberto suo.  

 The four inscriptions give a total of eight names, seven men and one 

woman. The seven men share the praenomen and nomen of Marcus Caetennius. 

Of these seven, five are definitely liberti, indicated by the use of the word 

coliberto in the epitaph by M. Caetennius Chilo for M. Caetennius Tertius and M. 

                                                                                                                                     
238Five additional inscriptions not belonging to the Caetennii were found in Tomb F whose style 
and content indicate a later date. A connection to the Caetennii is possible but not at all certain.  
For text of the inscriptions, see Toynbee and Ward-Perkins, 46-7. 
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Caetennius Secundus for M. Caetennius Ganymedis and by the word patrono in 

M. Caetennius Antigonus iunor’s epitaph for M. Caetennius Chryseros.  The 

status of M. Caetennius Antigonus is not stated, but another inscription provides 

indirect evidence.  M. Caetennius Antigonus iunor is almost certainly his son. 239  

The son has a patron, which means he began his life as a slave and was later 

freed.  M. Caetennius Antigonus junior’s birth into slavery indicates his mother 

was a slave at the time of his conception, and the same servile origin is likely for 

the father as well.  Following this line of reasoning, if Tullia Secunda, wife of M. 

Caetennius Antigonus is the mother of his son, then she was also of the libertini 

class.240  As a group, the inscriptions show a relationship between these 

individuals, but not one based on kinship.  The tie that bound this group, revealed 

by the shared praenomen and nomen among the men, was the status of freedmen 

from the same household.  A point of interest in the inscription is the cognomen 

of M. Caetennius Antigonus iunior‘s patron, Chryseros, which suggests servile 

origin as well.241  This individual, possibly himself a libertus, may well have been 

                                                 
239For the use of iunor see A.E. Gordon, Illustrated Introduction to Latin Epigraphy (London, 
1983), 15. 
240Toynbee and Ward-Perkins, surprisingly, describe these individuals as a wealthy freeborn 
family descended from slaves in spite of the explicit reference to libertus status for five of the 
seven men within the inscriptions, 44. 
241J. Baumgart finds twenty-four examples of the name Chryseros in funerary inscriptions of 
slaves, a relatively high number, Die römischen Sklavennamen (Brelau, 1936), 40. H. Solin, Die 
Stadtrömischen Sklavennamen, vol. 2 (Stuttgart, 1996) 236-7, lists fifteen occurrences of the 
name. On the likelihood of Greek names being assigned to slaves, see A.M. Duff , Freedmen in the 
Early Roman Empire (Oxford, 1928 ) 8-9; M. Gordon, “The Nationality of Slaves under the Early 
Roman Empire,” JRS 14 (1924): 104-105.   
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the source of the praenomen and nomen shared by these liberti, not the freeborn 

Caetennii family.   

The absence of the titulus naming ownership of Tomb F is particularly 

frustrating because the inscription may have indicted something unusual among 

the tombs of the Vatican Necropolis, initial ownership by a burial club, formally 

or informally arranged.  The general absence of kinship ties expressed within the 

inscriptions, the examples of co-liberti as dedicants of ash chests, and the shared 

praenomen and nomen argue for this possibility.   After manumission, this group 

of former slaves may have remained bound together by a common interest in 

securing practitioners of the rituals and memory and visitation and in the absence 

of kin, served as caretakers of each other’s memory. 
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VI. Tomb H-H’ (Tomb of the Valerii) 

 

LAYOUT AND EXTERIOR 
 

 Tomb H-H’ is the largest among the surviving monuments of the Vatican 

Necropolis in total area.  Constructed c. 160, the tomb’s visual access to the road 

to the south remained unimpeded by the construction of later tombs, and the 

monument like Tomb F had the topographical advantage of close proximity to the 

obelisk approximately fifty meters to the southeast.242  The layout of H-H’ is 

slightly irregular, although its core remained the familiar rectangular chamber 

(fig.41).  A spacious low-walled forecourt fronted the main chamber.243  Two 

rows of cremation niches lined the interior faces of the court’s enclosure walls, 

and in the northeast corner is the only extant example of a well within the 

necropolis.  The layout of the tomb consists of a central rectangular chamber with 

an additional smaller chamber, also rectangular, branching off of the northeast 

                                                 
242I am using the date, based on brick stamps and the style of the façade, proposed by Mielsch and 
von Hesberg, 198, and supported by Liverani, 141. 
243With original dimensions of approximately 7 by 4.5 meters, the forecourt of H-H’ was larger 
than many of the surviving tombs.  The enclosure walls, preserved only on the east side, were of 
the same yellow brick of the chamber façade and topped with a rolled coping of travertine.   
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corner.244  On the eastern wall immediately before the entry into the smaller 

chamber a staircase, built concurrently with the tomb, gave access to an upper 

story or terrace.  H-H’ suffered extensive damage at the hands of Constantine’s 

builders who removed the roof and erected foundation walls for the basilica 

within the tomb space along the forecourt/door/main chamber axis and along the 

west and south sides of the forecourt.  The surviving structure is sufficient to give 

a sense of the owners’ desire to distinguish his the tomb from those around it, an 

ambition expressed through the monument’s scale and singular decorative 

program. 

The facade of H-H’, which was the highest among extant tomb according 

to the proposed reconstruction by Mielsch and von Hesberg, is preserved up to the 

level of the titulus.245  In contrast to the elaborate decorative inserts and ornate 

moldings of neighboring Tombs F and G, the designer of H-H’ preferred a façade 

that was simpler but still impressive in size (fig.42).  Four pilasters, one in each 

corner and one flanking either side of the door of the same yellow-brown brick of 

the tomb itself, are spread evenly across the façade.  The capitals of these 

columns, as well as the entablature and pediment they in all likelihood supported, 

are missing.  There was a centrally placed door with a travertine lintel and 

                                                 
244The interior dimensions of the large chamber are 5.67 by 5.9 meters, while those of the smaller 
chamber are 1.95 by 2.45 meters.  The smaller chamber is tucked into the empty space behind 
Tomb G. 
245Mielsch and von Hesberg reconstruct the façade to a height of 7.5 meters, taf.37.  
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jambs.246  A marble titulus framed by terracotta Doric columns remains in situ 

above the door.247  On either side of the titulus, in the spaces between the 

pilasters, a window with a marble inset and simple terracotta frame provided 

illumination for the interior.  A conjectured addition to the chamber façade is a 

pair of marble portrait heads, a bearded male and a draped female, currently 

displayed inside the tomb (figs.43-44).  Mielsch and von Hesberg believe their 

original position was above the titulus.248 

 The marble titulus of H-H’ gives a good amount of information 

concerning the owners and occupants of the tomb.  The inscription reads: 

G VALERIUS HERMA FECIT ET 

FLAVIAE T F OLYMPIADI COUIGI ET 

VALERIAE MAXIMAE FILIAE ET C VALERIO 

OLYMPIANO FILIO ET SUIS LIBERTIS 

LIBERTABUSQUE POSTERISQ EORUM 

 

                                                 
246Most of the original door was destroyed by the basilica's supporting wall and the current 
brickwork is modern, dating to the 1939 reconstruction.  Enough of the original door survived to 
determine it was edged in travertine in the usual manner.  
247These columns probably carried an entablature; see Mielsch and von Hesberg’s proposed 
reconstruction, Taf.37. 
248The angled, flat bases of these heads suggest they were originally attached to a surface of some 
kind.  For a reconstruction of the tomb showing the portraits above the titulus, see Eck, 
“Inschriften un Grabbauten in der Nekropole unter St. Peter,” HABES 6 (1989): 72.  In a 
conversation I had with Pietro Zander, he expressed his belief that the heads were part of the 
decorative program of the missing upper room or terrace. 
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The titulus identifies the owner of the monument, Gaius Valerius Herma and the 

dedicants, his wife Flavia Olympia, daughter Valeria Maxima, son Gaius Valerius 

Olympianus, and his freedmen and their descendents.  Although not mentioned 

explicitly in the inscription, Herma may have made provision for his slaves as 

well, in the form of the cinerary urns lining the forecourt.249  Toynbee and Ward-

Perkins describe Herma as freeborn, but the combination of Greek cognomen and 

lack of filiation suggest libertus status.  His wife, by contrast, displays the filiation 

of a freeborn Roman, and his daughter and son had freeborn status as well.250  The 

phrasing of the inscription indicates the wife, daughter, and son were deceased at 

the time of the tomb’s construction, a conclusion supported in the case of the 

children by additional inscriptions within the interior.251  Since Herma’s 

immediate kin predeceased him, the provision of burial space for his freedpeople 

                                                 
249Eck believes slaves were buried in the family burial space but separated, and describes the 
forecourt, where there is one, as the likely location, Tra epigrafia prosopografia e archeologia: 
scriti, scelti, rielaborati ed aggiornati  (Vetera 10) (Rome, 1996): 261-262. 
250 A union between freeborn and freedperson was not unusual among the non-elite, see B. 
Rawson, “Family Life Among the Lower Classes in the First Two Centuries of the Empire,” CPh 
61 (1996): 71.  
249 A marble plaque with an inscription by Gaius Valerius Herma to his daughter was found inside 
the tomb against the right arcosolium of the north wall.  It reads: Valeriae C. F. Maxima / quae 
vixit annis XII mens --/dies—Gaius Valerius Herma pater. Information concerning the son comes 
from an inscription that reads: DM C Valerio Olympiano qui vixit/ annos III menses V dies XIII/ C 
Valerius Herma pater.  The inscription is on a marble plaque inserted into the floor in front of the 
left arcosolium of the north wall.  For a photographs and drawings of the inscriptions see W. Eck, 
“Inschriften und Grabbauten,” Tafs. VI -VII; “Inschriften aus der vaticanischen Nekropole,” ZPE 
65 (1986): 258-9. 
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and probably his slaves would have been of particular importance for him in order 

to ensure caretakers for the family tomb and participants in the cult of the dead. 

INTERIOR NICHE ARRANGEMENT AND DECORATION  
 

 The arrangement of the interior wall space of the main chamber is similar 

to Tomb F, with three continuous zones running along the rear and later walls.  

The lowest zone on all three walls below the plinth contains archosolia, and the 

middle zone has a stucco architectural frame enclosing alternating tall curved 

niches and superimposed rectangular niches.  Mielsch and von Hesberg 

reconstruct the missing upper zone as an entablature running along all three walls 

topped by a series of curved and broken pedimental sections (fig.45).  The least 

desirable wall sections in terms of visibility, the south wall of the main chamber 

and the small chamber off the eastern side, have rows of small curved or square 

niches, uniform and outlined with simple stucco frames. 

 Tomb H-H’ ‘s interior decoration is dramatic, sophisticated, and singular 

due to the masterful use of white stucco.  Although comparanda for individual 

stucco decorative elements within H-H’ exist, there is no parallel for the overall 

program in any surviving tomb or house from the Roman world.  One of the 

unique qualities of the design is the way in which the artist or artists departed 

from the typical use of stucco primarily as a frame or accessory to wall painting.  

In this tomb a red ground on the lowest zone serves as a foil to the expanses of 
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white stucco rising above.  Another unique element within the interior decoration 

is the use of stucco herms instead of columns to support the entablature of the 

upper zone.  Twenty-four herms on slender square bases originally flanked each 

of the niches of the middle zone, forming a colonnade along the rear and lateral 

walls.  The fourteen preserved herm heads represent a variety of types, including 

males with beards of various lengths and styles, young beardless idealized males, 

and satyrs (figs.46-48).   

NORTH (DEITY/PHILOSOPHER) WALL  
 

  As in Tomb F, the north wall presents the dominant visual program due to 

its location opposite the entry (fig.49).  The lowest zone contains three arcosolia, 

a large one centrally placed and smaller recesses of equal height on either side.  

Inscriptions found inside the tomb identify these spaces as belonging to the 

members of the Valerii family mentioned in the titulus.252  Gaius Valerius Herma 

and Flavia Olympia occupied the central archosolium, their daughter Valeria was 

in the recess to the right, and their son, Gaius Valerius Olympianus, was laid to 

rest in the archosolium to the left.  The middle zone of this wall has five tall 

niches in a row with slight variations in size.  A round-headed central niche lines 

up on axis to the doorway.  The central position and size of this recess, it is the 

                                                 
252See Eck, “Inschriften aus der vaticanischen,” 258-60; supra n. 249. 
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widest niche in the tomb, and the only one tall enough to penetrate the upper 

zone, emphasizes its primacy within the layout.   A tall rectangular niche flanks 

either side of the central recess and adjacent to each of these is a rounded niche of 

the same width and height.  A pair of superimposed smaller rectangular recesses 

with holes for cinerary containers terminates the middle zone at each end.  

 Each of the five tall niches of the north wall contains a single stucco figure 

in high relief standing on a stucco pedestal.  The figure of the central niche is the 

largest and on the highest pedestal.  Although largely destroyed during the 

construction of the fourth-century basilica, enough remains to identify an 

idealized nude male with a chlamys draped behind his back and over his arms 

(fig.50).  The hand of his outstretched left arm originally supported a figure of a 

small standing child.253  Although Guarducci described this youthful male as a 

representation of Apollo, the surviving iconographical evidence supports an 

identification of the figure as Hermes.254   Two female divinities, also idealized 

but slightly smaller in scale and on lower pedestals, occupy the niches on either 

side.  In the recess to Hermes’s right stands Athena dressed in a chiton and mantle 

with a large oval shield resting against her left side (fig.51).  Much of the upper 

                                                 
253I am following the conclusion of Mielsch and von Hesberg rather than Guarducci who believed 
the large figure held a bird, Christo e San Pietro in un Documento Preconstantiniano (Rome, 
1953), 9. The two German archaeologists find her suggestion untenable, and point out the 
discernable traces of the child’s back and buttocks, 162. 
254Guarducci identified the male nude as Apollo-Harpocrates with whom birds are associated, 
Christo,10. The identification of an infant/small child in the figure’s hands supports the 
identification as Hermes.  



 139 

section of the figure is gone except for the head on which the helmet is pushed 

back to reveal the goddess’s face.  The niche to Hermes’s left holds an image of 

Selene clad in a peplos, with a crown shaped like the sickle moon in her hair 

(fig.52).   

 The terminal figures of the tall niches are a distinct departure from this 

central triad of beautiful and youthful deities.  The tall niche to the far right of 

Hermes contains an image of an aged male whose long unkempt beard and 

himation were standard visual iconography for representations of philosophers 

(fig.53).  In the lunette space above him is an image of Tellus executed in low 

relief. The goddess is shown reclining, draped from the waist down, and wearing 

a heavy garland on her head, with a cornucopia supported in her lap by her right 

arm.  A companion on the other end matches the philosopher, a second himation-

clad elderly male with a shorter and more neatly trimmed beard (fig.54).  In the 

lunette space above him an image of Oceanus thematically and compositionally 

balances the figure of Tellus.  The god has his characteristic crab claws sprouting 

from his temples and is reclining with an oar in his right hand and an anchor 

nestled in the crook of his left elbow. The scale for the pair of philosophers is 

smaller than those used for the god and goddesses, and the size and height of their 

supporting pedestals has been correspondingly reduced.   

                                                                                                                                     
For examples of representations of Hermes together with the infant Dionysus see LIMC 3.2 
(Zurich-Munich, 1986) Dionysus 675, 683. Mielsch and von Hesberg found traces of what they 
describe as wings near the male figure’s feet, 162.  
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 The pairs of superimposed rectangular niches at both ends of the middle 

zone have low relief stucco imagery of maenads and satyrs on their back walls.  

Each of the four niches has a single figure, two maenads, one satyr, and Pan, each 

carrying an object or instrument associated with the Dionysian/Bacchic cult 

(figs.55-57).  

 The north wall of the small chamber branching off the northeast corner is 

treated as an extension of the rear wall in terms of layout and decoration.  In the 

center of this wall section is a single, tall, rounded niche. Although the figure that 

once stood within the niche is missing, an imprint of the image remains on the 

rear wall (fig.58).  The surviving silhouette is of a youthful male body with a 

mantle draped around his shoulders and lower body.  The figure’s bat wings 

identify him as Hypnos, although Hypnos’s representation here, with the wings of 

a bat rather than a bird or a moth, is singular among surviving images of this 

deity. 255  The decoration of the lunette space confirms his identity.  Two erotes 

also with bat wings struggle to carry a horn whose contents are indicated by the 

poppy flower at their feet.  Four more rectangular niches with satyrs or maenads 

decorating the back wall flank the tall recess, one superimposed pair on each side. 

 

 

                                                 
255For images of Hypnos, LIMC 2.2 (Zurich -Munich, 1981), 403-418.  
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THE WEST WALL (PORTRAIT WALL) 
  

  The middle zone of the west wall also has a row of tall niches holding 

high relief stucco figures and rectangular niches with Dionysian imagery in low 

relief, but the layout differs (fig.59).  There are three tall round-headed niches, a 

taller and wider one in the center balanced by smaller recesses of equal height on 

either side. Eight rectangular niches, arranged as four superimposed pairs, 

alternate with the taller curved recesses.  In a departure form the rear/north wall, 

the west wall full- length figures are not divinities or types, but portraits of a 

Roman family.  In the central niche stands a representation of a bearded male 

engaged in sacrificial ritual, indicated by the patera in his right hand and the 

draping of his toga to cover his head (fig.60).  The image is well preserved except 

for the head; only the left cheek and bearded jaw survive.  The size and central 

position of this portrait give credence to Mielsch and von Hesberg’s identification 

of him as the owner of the tomb, Gaius Valerius Herma, whose name we have 

from the titulus.  The lunette space above Herma is decorated with a low relief of 

a scrinium with a lid, a rotolus, and a stylus box with an inkwell.  The niches to 

the left and right of Herma both contain a female figure wearing a stola or palla, 

the traditional long mantle worn by Roman matrons. The faces of both also 

suffered extensive damage.  Their positions flanking Herma support an 

identification of Flavia Olympia and Valeria Maxima, his wife and daughter. 

Mielsch and von Hesberg use the decoration in the lunette above the figure to the 
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left, a mirror, jewel box, and perfume flask to identity Valeria Maxima, and 

assign the distaff, spindle, and wool bundle represented in the lunette of the figure 

to the right the mother and matron, Flavia Olympia (figs.61-62).256      

EAST WALL (PATRON WALL)  
  

The east wall contains the same elements as the north and west walls re-

configured again, this time as a result of the somewhat irregular layout.  It is 

shorter in length than the west wall due to the interruption in the northeast corner 

by the staircase and entry into the smaller chamber.  The east wall holds a single 

centered tall niche containing a high relief figure, a portrait of a togate, balding 

elderly male (fig.63).  In the lunette space above him are image of a diptych, a 

stylus, and a small bowl.  There are four rectangular niches with satyr or maenad 

imagery in low relief, one pair on each side of the tall niche.  This portrait on the 

east wall is the only one for whom one cannot propose an identity using the 

information from the titulus.  Of the proposed identities for this individual, Gaius 

Valerius Herma’s patron is the most likely for reasons that will be discussed in 

more detail later in this chapter. 

                                                 
256Mielsch and von Hesberg, 169-70. 
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LOOSE STUCCO FRAGMENTS 
  

The ceiling of H-H’ was also richly decorated with stucco, although only 

the detached pieces left behind by Constantine’s builders are available for 

examination.  Surviving figural fragments indicate the program of the ceiling 

continued the Dionysian theme established by the herms, satyrs, and maenads of 

the walls.  Partial images of maenads, satyrs, erotes, and a possible head of 

Dionysus survive.257  Pieces showing verdant and leafy intertwining grape vines 

survive as well, and one intriguing fragment shows a feline tail wrapped around a 

section of vine.  There are two additional detached stucco sections with figural 

decoration in low relief from area other than the ceiling.  One section, placed by 

Mielsch and von Hesberg on the lunette of the south wall, shows the lower half of 

a bare right leg standing on a clearly indicated ground line, the tip of a downward 

pointing thyrsus to the right of the leg, and the tail and rear legs of a large feline 

moving left to right below and slightly to the right of the leg.  The second section, 

originally on the south wall of the staircase, shows an erote holding a tympanum 

in his left hand and a torch in his right, standing on the head of a calyx flower 

with curling tendrils.  

                                                 
257Mielsch and von Hesberg, 183, Abb. 226. 
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PORTRAIT BUSTS AND DEATH MASKS    
 

In addition to the full- length portraits on the west and east walls, Tomb H-

H’ contains five portrait heads, two in marble and three in stucco.  The pair 

marble portraits heads, mentioned earlier as possibly originally attached to the 

exterior, are commonly identified as Gaius Valerius Herma and Flavia Olympia 

(figs.44-45).  Two female portrait busts of stucco also survive.  One is of a mature 

woman generally accepted as another portrait of Flavia Olympia and the second is 

of a young female tentatively identified as Valeria Maxima.258  The most unusual 

portrait found within the tomb is a stucco head, originally at least partially gilded, 

of a young child wearing the so-called “lock of Harpocrates”, a lock of hair left 

long on the top of the head, which is otherwise closely cropped (fig.64).  This 

portrait may be of Gaius Valerius Olympianus, the son of Gaius Valerius Herma 

and Flavia Olympia, who died at the age of four.259  Finally, two fragments of 

stucco busts, one of a neck, and one of a right shoulder and upper chest, survive. 

 The most dramatic and singular finds within Tomb H-H’ as well the most 

affective record of the humanity and individuality of the tomb’s occupants, are 

pieces of stucco casting-forms used to create death masks.260  The inclusion of 

                                                 
258ibid. , 192-194. 
259supra, 139. n 249.  
260It is difficult to link surviving plaster casts from Rome, which date to the second and third 
centuries, to sepulchral rituals using death masks dated to the third and second century B.C.E, see 
H. Flowers, Ancestor Masks and Aristocratic Power in Roman Culture, (Oxford, 1996). We do not 
know if there was a tie in function between the ancestral wax masks from the republican period 
that were of aristocratic men exclusively, usually elderly, and the later plaster casts in Drerup’s 
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these forms within the tombs supports the theories of those scholars who see in 

the origins of death masks a magical or apotropaic function and also provides 

valuable information concerning the link between mask making and portraiture.261  

Modern castings from the extant sections reveal the faces of a boy three to four 

years old, a bearded mature male, and a second image of a young child whose sex 

and age is difficult to determine.  A distinct resemblance exists between the first 

death mask and the proposed gilded portrait head of Valerius Olympianus, and 

also between the death mask of the bearded male and the marble head of Gaius 

Valerius Herma (figs. 65-66).262  An examination of the proposed mask and 

portrait of Gaius Valerius Herma allows a rare opportunity to observe the 

transformation.  In creating the portrait of Herma, the artist removed post-mortem 

changes to the face, the sunken skin around the eyes and mouth, smoothed out his 

features, and increased the plasticity and volume of his hair and beard, creating an 

idealized distance in the process between the death mask and the portrait. 

                                                                                                                                     
catalog which represent both sexes and a variety of ages. For a catalog of death masks found in 
tombs, see H. Drerup,“ Totenmasken und Ahnenbild bei den Römern,” RM 87 (1980): 81-129.  
For the use of plasters death masks to aid of portrait making, see Z. Zadoks-Josephus-Zitta, 
Ancestral Portraiture in Rome and the Art of the Last Century of the Republic (Oxford, 1932), 32-
34; J. Bazant, “Roman Deathmasks Once Again,” A.ION. 13-14 (1991): 209-218. 
261For a review of the scholarship concerning the proposed magical function of Roman death 
masks, see Bazant, 210-213. 
262Mielsch and von Hesberg believe the forms were used as models for the portrait heads, but do 
not believe the corresponding portrait for the second mask form of a child survives, 198. See also 
Drerup, 86-7. 
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SUBJECT MATTER AND CONTENT OF THE INTERIOR DECORATION 
 

Tomb H-H’s interior decoration is distinguished from the others of the 

Vatican Necropolis as well as contemporary chamber tombs elsewhere by the 

primacy of the human form within the program.  There is an unusual absence of 

the types of mythological scenes with narrative content, however slight, and also 

of the motifs--flowers, birds, candelabra-- that figure consistently in the 

decorative programs of the second-century chamber tombs in and around Rome.  

Instead this space presents the visitor with images of gods, goddesses, 

philosophers, maenads, satyrs, and portraits.  The architectural framework 

continues this emphasis by using elongated herms with heads of various types 

instead of the expected columns and capitals (fig.67).  Among the individual 

divine, semi-divine, and human figures, variations in scale, location, and style 

provide important information concerning relative importance and function.  The 

dominant feature of the program is the nearly life-size stucco figures in high relief 

occupying tall niches in the middle zone of the north, west, and east walls.  The 

designer used the natural division created by each interior wall surface to arrange 

figures along the walls according to subject--deities and philosophers on the north 

wall, the Valerii family on the west wall, and the patron of Gaius Valerius Herma 

on the truncated east wall. 
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HERMES, DIONYSUS , SELENE, HYPNOS AND THE PHILOSOPHERS 
  

On the north wall of Tomb H-H’ opposite the entry, images of Hermes, 

Selene, and Athena are presented in individual niches with subtle but noticeable 

distinctions in scale to distinguish their relative importance.  Hermes with the 

infant Dionysus stands in the central, largest niche opposite the doorway, with 

Athena and Selene on either side in slightly smaller niches.  The dominant 

position of Hermes within the triad is underscored by the fact that a viewer on the 

outside looking in would see only this deity standing framed by the travertine 

jambs and sill of the door.  His size and position opposite the door suggests he 

was the tutelary god of the tomb, and the presence of a second god, Dionysus 

sharing this space with Dionysus, is significant.  Hermes was a popular image 

within Roman funerary art both in his role of psychopompos, guide for the souls 

of the dead and his aspect of Hermes chthonios, communicator of the wishes of 

the living to the dead.263  While Dionysian imagery was a popular motif for 

sarcophagi of the second and third centuries, the representation in H-H’ showing 

Hermes together with the infant Dionysus, a reference to his conveyance of the 

                                                 
263The earliest reference to Hermes psychopompos appears in the Odyssey (24.1-10), see T. Ganz, 
Early Greek Myth, A Guide to Literary and Artistic Sources (Baltimore, 1993), 108. The deity 
appears as Hermes chthonios initially in Aeschylus (Cho 1, 124,727); Gantz, 111. 
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child to the Nymphae of Nysa, is unusual within tomb decoration of the same 

period.  

Selene is also often represented in funerary art, especially sarcophagi, but 

her isolated presentation within Tomb H-H’ is unusual.  She is typically depicted 

within a larger narrative scene from the myth concerning her love for Endymion, 

who received the gift of immortality from the moon goddess.  Athena was a less 

common choice for Roman funerary art of the second century, and she has no 

specific funerary role associated with her.264  Her inclusion suggests she was an 

important deity to the tomb owner, perhaps for her association to wisdom and the 

arts.  Although the image of Hypnos is not visually accessible to the viewer upon 

entry due to his location within the antechamber, it still belongs conceptually 

within the north wall figures.  His role as the harbinger of sleep, iconographically 

supported by the poppies above him, links him in the context of the tomb to the 

idea of death as sleep.265  The scale and isolated presentation of Hypnos is 

unusual within Roman art of this period.  He is typically represented as part of a 

tableau of figures on sarcophagi decorated with the myths of Selene and 

                                                 
264Concerning Toynbee and Ward-Perkins’ assertion of her role as a funerary deity, the proposed 
evidence, based on her appearance on several lead coffins from Britain, Syria, and Palestine, is 
slight, 101 n.63.  She does appear in a painting from the tomb of P. Aelius Maximus at Ostia 
within a group of deities, see NotScav 1928, 55.  
265The idea of a conceptual relationship between sleep and death appears as early as Homer and 
its use continues in Roman art and epitaphs, see B. Marbury, “The Sleep of Death,” MAAR 11 
(1938): 81-177.  
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Endymion, and of Dionysus awakening Ariadne, where his presence refers to the 

induced sleep of a mortal at the will of a god.266 

 Concerning the philosophers, there has been debate concerning whether 

the philosophers represent portraits of specific individuals or “types.”  Toynbee 

and Ward-Perkins, in their discussion of these figures treat them as portraits of 

real individuals, deceased members of the Valerii family, who are “...half-draped 

to indicate heroic guise.” 267 Zanker believes them to be former teachers of the 

owner who placed their imagines within the space in emulation of the actions of 

Marcus Aurelius.268  Little precedent exists for either interpretation in tombs 

elsewhere in Rome, and no accompanying inscriptional evidence supports the 

identification as portraits of individuals connected to the Valerii.  An inclusion of 

portraits of former teachers or even family members on this wall (with deities) 

would be thematically dissonant; it is more likely that they served, like busts of 

philosophers in the Roman home, as what Zanker calls, “a kind of icon in the cult 

of Greek culture and learning.”269  The two figures are distinct and contrasting 

types.  The philosopher to the viewer’s left has the long, somewhat unkempt 

                                                 
266The earliest extant images of Hypnos as the bringer of sleep under the direction of a god appear 
on Greek vases c. 500 B.C.E. on which he is shown hovering near or sitting on the giant 
Alkyoneus; see S. McNally, “Ariadne and Other Images of Sleep in Greek and Early Roman Art,” 
CA 4 (1985): 156. 
267Toynbee and Ward-Perkins, 84. 
268P. Zanker, The Mask of Socrates, The Image of the Intellectual in Antiquity (Berkeley, 1995), 
254. Zanker compares their presence to the image of Marcus set up by Marcus Aurelius along the 
Lares in his domestic shrine (Hist. Aug., M. Aurelius 3.5).  
269Zanker, 201. An additional problem with identifying these individuals as ancestors centers 
around Gaius Valerius Herma’s likely libertus status, see p. 140.  
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beard and hair and disheveled drapery deriving from a type of image typically 

used to signify Cynics, the group of philosophers originally inspired by 

Socrates.270  The figure to the viewer’s right is more neatly groomed, with a short, 

shaped beard and a carefully arranged himaton.  In the treatment of his beard and 

the thoughtful expression with brows pulled together, he bears a resemblance to 

portraits of Theophrastus.271  An alternative identification is Zanker ‘s assertion 

that the long-bearded male is a philosopher and the short-bearded, a rhetor.272  

The resemblance of these philosopher images to types signifying either an 

individual or school does not necessarily mean the owner was himself a Cynic or 

a follower of Theophrastus, or that he was a student of rhetoric.  As a pair, the two 

images can express in a more general sense an intellectual balance between 

different schools of thought--the self-reliant Cynic whose emphasis on going 

“back to nature” bordered on anti-social behavior countered by the measured, 

modest and morally correct citizen, as exemplified by Theophrastus.273  A second 

possibility, based on Zanker’s identification, is a balance between the studies of 

philosophy and rhetoric, and by implication the private contemplative pursuit of 

knowledge in the context of otium and the comparatively active role of the rhetor 

who through the public and active application of knowledge represents the world 

                                                 
270Xen. Mem. 1.6.2; Zanker, 128.  
271Mielsch and von Hesberg 202, who cite G.M.A. Richter’s Portraits of the Greeks vol. 2 
(London,1965), fig. 1022. 
272Zanker, 256.  
273ibid., 72. 
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of negotium.274  The motifs in the niche lunettes of each philosopher, Gaia or 

Tellus above the long-bearded philosopher and Oceanus above the short-bearded 

philosopher, echo the theme of contrast as balance and as a pair have 

cosmological symbolism.275 

 A visitor to the tomb could read the figures of Hermes, Athena, Selene, 

Hypnos and the two philosophers on the north wall, each within a recessed space, 

individually as appropriate selections for the decoration of a tomb interior.  

Through a combination of dramatic presentation and thoughtful juxtaposition, the 

program designer elevated the display beyond decorative convention.  By 

arranging the figures to augment and complement each other thematically, the 

grouping, while not a narrative, arguably possesses the effect of amplificatio, the 

literary and oratorical technique of repetition and accumulation.  Hermes, Athena, 

and Selene formed a protective trinity of tutelary deities.  Hermes and Dionysus 

can both play the role of guide during the transitional period of journeying to the 

afterworld.  Selene and Dionysus, albeit through different paths, extend the hope 

of an afterlife for mortals through divine agency.  Selene and Hypos together 

remind the viewer of sleep as a form of immortality bestowed by the gods.  

Athena combined with the two philosophers refer to education with possible 

                                                 
274For a discussion of philosopher and rhetor imagery in reference to the otium / negotium 
dichotomy, see P. G. Warden and D. Romano’s “The Course of Glory: Greek Art in A Roman 
Context at the Villa of the Papyri at Herculaneum ,” Art History 17 (1994): 228-254. 
275The paring of Oceanus and Tellus to create a cosmological framework for a scene is used on 
Dionysian sarcophagus and also on sarcophagi showing the myth of Selene and Endymion.  For 



 152 

intimations of immortality and/or virtue.  Concerning the inclusion of Hypnos, 

during the second century the comparison of Sleep to Death was primarily a 

literary conceit, and so his presence here also ties into the theme of 

intellectualism. 276 

THE VALERII FAMILY PORTRAITS 
 

 The family grouping of the west wall repeats both the north wall 

composition of a central male figure flanked by females and its hierarchical 

arrangement, with Gaius Valerius Herma in the largest niche, and his daughter 

and wife in the smaller spaces on either side.  All three are represented as statues 

standing on stucco pedestals.  Although the heads of all three portraits are 

damaged to the extent that only the outline on the supporting wall survives, 

enough remains to indicate they were also presented frontally with their gazes 

directed towards a viewer facing the wall.  Unfortunately, the destruction of the 

heads of these figures precludes comparison to the proposed portraits of Herma, 

his wife and their daughter described earlier. 

 The bearded and togate Gaius Valerius Herma, head covered and holding 

a patera as if preparing to sacrifice, is a well-established type of male portrait of a 

                                                                                                                                     
examples of both see A.M. McCann, Roman Sarcophagi in the Metropolitan Museum of Art (New 
York, 1978), pls. 188-199. For the pairing of Earth and Ocean, see Cumont, Afterlife , 488. 
276See M. Koortbojian’s analysis of literary effects like these used to “expand” narrative on 
sarcophagi in Myth, Meaning, and Memory on Roman Sarcophagi  (Berkeley, 1995), 68-76. 
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Roman citizen by the mid-second century. 277  Herma elected to represent himself 

in the act of sacrificing, a choice that indicates piety was for him the transcendent 

virtue he wished to communicate. The display of pietas also ties into his identity 

of Roman citizen because pietas was a public as well as a private virtue.  An 

additional but secondary piece of information Herma wished to share concerned 

his avocation as a man of letters as indicated by the display of writing implements 

in the lunette above his portrait.  The inclusion of writing implements within a 

portrait, like images of individuals holding scrolls, symbolized the deceased’s 

interest in intellectual pursuits.  While both scroll and writing implements would 

identify the deceased as a scholar, the choice of writing implements rather than a 

scroll may hold a more specific message.  A scroll can reference both literacy and 

literate tastes, in other words not just the ability but also the desire to read. The 

stylus and wax diptych are implements or tools for writing and by selecting them 

for representation an individual indicated the more active role of creator or 

producer of literary work.278  The depiction of writing tools combined with the 

dress, gesture and central position and size of the portrait work together to present 

Gaius Valerius Herma to the tomb visitor as a pious Roman citizen, as 

paterfamilias and as a man of some intellectual ambition.   

                                                 
277An early identification of this figure as Marcus Aurelius has been conclusively disproved by 
Mielsch and von Hesberg based, among other things, on the figure’s footwear, the calcei worn by 
non-elite Romans, 203. The identification of the figure as Gaius Valerius Herma is likely given the 
location of his image between other family members and supported by the additional portraits and 
death mask form. 
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 Herma’s choices created conceptual links to the images on the 

deity/philosopher wall.  His expression of pietas connects him to all of the deities.  

The tie between Herma and his principle tutelary deity, the god for whom he was 

named, is emphasized by their common position occupying the center of the wall 

in the largest niche.  The writing tools link Herma to the two philosophers by 

suggesting he shares their intellectual pursuits, as well as to the image of Athena, 

goddess of wisdom and patron of the arts. 

 The portraits of Valeria Maxima and Flavia Olympia can be considered 

together because both belong to the category of full- length female portraiture 

referred, to as the “matron type”, of which there are numerous examples from the 

second century.  In these portraits, the visual sign for the status of matron, and the 

attendant virtues of modesty and respectability is the palla, the enveloping mantle 

without which no married woman appeared in public.279  The image of Valeria 

Maxima is interesting because, although the inscriptional evidence indicates she 

died at the age of twelve, she is represented as being the same size as her mother, 

Flavia Olympia.280  She wears a tightly wrapped mantel, which covers her head, 

and stands with one hand wrapped in the fabric and the other resting on the folds 

of the garment near her breast.  Her dress and pose drew from well-established 

                                                                                                                                     
278For a discussion of the representation of the deceased in active intellectual pursuits, Zanker, 
270-6. 
279Horace writes of the garment as exposing only the face of a matron out in public because she is 
wrapped in a palla, Sat. I ,2,94-99. For changes in the garment in terms of size and weight during 
the imperial period, see L. Wilson, The Dress o f Roman Women (Baltimore, 1938), 149-50. 
280supra, n.38 
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conventions for the representation of adult Roman women in funerary art of the 

mid-second century. 281  The lunette decoration above Valeria of a mirror, 

cosmetic box and perfume bottle also refer to the life of a woman rather than of a 

girl.  Images of cosmetic boxes and mirrors in particular are common on funerary 

monuments for Roman women and within this context signify beauty as a 

virtue.282  Given she died at the earliest age a female could legally wed, it is 

tempting to tie this choice of representation--looking forward to her role as a 

mature female rather than back to her childhood--to the convention in funerary 

epitaphs for young girls of lamenting the loss of her future role as a wife.283   

                                                 
281Had she been represented as a girl, a simple tunic would have been one possibility, worn by 
boys and girls, see L. Wilson, The Clothing of the Ancient Romans (Baltimore, 1938), 133-34. 
Valeria Maxima’s status as a freeborn girl allowed her to wear the toga praetexta  until puberty, 
see H. Gabelmann, “Römishe Kinder in Toga Praetexta,” JDAI 100 (1985): 497-541; J. Sebesta, 
“Symbolism in the Costume of the Roman Woman,” The World of Roman Costume  , eds. J. 
Sebesta and L. Bonfante, 46-47. The format used for Valeria Maxima for her portrait, head 
covered with one arm held across the body within the fold of the stola and the hand gripping the 
mantel near the breast, is a type which appear as early s the late Republican/Julio-Claudian period. 
Examples include the portrait of Agrippina the Elder in the Museo Nazionale di Parma and the 
statue of Eumachia in the Naples Archaeological Museum. See C. Saletti, Il Ciclo Statuario della 
Basilica di Velleia (Milan, 1968) Tav. VII (Agrippina); B. Scholtz, Untersuchungen zur Tracht 
der Römischen Matrona (Bohlau, 1992), Abb.12-14; H. Kruse, Römischen Weibliche 
Gewandstatuen des Zweiten Jahrhunderts n. Chr. (Göttingen, 1968) Tafs.64-65, 72,77.  
282For cosmetic boxes and mirrors as funerary images and in the tomb itself, see N. Kampen’s 
“Gender Theory in Roman Art,” in I, Claudia, Women in Ancient Rome , eds. D.E.E. Kleiner and 
S. Matheson, (New Haven, 1996), 18.  In the same volume, for mirrors specifically, A. Stewart, 
“Reflections,” 136-154, and M. Wyke, “Women in the Mirror: The Rhetoric of Adornment in the 
Roman World,” 134-51.  
283The age of twelve for Roman girl was the end of childhood in the in that is was the earliest she 
could be betrothed after the legislation of Augustus, see S. Pomeroy, Whores, Sisters, Wives, and 
Slaves: Women in Classical Antiquity (New York, 1975) 74-5. CIL 8.2144 and CIL 8.9698 give 
examples of epitaphs lamenting a girl’s death before maturity. Kleiner observes that middle class 
children who died were portrayed in funerary altars not as they were but as  they would have been 
had they lived, see “Women and Family Life on Funerary Altars,” Latomus 46 (1987): 533. For a 
discussion of epitaphs with the theme of young girls dying before they could experience being a 
bride or wife, see Lattimore, 193-94.  There is also the interesting example of a statue dedicated to 
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 In contrast to the representation of Valeria Maxima, the format of the 

portrait of Flavia Olympia is not common, although it does fall within the more 

general “cloaked matron” type popular for second-century funerary portraits of 

Roman women. 284  The arrangement of her mantle, pulled tightly across the body, 

draped over the right shoulder, and looped in the crook of the left elbow, is 

unusual, as is the shortness of the garment itself. 285  Unlike her daughter, the 

matron’s head is uncovered.  The imagery in the lunette above Flavia Olympia 

draws from the long-standing tradition of using literary and visual references to 

wool working to indicate a multitude of womanly virtues, including domestic 

industry, modesty, chastity, obedience and fidelity.  The representation of 

weaving implements may also connect Flavia to Athena in her aspect as goddess 

of weaving and the domestic arts.    

The objects represented in lunette decorations for both portraits served as 

visual iconography relating to an ideal of appearance and behavior for Roman 

women, with virtue defined as beauty and industriousness within the home.  It is 

unclear if the differences in drapery, pose and lunette imagery of the two portraits 

were intended to make distinctions between the Valerii females based on age or 

position within the household, or were simply a means to create interest for the 

                                                                                                                                     
a betrothed female who died young and she is clearly viewed as a girl, the word puella is used, the 
emphasis is on the marriage that will not occur, NotScav 1910: 146-48. 
284For discussion of this general type of Roman female portrait with mantle and all of the 
variations, see. Kruse and Scholz, supra, n. 269. 
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viewer through variation.  It is also possible that in assigning implements of 

beautification to one and those of idealized domestic toil to the other the desire 

was to apportion to each women one of the two principle virtues expected of 

women in a visually balanced way.  If each female had her own garment style and 

iconography to create visual interest and balance, it does not matter for an 

understanding of the overall message if the accepted identification of the mother 

and daughter portraits are correct.  Together they embody the ideal qualities of a 

Roman woman.  The portraits combined with the mirror and the wool basket 

represent the two halves making up the whole.  Given that his Flavia Olympia and 

Valeria Maxima predeceased him, it is likely that Gaius Valerius Herma selected 

their manner of representation.  His choices present his wife and daughter as ideal 

types belonging to the larger social identity of the family. 

GAIUS VALERIUS (?) 
  

The identity of the high-relief portrait on the east wall is unclear.  Toynbee 

and Ward-Perkins believe it represents Gaius Valerius Herma, the tomb owner, 

and subsequently identify the central male of the west wall as a “learned ancestor 

priest, possibly the grandfather.”286  This identification is problematic for several 

                                                                                                                                     
285The most similar format belongs to a statue of Faustina from the nymphaeum of the villa of 
Herodes Atticus, see R. Bol, Das Statuenprogramm des Herodes-Atticus-Nymphäums, (Berlin, 
1984), 56. 
286Toynbee and Ward-Perkins base their conclusion on a scroll the figure holds with three carved 
letters surviving, MAE.  While they are correct that this could be part of the name Hermae in the 
dative or genitive, this is not enough to identify this portrait as Gaius Valerius Herma. 
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reasons, including Herma’s likely libertus status and the fact the male on the east 

wall’s hair and toga are both in an older and more conservative style than the west 

wall figure.  It is more likely that, as Mielsch and von Hesberg propose, this is a 

portrait of Herma’s patron. 287  There are examples within other tombs of this 

necropolis and elsewhere of freedman tomb owners acknowledging their patron, 

most commonly with inscriptions but also with portraits.288    

The two male portraits are distinct types.  Gaius Valerius Herma’s beard 

and toga exemplify contemporary style for a Roman male during the Antonine 

period.289  By contrast, the clean-shaven face, aged features and older style of toga 

worn by Gaius Valerius indicate an older and more conservative individual.  

While Gaius Valerius Herma desired to make distinctions between himself and 

his patron in terms of hair and dress, he clearly linked himself to Valerius Herma 

through the lunette imagery.  The depiction of writing implements in the lunettes 

above both suggests Herma’s patron shared his former slave’s interest in the 

literary arts and perhaps was even the source of it.  If this is so, the carving of the 

dedicatory inscription on the scroll in the patron’s hand may have been intended 

as an additional reference to the relationship between the freedman and his patron 

as men of letters.  

                                                 
287Mielsch and von Hesberg, 170-1.  
288An example from within the Vatican Necropolis is the marble ash chest in Tomb F dedicated 
by Marcus Caetennius Antigonus iunor to his patron, see p. 133. 
289The umbo, a style of draping the toga to create a loop or pocket near the waist line, was seen 
initially in representations of the early Julio-Claudian period, see Tertull., De Pallio 5; Sebesta and 
Bonfante, 228-30; Wilson, 67.  
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THE HERMS  
 

 The twenty-four herms once lining the west, east and north walls of H-H’ 

were rich in history and meaning.  The herm’s origins lay in archaic period of the 

Greek world, particularly Athens and Attica, where herms were set up both in 

urban public spaces such as the agora, and along roads and within shrines in the 

outlying countryside.  As the name indicates, the earliest herms were 

representation of the Hermes, and probably specifically referred to his aspect of 

guardian of roads and gates.  The typical form through the classical and 

Hellenistic periods was a bearded head on top of a shaft with a phallus midpoint, 

either carved in low relief or projecting outward.  During the first century, a 

greater variety of heads, including philosophers and young idealized males of the 

types seen in Tomb H-H’, became common.  Philosopher and ephebe herms were 

often used within the decorative programs of schools of philosophy or gymnasia.  

Within the environs of Rome, numerous examples of herms used as grave 

markers survive.290  The herms presence here confirms their appropriateness 

within a funerary context by this period and is likely also due to their related 

function as apotropaia.  Returning to the idea of interrelatedness between the 

figures decorating the tomb, the herms have an obvious connection to Hermes, 

                                                 
290H. Wrede, Die Antike Herme  (Mainz am Rhein, 1985), 42-43; J. Tobin, Herodes Attikos and 
the City of Athens: Patronage and Conflict under the Antonines (Amsterdam, 1997), 155. 
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and also, through their place of origin and association to schools of philosophy, to 

Athena and the two philosophers. 

 

THE DIONYSIAN IMAGERY: CULT OR LUXURIA? 
  

 Several deities represented on the north wall, Hermes, Selene and Hypnos, 

had aspects relating an afterlife.  Associations of these deities to transition and 

sleep are too escha tologically vague, however, to assume Herma chose them in 

order to express a belief in continued existence after death.  As is often the case, 

one can equally argue for a desire for appropriate thematic decoration lying 

behind their selection.  Other imagery occupying a significant area of the interior 

walls does suggest a belief in an afterlife.  H-H’ is a unicum among surviving 

second and third-century chamber tombs in and around Rome in the 

predominance of imagery relating to the cult of Dionysus. Some scholars are 

skeptical about an eschatological interpretation for Dionysian imagery in a 

funerary context, and it is possible that representation of any mythological scene, 

including the popular Dionysian thiasoi on sarcophagi, was simply an expression 

of luxuria.291  This problem of determining a religious versus decorative function 

for Dionysian imagery occurs in examinations of house decoration as well.  For 

                                                 
291I am grateful to Peter Schertz for allowing me to read his discussion of non-eschatological 
approaches to the interpretation of Dionysian themes on sarcophagi, “Dionysiac Thiasoi on 
Roman Sarcophagi: Memory and Roman Funerary Customs,” publication forthcoming.  
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example, Dionysian scenes would be appropriate in dining spaces due to the god’s 

association with convivial feasting, and placing statues of the god and his 

attendants in the garden may speak of the vegetal/fertility in a general way.  In 

neither case can the presence of the imagery allow us to conclude that the patron 

was a cult initiate.   

It is possible that for some Romans membership in the god’s cult inspired 

the use of Dionysian imagery.  The problem then becomes how to find imagery 

relating to a belief system within the larger category of Dionysian-themed 

decoration.  Representations of cult activity, whether actual or set in the 

mythological sphere, make a case for the patron as dedicant.  The most detailed 

and complex surviving example of decoration showing Dionysian cult activity is 

the megalographic frescoes decorating a room of the Villa of the Mysteries 

outside of Pompeii.  While scholars disagree concerning the specific meaning, a 

general consensus interprets the frieze as alluding to initiation into the mystery 

cult.292  The surviving Dionysian imagery in Tomb H-H’ lacks the sense of 

narrative and complexity of these frescoes but shares an important quality.  In 

both cases, the uniqueness of the decorative program suggests the subject matter 

                                                 
292For a summery of the various readings of the frieze, see G. Sauron, “Nature et signification de 
la méglaographie dionysiaque de Pompeii,” Compte rendus des séances del l”Académie des 
inscriptions et belles-lettres  (1984), 151-174. J. R. Clarke warns against attempting to pin down a 
specific meaning and attributes its power to deliberate allusiveness and multivalency, The Houses 
of Roman Italy 100 B.C. – A.D. 200: Ritual, Space and Decoration (Berkeley, 1991), 104-5. 
54 C. Houser, Dionysus and His Circle, (Boston, 1979), 13. 
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held significant meaning for the patron.  The singular quality of both does not 

come from individual figures, a number of which were stock types, but from the 

manner in which they were assembled to create a comprehensive program guided 

by a particular individual’s tastes and desires.  In the case of Herma’s tomb, the 

communicative power comes from the constancy and repetition of images relating 

to the deity and his cult.  The infant Dionysus in the arms of Hermes, axially 

aligned to the entrance, is the only element of the decorative program visible to an 

outside viewer and the first image a visitor would see as he or she entered the 

tomb.  As mentioned earlier, this representation of Hermes with the infant 

Dionysus is not common in tomb decoration.  According to Houser, the 

introduction of representations of Dionysus as an infant during the Hellenistic 

period indicate a new emphasis of the god’s role in the cult of rebirth. 293  Herma 

may have selected the image for its ability to create a visual thematic link between 

Hermes, his principle tutelary deity and guide of the deceased to the next world, 

and Dionysus, who held out the promise of an idyllic afterlife to his committed 

followers.   

Additional imagery within Herma’s tomb strengthens the possibility that 

he was a follower of Dionysus.  Figures of maenads and satyrs decorate eighteen 

of the twenty rectangular niches, with the remaining two filled by Pan and 

Silenus.  They hold, wear or play objects associated with the cult, such as the 
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thyrsus, pedum, nebris, cymbals, double pipes, and torches.  The figures’ lively 

sense of movement suggests a thiasos in full revelry (figs.56-8).  Satyrs appear 

again as heads on two of the extant herms framing these niches.  The surviving 

pieces from the figured stucco ceiling, fragments of images of satyrs, thyrsoi, 

grapevines and a section of a head that may belong to a representation of the god 

himself are also significant.294  Another piece of evidence in favor of initiated 

devotees occupying this tomb is the portrait head of the four-year old boy 

described earlier.  His hair is cropped short except for one long lock.  This long 

lock is usually called the Harpokrates lock and is thought to indicate a child’s 

dedication to the service of Isis.  In his work on the civic center of Aphrodisias, 

Hallett has shown that youths with this lock sometimes also have the 

paraphernalia of other well known, mystery cults including the cult of 

Dionysus.295  

 The closest comparanda for the Dionysian imagery in H-H’ within 

funerary art of the same period are the depictions of thiasoi on Dionysian 

sarcophagi.  While they share the subject matter of satyrs and maenads in revelry, 

the extant tomb decoration lacks the representation of Dionysus and Ariadne or 

Dionysus in Triumph, images which often appear on sarcophagi reliefs.296  By the 

                                                 
294Mielsch and von Hesberg, 184. 
295C. Hallett, “Portrait Statues from the Civic Center of Aphrodisias,”AJA 102 (1998): 82-83; H. 
Goette, “Römische Kinderbildnesse mit Jugend-locken,” AM 104 (1989): 207-209. 
296For examples, F. Mantz, ASR vols. 4-7, Die Dionysian Sarkophage (Berlin,1968). For the rise 
in popularity of scenes of Dionysus in Triumph on sarcophagi beginning in the late Antonine 
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second century, the cult of Dionysus was widespread in the Roman empire, and 

the choice to represent the thiasoi within a funerary context may have been due to 

an increased interest in the chthonic aspects of the deity by this period.297  

Inscriptional evidence supports the idea that the adherents of the 

Dionysian/Bacchic mysteries believed in an afterlife life of eternal bliss, and the 

common representations of thiasoi with its associations with playfulness, joy and 

an eternal banquet expressed this belief visually.298  The thiasos depicted within 

Herma’s tomb differs from those on contemporary sarcophagi in its presentation 

across a much larger visual field, the north, east, and west walls of the tomb.  

Although each figure of a satyr or maenad occupies a single niche, the distinctive 

style of execution and especially the strong sense of movement connect them and 

makes clear they are to be perceived as a group, a processional surrounding the 

larger figures of the middle zones.  This unique arrangement visually connects a 

Dionysian attendant to the individuals interred within each rectangular niche 

almost as if to include the living viewers inside the tomb in the processional.  

                                                                                                                                     
period, R. Turcan, Les sarcophages Romains à reprèsentations dionysiaques; essai de chronologie 
et d’histoire religieuse, (Paris, 1966), 471. 
297For the transformation of Dionysus into a god of the Underworld, see M. Nilsson, Greek Folk 
Religion  (New York, 1962), 116-132. The earliest Roman literary reference to the Dionysiac’s 
expectation of an untroubled afterlife appears in Plutarch, Mor. 611d, see  J.M. Barringer, Divine 
Escorts (Ann Arbor, 1994), 149. 
298Nilsson,130-31. Cumont describes the Bacchic conception of the afterlife as not very elevated 
and with  a strong emphasis on sensual pleasure, Les religions orientales, 203. 
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Herma’s Presentation of Identity and Audience Reception  
 

While the individual decorative elements of Tomb H-H’ are conventional 

and part of the larger cultural environment of the period, through selection and 

arrangement, Gaius Valerius Herma shaped a unique and particular response to 

that environment.  The interior program is polyvalent and touches upon a number 

of related themes.  Herma presented himself as a Roman citizen and paterfamilias 

whose protection extended to his liberti and probably his slaves, a large group if 

the number of niches within the court and chamber is any indication.  He offered 

himself as a man of piety and intellectual abilities.  He communicated his 

membership in the Dionysian cult and alluded to the joyful afterlife of the initiate. 

A significant message within the tomb space concerned Gaius Valerius 

Herma’s identification with Greek, specifically Athenian, culture.  By the time of 

this monument’s creation, an appreciation of Greek art, architecture, literature and 

philosophy was well established among the Roman elite.  References to Greek 

culture as an indicator of good taste and education occurred in both house and 

tomb.  What is different about Herma’s tomb is the point of view.  In the 

decoration of H-H’, we have a probable case of an individual claiming the Greek 

artistic and intellectual tradition as part of his personal cultural heritage.  Herma’s 

Greek ethnicity is suggested, although not absolutely confirmed, by his 

cognomen.  Additional evidence for his being a Greek who wished to emphasize 
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his heritage comes from his inclusion of specific figures within the decorative 

program.  Chief among these is Athena with her strong association with the city 

and the intellectual history for which it was famous.  The two philosophers 

strengthen the connection to Hellenic culture by serving as embodiments of 

philosophy and rhetoric.  The inclusion of herms lining the walls and the 

importance given the figures through repetition within the program is also 

significant.  Herms, while present and popular in the Roman world, had a Greek 

and specifically Attic origin.  In addition, their variety in type, satyr, bearded 

philosopher/king and ephebe, created a linked the display inside the tomb to the 

collections of herms displayed in Greek philosophy schools and gymnasia.299   

Herma’s inclusion of philosophers is worth a closer look because he 

displayed the figures before the introduction and subsequent rise in popularity of 

philosopher imagery within Roman funerary art.  Philosophers as subjects in 

funerary art became popular during the third century, where they most commonly 

appeared on sarcophagi. 300  The earlier date of Herma’s tomb decoration, c. 160, 

indicates he was no dedicated follower of fashion but the creator of an individual 

statement.  Although his inclusion of specific subjects such as Athena and the 

philosophers was unusual for the period, Herma was responding to the cultural 

climate of his time, specifically the spirit of philhellenism permeating the Roman 

                                                 
299Wrede, 46. 
300One of the earliest examples of a philosopher sarcophagus dates to c. 200, Zanker, 282.  The 
communication of intellectual interests was a subject on earlier sarcophagi, but during the second 
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world by the middle of the second century.  The legitimization of the love of 

Greek culture by Romans began in the Hadrianic age, a time when Greek cities of 

the east, particularly Athens, enjoyed an economic revival and growing influence.  

Greek elite males responded to this upswing in fortune with a self-conscious 

celebration of their cultural legacy, modeling themselves after portraits of famous 

Greek intellectuals of the past in their dress, manners, and most importantly the 

cultivation of a beard.  The most popular cultural manifestation of this self-

conscious revivial of classicism was the Second Sophistic, a movement 

emphasizing oratory concerning Greek’s glorious past.  This spirit of philhellenic 

nostalgia, embraced by Hadrian and disseminated throughout the Roman world in 

the Antonine age, no doubt influenced Herma’s decision to present his intellectual 

heritage within the program. 

Gaius Valerius Herma balanced these references to Greek culture with 

elements identifying himself as a Roman citizen.  On the portrait wall, the dress, 

gestures and grouping of Herma with his wife and daughter signal a desire to 

express Romanitas, in particular the social constructions surrounding the ideas of 

pietas and the family.  A desire to incorporate elements of both Greek and Roman 

culture in the creation of a memorial portrait is present in other examples of 

Roman funerary art.  In his book on the image of the intellectual in antiquity, 

Zanker examines late second- and third-century sarcophagi decorated with 

                                                                                                                                     
century it was expressed through the inclusion of mythological figures, most commonly the 
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Romans presenting themselves as students of Greek philosophy and rhetoric.  

Both men and women are shown in the company of a philosopher wearing a 

himation, a garment Zanker believes indicated a professional teacher.  Other 

examples depict Roman males themselves wearing a himation as a sign of their 

private pursuit of intellectual studies.301   

The Greek/Roman dual reference is clearly expressed on the so-called 

“brother’s sarcophagus” now in the Museo Nazionale of Naples.  It features side-

by-side images of a bearded Roman whose distinct portrait figures make clear he 

is the same man.  In one representation he wears the toga, in one the himation, a 

juxtaposition Zanker believes expresses “…the inextricably linked dual identity of 

the Roman aristocrat comprised in equal measures of the precepts of philosophy 

and mores maiorum.”302  The difference between this sarcophagus and Herma’s 

tomb decoration is one of emphasis and perspective.  Herma is not a Roman 

appreciating Greek culture but a Greek retaining his ethnic identity within the 

newer Roman one.  In Herma’s presentation, the Greek cultural references had 

primacy, although the family portraits of the west wall make clear he wished to 

combine his identity as Greek with that of Roman citizen.  The result is a program 

that draws from images belonging to the cultural codes or conventions of the 

                                                                                                                                     
muses, Zanker, 270. 
301Zanker, 272-79. 
302ibid.,280. 
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larger society, and also presents an individual and creative exercise in self-

definition. 

 We are fortunate in the case of Tomb H-H’ in that inscriptional evidence 

allows us to put forward a specific group of likely visitors, Herma’s liberti.  His 

wife and children’s prior death and his own freedmen status left Herma’s liberti 

with the responsibility of visitation.  In his role as patron Herma made ample 

provision for his former slaves to ensure they remained connected to the family 

by ties of gratitude and obligation, and surviving inscriptions within the tomb that 

show his liberti and their descendants used the tomb in precisely the way Herma 

intended.303  A former slave named Gaius Valerius Princeps created a dedicatory 

inscription for freedwoman Valeria Asia, and Herma himself took care of the 

burial of her four-year old son Valerius Asiaticus.304  An inscription by the 

freedman Gaius Valerius Euthychas gratefully acknowledges Herma’s 

beneficence in allowing him to inter a slave named Dynaten within the tomb 

(permissu C Valerii Hermaes patroni optimi).305  Valerius Iulianus, a descendent 

of one of Herma’s freedmen interred his daughter in the tomb, but not himself.  

Given Herma’s need for his liberti to visit and to care for his tomb, it seems likely 

he created his program with this audience in mind and with the hope of 

encouraging their service and attention. 

                                                 
303Eck believes special permission was required because Dynaten was a slave and normally would 
have been buried in the forecourt, “Inschriften aus der vatikanischen ,” 260. 
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 How would Herma’s liberti receive the elements of the program 

referencing Greek culture?  One possibility is as a model for the reconciliation of 

a personal heritage with Roman ideas and values, particularly for those former 

slaves who shared Herma’s Greek ethnicity.  Within this space and in front of a 

select audience Herma presented himself as an example of how to be Roman 

while remaining Greek.  In assembling this self-portrait as a cultured Greek in 

Rome, Herma may have used a well-known contemporary model.  At the time of 

his tomb’s construction, the most prominent Greek in the Roman world was 

Herodes Atticus, an intellectual and cultural leader with ties to both Athens and 

Rome.  Herodes was a friend and advisor to Marcus Aurelius and served as 

mystagogos when the emperor was initiated into the Mysteries during a visit to 

Athens in 176.  Herodes was an integral part of the Second Sophistic, and 

although based in Athens, his pronouncements on oratory, art, literature and 

philosophy were well known in his own time and beyond.306  He was also a man 

of extraordinary wealth known for his philanthropy and building projects in 

Athens and Rome.  In what may have been a direct homage to this influential 

Athenian, the image of the short-bearded, neatly groomed philosopher in Herma’s 

tomb bears a resemblance to one of the few surviving portraits of Herodes Atticus 

(fig. 68).307 

                                                                                                                                     
 
306Philostr. VS 2.565. 
307Richter, Portraits, vol. 3, figs. 2044, 2047 and 2049. 
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 Another distinct message to the visitors is conveyed by the references to 

the Dionysian cult.  In the introduction to this chapter, I questioned whether a 

pagan Roman who worshiped a deity tied to an eschatological belief system felt a 

need to communicate this belief within his or her tomb.  In the case of Herma’s 

tomb, the desire is present and clear—every surviving element not representing a 

deity or family refers to Dionysus and his followers.  Herma’s inclusion of 

Dionysian imagery not only affirmed his own status as a follower of the god but 

also reminded fellow initiates of the pleasures of the pleasures of the afterlife 

awaiting all of them.  We know that in Roman society the male head of household 

determined family devotions, and there is inscriptional evidence for an entire 

family, slaves and ex-slaves included, as initiates of the same cult.308  The thiasoi 

gamboling across the west, north and east walls of the interior surrounded the 

visitors to the tomb, in effect enveloping them within the procession and 

extending the promise of an idyllic continuation after death as followers of 

Dionysus. 

 As a former slave, Gaius Valerius Herma did not have the personal history 

Romans used as the foundation of the familia and the duties tending the memories 

of ancestors.  His response was to fashion a history for himself to the best of his 

ability.  Lacking ancestors, his references to the past concern his cultural heritage 

                                                 
308An inscription found outside of Rome lists four hundred and twenty followers of Dionysus, all 
slaves or ex-slaves of two related families , IGUR 1.160. Beard, North, and Price conclude they 
were “initiated by virtue of membership in one of the two families,” vol. 1,103. 
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and also his relationship to his patron, the man whose name he continued and to 

whom he showed respect in the absence of a paterfamilias.  He initiated the 

history of his own familia be presenting portraits of himself, his wife, and his 

daughter in the well-established format of the ancestral gallery.  He included 

additional portrait busts within the tomb of himself, his wife, daughter and son.  

The portraits collectively were the lynchpin holding together Herma’s creation of 

a history.  Upon Herma’s death his portraits, like those of his family who pre-

deceased him, assumed the role of ancestral images; they became a record of the 

past, even if that past as recent and the family newly made.  

  Having created a lasting testimony to the brief but valued existence of his 

family, Herma sought the second component of memoria, the witness.  To ensure 

the memory of his family was tended with the proper rites, Herma looked to his 

slaves and their descendents.  He encouraged visitation and participation in ritual 

by offering them burial space within the tomb and by creating a decorative 

program with themes calculated to be of interest to this particular audience.  

Herma presented his visitors with a dramatic and singular tomb interior 

dominated by the nearly life-size figures of the Valerii family and deities.  The 

display supports Derk’s assertion of a universal ideal concerning religion and the 

afterlife as a “metaphysical world which is the domain of ancestors, spirits and 
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gods.”309  The scale and presentation of the family portraits and deities 

underscored the function of the tomb as a space connecting the living to the realm 

of the dead and served as a potent reminder to the visitor of his or her role as the 

caretaker of memory. 

                                                 
309T. Derks. Gods, Temples, and Ritual Practices. The Transformation of Ideas and Values in 
Roman Gaul (Amsterdam, 1998), 1. 
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VII. Tomb Phi (Tomb of the Marcii) 

 

EXTERIOR 
 

Tomb Phi is one of the later tombs of the Vatican Necropolis, dated to the 

Severine period near the beginning of the third century. 310  It belongs to the group 

designated Psi, Chi, Phi and Z, constructed to the south of the earlier row of 

tombs A-F (fig.15).  These later tombs share with the earlier monuments a 

southern orientation facing the road and the former grounds of Nero’s circus.  Phi 

is the third- largest extant tomb within the necropolis and has one of the most 

distinctive exteriors due to the builder’s inclusion of contrasting brickwork and 

mosaic in the façade.  It is one of two surviving tombs for which the builder 

compensated for the vulnerability of the Vatican Necropolis’s location.  The 

foundation of Phi is trench built with stucco waterproofing to protect the wall 

base where it was exposed to flood water running down the Vatican hill.311  

Ownership of the tomb is usually attributed to Quintus Marcius Hermes on the 

basis of an epitaph found on a sarcophagus in the interior, and this inscription will 

be discussed in more detail later in this chapter. 

                                                 
310Liverani,,142. 
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  The original doorway and the titulus are missing, but enough remains of 

the southeast side for a reconstruction (fig.69).312  The facade had the typical 

arrangement of a central travertine-edged doorway and the titulus, flanked by 

windows with ornate terracotta frames, directly above the lintel.  Exterior walls  

of good quality reddish-brown brickwork rest on a podium of travertine blocks.  

In the southwest corner, a small area the decorative enhancement survives (a red 

wash over the brickwork of the facade and thin white stucco piping along the 

mortar joins).  Brick pilasters with molded bases and intricately carved terracotta 

Corinthian capitals once stood at each of the exterior angles of the building, and 

an inlaid terracotta frieze of yellow brick in a meander pattern ran between the 

pilasters directly below the architrave.  Tomb Phi features a decoration, a 

polychrome emblemata set below the window on the left approximately level with 

the travertine door lintel, unique to surviving second- and third-century chamber 

tombs in and around Rome (fig.70).  What survives of the mosaic, the lower half 

of a pine tree with a large feline at the base, a young male to the left holding a 

branch of the tree and a maenad carrying a sword behind him, identifies the 

subject as the death of Pentheus.  The emblemata probably had a companion piece 

set into the now-missing wall to the right of the door lintel. 313 

                                                                                                                                     
311Toynbee and Wards-Perkins, 53, 65. 
312Mielsch and von Hesberg recreated the facade with a width of 5.3 meters and a height of 6.4 
meters, Taf.39. 
313Mielsch and von Hesberg 250; H. L’Orange also believes the Pentheus mosaic once had a 
companion piece, and suggests the punishment of Lycurgos as one possibility, Likeness and Icon 
(1973), 183. 
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INTERIOR LAYOUT AND DECORATION 

   
Tomb Phi’s interior shows the changes, structural and decorative, created 

by the supersession by the late second century of interment over cremation in 

Rome.314  Both of the case studies discussed earlier, Tombs F and H-H’, pre-date 

Phi by at least several decades.  In these tombs from the second half of the second 

century, cremation niches occupy most of the interior wall space, with arcosolia 

only along the lowest level of the rear and lateral walls.  Tomb Phi, which dates to 

the beginning of the third century, has only arcosolia on its rear and lateral walls 

(fig.71).  A single cremation niche in the entry wall, one of what was probably a 

pair, remains for those who preferred the earlier practice.  The archosolia spaces 

of Phi are arranged in two superimposed rows of two on the back wall and four on 

each of the longer lateral walls.  As can be seen in the surviving example on the 

west wall, the construction of these rows is unusual and a little awkward, as if the 

builder were still working out the structural problems of creating upper and lower 

inhumation niches.  The arcosolia of the lower zone are the same type of recesses 

seen in earlier combination tombs, constructed with a strongly projecting plinth 

and niches deep enough to hold either a sarcophagus or a body under the floor.  

On the west wall, the plinth, which previously formed a base for stucco 

                                                 
314J. Davies, Death, Burial, and Rebirth in the Religions of Antiquity (London & New York, 
1999), 149; Morris 31-69; Toynbee, 32-41. 
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architectural framing, functioned as a shelf.  A long masonry box with two 

cavities to hold remains rests on this shelf.  The decorative stucco facing of the 

box, two rectangular panels with emblems flanked by strigilated panels, was 

meant to give the impression of two identical sarcophagi standing side by side 

(fig.72).  On the wall behind, a pair of shallow recesses shaped like arcosolia 

frame but do not enclose the sarcophagi- like box resting on the shelf.315   

This shift to all arcosolia led in turn to alterations in the interior 

decoration.  The elaborate stucco architecture framework surrounding the niches, 

prevalent in earlier chamber tombs, disappears.  In the case of Tomb Phi, the 

resulting increase of flat wall area inspired more subdued and unified decoration, 

a move away from the profusion of color and ornament found in many of the 

earlier tombs of the necropolis.  A warm cinnabar red covered all of the flat wall 

surfaces and probably the ceiling of Tomb Phi, and served as a foil to the opus 

sectile floor with its geometric pattern in cool shades of white, yellow, green and 

gray marble.  The plinth/shelf running along the west, north, and east walls 

created a consistent upper and lower zone along all three walls.  The artist(s) 

visually connected each zone of the three walls through subject matter.  The 

decoration of the arcosolia niches in the lower wall sections shared marine/Nilotic 

                                                 
315Compare to the arrangement of roughly contemporary Tomb Z, in which the structural problem 
of holding two superimposed rows of sarcophagi was solved. For a re -construction drawing of 
Tomb Z, see Toynbee and Ward-Perkins, Fig.7. 
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motifs, while each of the shallow recesses of the upper zone contain a 

mythological scene. 

WALL PAINTINGS OF THE LOWER ZONE 
  

The west wall stands as the best-preserved example of the lower zone 

decoration around and between the arcosolia.  Against the red ground two bands 

of color, white and turquoise, outline each of the arcosolia.  A slender peacock in 

shades of brown stands on the turquoise band at the height of the curve of both 

niches.  The birds face the center spandrel, which is filled with a basket spilling 

vari-colored fruit and flowers.  Mielsch and von Hesberg believe these motifs 

continued along the lower zone of the north and east walls; unfortunately the poor 

state of preservation makes this impossible to determine.  The interior walls of the 

arcosolia are painted with Nilotic landscapes on both lateral walls.  In the clearest 

surviving example of the lower left arcosolia on the east wall, greenish-brown 

water, brown ground, and a light blue sky serve as the backdrop for the fowl in 

the water and along the riverbank (fig.73).  Red fish swim through the water, and 

ducks float on the surface above them.  More ducks move among the dark green 

reed-like plants of the riverbank together with a more exotic bird, a white 

flamingo with a red beak.  Within the poorly preserved lower right arcosolium 

lunette on this same wall as well as both arcosolia of west wall faint traces of 
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similar scenes remain.316  The painting within the single large lower archosolium 

of the north wall continues the aquatic setting, but the subject matter is different.  

A sea thiasos of mostly mythical marine creatures swim in bright blue water with 

a lighter blue sky above (fig.74).  Enough remains to distinguish a sea bull, a 

barely visible sea centaur with crab claws sprouting from his forehead, a Triton 

grabbing the horns of a sea ram, a pair of hippocamps and a dolphin. 

WALL PAINTINGS OF THE UPPER ZONE 
  

The flat wall sections of the west, north and east upper zone are richly 

embellished with decorative motifs.  Turning again to the west wall as the best-

preserved example, each of the two upper recesses is outlined by a turquoise band 

with a delicate edging in white of alternating triangles and half-circles.  An eros 

with outstretched arms hovers flies directly above the center of each recess.  

Garlands spill from their hands and then fall in graceful swags that follow the 

curves of each niche.  A large bird, possibly a dove, perches on the inner length of 

the garland on both sides, and another smaller bird with spread wings flies above 

each outer section towards the corners (fig.75).  The two garlands meet in a “V” 

shape at the center spandrel space of the upper zone, and an arresting figure 

springs from the point where the garlands join.  A Silenus crowned with a nimbus 

and holding a cantharis in his right hand fills the spandrel.  A mantel falls behind 

                                                 
316Mielsch and von Hesberg, 240-2. 
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his nude torso and the vegetal form of an acanthus base replaces his lower body 

(fig.76).  A similar arrangement of an eros, garlands, birds and a Silenus in the 

spandrel existed in the upper zone of the east wall.  The incrustation of the upper 

zone of north wall surface makes it impossible to tell if it shared the decorative 

motifs of the lateral walls, although it seems likely. 

Like the lower arcosolia, the subject matter unified the decoration of the 

upper recesses. The builder/owner filled the lunette spaces of the upper zone with 

mythological scenes.  As mentioned earlier, the niches of the upper zone were not 

true arcosolia but shallow recesses that served as a decorative backdrop behind 

the shelf. While the myths range from the familiar to the singular, similarities in 

style and composition, particularly the use of minor figures to bracket the central 

characters, indicate the paintings shared an artist or workshop.  The paintings also 

have in common a strong sense of drama created by the narrative moment chosen 

for representation, and in several the poses and gestures of the figures convey a 

heightened emotional content bordering on the theatrical. 

The single upper arcosolium of the north walls contains a popular 

mythological subject within Roman funerary art, Dionysus’s encounter with the 

sleeping Ariadne (fig.77).  Ariadne lies to the right and sleeping in erotic repose, 

with her arm curved over her head.  The god stands to her left, nude except for a 

mantel, and gazes down on her sleeping form.  To the right of Ariadne a female 

nude from the waist up, possibly a maenad, sits on a rock, and a satyr stands 
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behind her.  To the left of Dionysus is a group of three figures, very poorly 

preserved, identified by Mielsch and von Hesberg as Silenus, a satyr and a 

maenad.317 

The left lunette of the upper west wall contains a scene for which no 

known comparanda exist, Hermes and the Aglauriden (fig 78).318  This myth tells 

the story of Hermes’s successful pursuit of one of the daughters of Kekrops.  A 

pedestal supporting an unknown object occupies the center of the composition.  A 

female in a green peplos sits on a rock to left of the composition and stretches her 

left hand towards the pedestal.  To her right another female, wreathed and also 

wearing a peplos, raises her right hand to her mouth in a gesture of distress or 

surprise.  Hermes stands to the left of the seated females, nude from the waist up 

and wearing his characteristic rounded helmet.  Seated figures flank both sides of 

the central group.  The one on the left is too poorly preserved to make any 

identification, and the one on the right is a female nude from the waist up with 

flowing draperies covering her lower half.   

The right upper recess on this same wall contains the more familiar subject 

of Leda and the Swan (fig.79).  Leda, partially nude with a mantel draped over her 

left arm, is shown slightly to the left of center of the composition.  She twists her 

body and retreats before the swan that pursues her with outstretched wings.  A 

                                                 
317ibid, 247.  
318I am following Mielsch and von Hesberg, 248, who reject Speier’s earlier identification of the 
painting as the judgment of Paris, and identify Hermes, Petasos, and Kerykeion, as the three 
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female in a peplos with her arms raised in astonishment stands behind the swan.  

Two figures, a seated male with a nude torso and draped lower body to the left 

and a seated nymph type with an overturned hydria on the right, bracket the 

central composition.  Although Leda and the swan was a popular subject in 

Roman art, this is an unusual interpretation of the myth.  Typical representations 

of Leda show her reconciled to her amorous encounter, not in this earlier moment 

of fear and flight.319 

The left, upper arcosolium of the east wall depicts the meeting of Mars 

and Rhea Silvia, a subject also seen on sarcophagi of the same period (fig.80).320  

The composition is similar to that of Dionysus and Ariadne on the north wall.  To 

the right, Rhea Silvia, nude from the waist up with draperies covering her lower 

body, lies sleeping with her right arm crooked over her head in the gesture of 

erotic repose.321  Directly behind her, Somnus sits and makes a beckoning gesture 

with his right hand, which also holds a poppy.  The recipient of Somnus’s gesture, 

Mars, stands in the center of the composition looking down at the sleeping Rhea 

Silvia.  He wears a mantel and sword strap, and holds a shield in his left hand.  To 

                                                                                                                                     
figures in the center of the composition. Speier did not have the advantage of seeing the painting 
cleaned, after which Hermes’s characteristic helmet became clearly visible. 
319For images of Leda and the swan, see LIMC vol. 6.2, 106-126.  There is a single example (Leda 
42), a late second-century mosaic now in the Cyprus Museum, showing Leda moving away from 
the swan. 
320For examples of sarcophagi featuring mars and Rhea Silvia, see C. Robert, Die Antiken 
Sarkophagreliefs , 3.2 (Rome, 1969), Tafs. LX-LXI. 
321For a discussion of the gesture of “erotic repose” see J.R. Clarke, Looking at Lovemaking: 
Constructions of Sexuality in Roman Art 100 B.C. – A.D. 250, (Berkeley, 1998), 68-70. 
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the left of the god is a seated woman, identified by Mielsch and von Hesberg as 

Vesta.322   

The painting in the upper right arcosolium of the east wall is of Hercules 

and Alcestus before Admetus (fig.81).  It shows the reunion of Alcestus and 

Admetus after Hercules’s triumphant retrieval of the king’s wife from the world 

of the dead.  Admetus, dressed in a mantel and holding a scepter, sits to the right 

and a tunic-clad soldier holding a shield stands behind the king.  Hercules stands 

to the left of this pair with his lion skin draped over his left arm and a quiver strap 

across his chest.  He extends his right arm to draw Alcestis, who stands to his left 

dressed in a chiton and peplos, towards the waiting king. 323 

THE SARCOPHAGI 
 

  Tomb Phi is also called the Tomb of the Marcii on the basis of an 

inscription on a sarcophagus standing directly in front of the lower arcosolium of 

the north wall (fig.82). Mielsch and von Hesberg believe this sarcophagus, which 

like the tomb, dates to the Severan period, was brought into the tomb at the time 

of its construction.  This is significant because no other external or internal 

inscription definitively associated with Tomb Phi survives.  The initial placement 

of the sarcophagus inside the tomb combined with its quality and central 

                                                 
322Mielsch and von Hesberg, 247. 
323Scenes from this myth commonly represented include Alcestis in the underworld and Alcestis 
and Hercules and Hercules presenting Alcestis to Admetus, see LIMC 1.1, 536-43. 
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placement makes a strong case for one the occupants of the sarcophagus, Quintus 

Marcius Hermes, to be the owner of the tomb.  The inscription is on the 

sarcophagus lid and reads: 

Q MARCIUS / HERMES SIBI / ET 

MARCIAE / THRASONIDI / DIGNISSIMAE / 

CONIUGI VIBIS / POSUIT 

The sarcophagus is of Proconnesian marble, large and elaborately carved 

on its body with Dionysian imagery.  The figure of Dionysus as a beautiful youth 

flushed with wine occupies the center.  Pan supports the god’s swaying form and 

a small satyr rides a panther at his feet.  In the far right field of the front Dionysus 

appears again, this time as an infant held in the arms of a vigorously dancing 

satyr.  The figure on the opposite end is a maenad, also in lively movement, with 

her cheeks puffed out from the effort of playing a double flute.  Strigilated panels 

fill the spaces between the central and terminal figures.  The sarcophagus body is 

noteworthy for its size and for the quality of the animated figures.  In the center of 

the sarcophagus lid, two satyrs support an inscription panel, and portrait busts in 

low relief of Quintus Marcus Hermes and his wife Marcia Thrasonis flank the 

sides of the panel.  A different hand added portrait features to the pre-carved busts 

after the couple’s purchase, a practice that was not uncommon.  Quintus Marcus 

Hermes is depicted as a mature man with a neat short beard, togate and holding a 

scroll.  The portrait of his wife shows a mature woman with a lined face, severe 
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features, and a Julia Mamaea hairstyle.324  She wears elaborate earrings and holds 

a pomegranate.  The pomegranate, like the scroll in Hermes’s hand, was pre-

carved, but the distinctive earrings appear to have been added at the same time as 

Marcia Thrasonis’s features, perhaps to particularize the portrait and/or display 

wealth. 

A second sarcophagus of Proconnesian marble may have also stood inside 

tomb Phi, but now rests against the north exterior wall of Tomb X. 325  This 

sarcophagus is slightly later in date, closer to the middle of the third century, and 

must be considered in relation to Tomb Phi because the two names in the 

inscription, Marcia Felicitas and Marcia Urbica,  suggest a possible relationship to 

Quintus Marcus Hermes and Marcia Thrasonis.  A portrait of Marcia Felicitas, 

with the loose skin and careworn features of an older woman, occupies a 

medialion on the center front of the sarcophagus body.  Strigilated panels flank 

the central portrait and one of the Dioscuri with his horse stand at each end.  On 

the lid, figures of erotes reclining among flowers and fruit baskets surround the 

central inscription panel, which reads: 

         D M S / 

MARCIAE FEL/ICITATI MARCIA / URBICA 

                                                 
324The similarity of Marcia Thrasonis’s hairstyle to that of Julia Mamaea, the mother of 
Alexander Severus (222-236), helps date the sarcophagus to the first half of the third century, 
Toynbee and Ward-Perkins, 90.   
325Toynbee and Ward-Perkins, 92, mention the sarcophagus was placed against the wall of Tomb 
X by Constantine’s builders and make no reference to it originating in Tomb Phi.  Zander does 
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SORORI / CARISSIMAE 

 

THE PROGRAM OF THE MYTHOLOGICAL PAINTINGS 

  

While many of the tombs in the Vatican Necropolis have mythological 

paintings, those within Tomb Phi are the only ones that can convincingly be 

described as a program, a collection of paintings with thematic links encouraging 

the viewer to think about a particular subject or subjects.326  The five paintings of 

the upper arcosolia share the theme of love, with an emphasis on amorous 

encounters between male deities and mortal women.  The north wall contains the 

most commonly presented myth on this subject, in which Dionysus comes across 

the sleeping Ariadne and transforms her into an immortal by selecting her as his 

mate.  A similar myth but with a Roman subject, Mars and Rhea Silvia, decorates 

the west wall.  The parallels are underscored by the compositional similarity of a 

nude male standing in the center of the pictorial field looking down at a woman 

who sleeps on her back with her arm crooked in a pose that opens her body for his 

gaze.  Leda, also on the west wall, is the object of a god’s desire during her brief 

but memorable encounter with Zeus as a swan.  The myth of Hercules, Alcestus, 

                                                                                                                                     
places the sarcophagus in Phi originally, but does not explain if his evidence is solely epigraphical, 
19. 
326Programmatic painting in the Roman house has been well examined by scholars, mostly 
drawing on examples from Pompeii and Herculaneum. See M. Beard and John Henderson in 
Classical Art From Greece to Rome  (Oxford 2001) 37-47; John Clarke, Houses, 223-27; M.L. 
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and Admetus on the east wall does not describe divine/mortal union, but a 

sacrificial act of love by a mortal woman, an action subsequently rewarded by her 

return to life and reunion with her husband through the semi-divine agent of 

Hercules.  The painting of Hermes and the Aglauriden, also on the east wall, 

again tells of a god’s successful pursuit of a mortal woman.  Sleep, reunion after 

death and immortality figure in several of these stories, but the dominant theme is 

love—emotional and/or physical- transformed through the presence of a divinity. 

 The singular subject matter of the painting of Hermes and the Aglauriden 

raises the question of the reason for its inclusion.  A defining quality of this myth 

and the likely source of its appeal is its Greek, specifically Attic, subject.  The 

story of Hermes and the Aglauriden is a foundation myth whose subjects figure in 

the beginnings of Athenian history.  The Aglauriden were the three daughters of 

Kekrops, the first king of Athens, and they were said to live on the Acropolis. 

Shrines to the Aglauriden stood on the Acropolis as late as the second century. 

The best-known myth of the Aglauriden concerns their care of the serpent/child 

Erichthonios at the request of Athena.  The narrative of Hermes and the 

Aglaudiren is brief and concerns the god’s pursuit of one of the daughters of 

Kekrops, Herse, over the objections of her sister.  According to some versions of 

the myth, the child of the union between Hermes and Herse was Keryx, the first 

                                                                                                                                     
Thompson, “The Monumental and Literary Evidence for Progra mmatic Painting in Antiquity,” 
Marsyas 9 (1960-1): 36-77. 
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herald of the Eleusinian mysteries.327  Although Tomb Phi is quite different from 

Tomb H-H’ in the decoration of the interior, the decorative programs of both have  

subjects not typically present in Roman art and with ties to Athenian culture and 

history.  Tomb Phi may provide another example of an individual choosing to 

include his personal and cultural history as a Greek within his identity as a Roman 

citizen.  If so, the myth of Hermes and the Aglauriden would have been a 

sophisticated and polyvalent choice by Quintus Marcus Hermes.  It fits within the 

theme of the overall mythological program, refers to the religion, pre-history, and 

sacred topography of Athens, and includes an image of the owner’s namesake 

deity. 

THE DIONYSIAN IMAGERY: CULT OR LUXURIA? 
 

Like Tomb H-H1, Tomb Phi contains imagery of Dionysus and his cult. 

The initial reference to the god, in terms of the viewer’s experience, is the 

polychrome emblemata showing the death of Pentheus on the exterior of the 

tomb.  Inside the tomb, images of silenoi in the upper spandrels of the lateral 

walls and the painting of Dionysus and Ariadne in the upper arcosolium of the 

north wall continue the theme.  In addition, Dionysus and his companions 

decorate the sarcophagus of Qunitus Marcius Hermes and Marcia Thrasonis.  This 

collection of imagery, however, is not persuasive evidence of the presence of cult 

                                                 
327 C. Kerényi, The Gods of the Greeks,  (London, 1980), 124-25.  Concerning the myth, Kerényi 
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initiates.  The use of Dionysian themes in Tomb Phi lacks the singularity and 

ubiquity of the program in Tomb H-H1.  The subject of Dionysus and Ariadne 

was popular for sarcophagi decoration as well as paintings in the house and the 

tomb.328  Paintings of silenoi belong to a type of decorative candelabra figure also 

with a long history in the decoration of the house and the tomb.329  Concerning the 

Pentheus mosaic, although examples can be found on sarcophagi, the subject is 

not one of the more popular Dionysus myths within a funerary context in Rome. 

Based on surviving examples of sarcophagi and tomb paintings, there is a 

preference for scenes of Dionysus awakening Ariadne and Dionysus in 

triumphant procession, narratives that suggest pleasure, not punishment.330  Why 

might the owners select this narrative for their tomb exterior?  The mosaic 

appears to illustrate the scene from Euripides’s The Bacchae in which the 

messenger describes Dionysus assisting Pentheus into the tree where he is 

subsequently discovered and destroyed by the maenads.331  The play, not the cult, 

may be the intended primary association for the viewer.332   It is also possible the 

mosaic was a copy of a famous painting described by Philostratus that also 

                                                                                                                                     
notes that although the names and numbers of the daughters vary, the narrative remains the same. 
328Ling, in a self-professed rough survey, found of 137 rooms designated as triclinia  in Pompeii, 7 
have predominantly Dionysiac decoration and an additional 39 have some Dionysiac imagery, 
Painting and Stucco , 240. 
329An early example of painted candleabra figures used in the decoration of the house can be seen 
in the oecus west of the tablinum of the House of Caesius Blandus at Pompeii (PPM  VII.1.40). 
P.S. Bartoli recorded the candleabra figures decorating the spandrels in a tomb of the Villa Corsini 
necropolis, XI. 
330See p. 168, n.294.  
331Eur., Bacchae 1063-1111. 
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followed Euripides’s play. 333  The main quality of the Dionysian subjects arguing 

against significant religious content is their place within the larger decorative 

program.  The imagery is part of a larger whole featuring in prominent locations 

Nilotic scenes, a marine thisasos and other mythological subjects.  

AUDIENCE AND RECEPTION 
 

  Concerning the likely audience for the decoration of Tomb Phi, it is 

difficult to be more specific than “family and friends”, the general category of 

common tomb visitors.  The kind of inscriptional evidence allowing the proposal 

of a burial club in the case of Tomb F and an extended family for Tomb H-H’ is 

not present here.  Only two inscriptions are associated with Tomb Phi, the one 

belonging to the in situ sarcophagus of Quintus Marcus Hermes and Marcia 

Thrasonis and, more tentatively, that of the Marcii sisters on the sarcophagus 

possibly removed from the tomb.  The only other potential evidence is deductive, 

based on the interior layout of the tomb.  The tomb contains a total of ten 

arcosolia spaces and two cremation niches in the entry wall.  Adding a matching 

pair of cremation niches from the missing section of the entry wall on the other 

side of the door, this gives a total of fourteen spaces for remains.  I believe Phi 

was built for Quintus Marcius Hermes, Marcia Thrasonis, and their immediate 

                                                                                                                                     
332For a discussion of the influence of Euripides’s play on representations of the death of 
Pentheus, see H. L’Orange, Likeness and Icon, (Odense, 1973), 178-81. 
333 Phil.Imagines, 1,18.1 
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family.  The comparatively small number of niches argues against a tomb 

intended for a burial club or an extended family.  In Tomb Phi the strong sense of 

hierarchical space, of a range in the quality, size and decoration of niches as found 

in Tombs F and H-H1, is strongly diminished.  The equality in size and decoration 

of the ten arcosolia suggests people of the same status or position occup ied these 

niches.  The cremation niches of the entry wall may have provided less 

prestigious loculi for several of the liberti of this family, albeit on a much small 

scale than H-H1.  Another possibility, strengthened if the sarcophagus of Marcia 

Felicitas did once stand within the Tomb Phi, is that this was a tomb belonging 

the liberti of the Marcii family. 

The decoration of Tomb Phi created an impression of elegance, learning 

and a touch of theatricality.  Distinctive choices for the façade of contrasting 

decorative brickwork and polychrome mosaic(s), signal the intent to create a 

memorable experience for the visitors.  Once inside, no other tomb within the 

necropolis evokes as strongly a well-decorated reception or dining space within a 

Roman house, two areas in which it would be common to have the kind of painted 

decoration that invited inspection as a pleasurable group activity.  This shared 

atmosphere is due to the scale, arrangement, and subject matter of the arcosolia 

paintings.  The narrative scenes were large and complex enough to draw the 

viewer close and encourage closer examination.  One can easily imagine a visitor 

moving around the tomb and pausing to enjoy the details of individual Nilotic 
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scenes, appreciating them as a group for their exotic associations and perhaps 

understanding the status of their place within the Hellenistic canon.  The 

mythological cycle of the upper zone requires more time and attention from the 

viewer.  Its presence here underscores the convivial aspect of tomb visitation and 

makes clear appreciation and discussion of the paintings inside the tomb was 

considered an appropriate and desirable activity.  In arranging a program to 

impress the viewer and stimulate discussion, Quintus Marcius Hermes may have 

intended his own sarcophagus to be included in the reading.  Upon entering, a 

viewer’s attention would have been drawn to the large, elaborately carved 

sarcophagus in the center of the tomb.  The portraits of Quintus Marcius Hermes 

and Marcia Thrasonica faced the viewer together with an inscription telling of the 

former’s affection for the woman with whom he shared a final resting place.  

After moving around the tomb and divining the amorous theme of the upper zone 

paintings, the visitor may have intended to make a connection between the 

relationship of the couple within the sarcophagus and the divine love experienced 

by the mythological couples lining the walls. 
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VIII. CONCLUSIONS 

 
 At the beginning of this dissertation I stated a desire to place the second-

and third-century chamber tombs of the Vatican Necropolis within the larger 

history of Roman funerary architecture.  I have brought together evidence from 

textual and visual sources to show how securing memory seems to be a constant 

in Roman funerary monuments regardless of size, form, and cost.  The Latin word 

memoria, like the English “memory” has various meanings, it functions within a 

wide semiotic field.  It can refer to the ability to remember, the act itself, the 

record, and the character or conduct of the person being remembered.  Because of 

this multiplicity of meanings, it seems worthwhile to consider the different 

interpretations of memory within the context of Roman funerary practice. 

 Modern scholars are consistent in their assertion of the need for an active 

viewer, whether casual passerby or intimate of the deceased, to read the name on 

the memorial aloud in order to create a kind of immortality.  Davies writes, "A 

tomb may be monumental and unusual, but it has meaning only through those 

who look at it; it may speak but it is dependent upon the passerby to read it aloud, 

and in the glance or voice of the living lies perpetuation."334  Ancient sources 

support this idea of creating immortality through memory, but they link it very 
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specifically to deeds and to virtue; one remembers the departed because of who 

they were and what they did.  Polybius, in his exposition of Roman funerary 

practice uses the words arete, virtue, and links it to the deceased’s achievements 

and exploits.335  Tactius, writing of Agricola, advises his readers to remember 

each word and deed (omnia facta dictaque eius secum revolvant), and asserts that 

what was loved and admired about Agricola would survive (quid quid ex 

Argricola amarimus, cuiquid mirati sumus, manet mansurumque est in animus 

hominum).336  These authors, of course, were writing of great men of Rome, those 

whose contributions made memory seem both appropriate and inevitable.  The 

question is--and this is important given the proliferation of funerary monuments 

built by ordinary Romans in the second century--how do those without a cursus 

honorem or public display of virtue participate in the tradition?  In other words, 

without accomplishment, why remember?  It is interesting to consider the 

construction of particular tombs while keeping in mind the idea of a record of 

achievement.  In this light, the famously eye-catching tomb of Eurysaces becomes 

primarily an account of his service to the state through his supply of bread to feed 

the imperial army.337  Perhaps one element in Trimalchio's fictional exercise in 

tomb design was the contrast between the lavishness of the proclamation of deeds 

and virtues and the vacuity of the actual content.  On a more modest level, the 

                                                                                                                                     
334Davies, “Politics,” 49. 
335Polyb.6.53-4.  
336 Tacitus, Agric. 46.3-4. 
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function of the monuments of freedmen during the first and second centuries as a 

record of achievement, in this case the acquisition of the tria nomia of a citizen 

has been well-examined. 

 To edge further away from the elite standards for memoria and closer to 

the category of record-making to which the second- and third-century chamber 

tombs belong, there is the idea of the monument itself as the accomplishment to 

be lauded because it provides a service.  Exedra tombs such as those along the 

Street of Tombs outside the Herculaneum Gate at Pompeii gave passersby a place 

to sit and rest, for example, and tombs with sundials on the exterior also fall into 

this category.  How does the idea of tomb as accomplishment relate to the tombs 

that are the subject of this dissertation?  To answer this one must return to the 

Roman perception of civic euergetism and to Purcell’s observation that tomb 

building could be a beneficent public act greater than the sum of its individual 

loculi.  The owners of these tombs may have located their bid for attention in the 

provision of a burial space that was also an attractive and impressive addition to 

the urban public facade.  Bound up within the nature of this particular service to 

the community is the virtue of pietas.  Pietas is most commonly discussed as a 

personal virtue, the attitude of dutiful respect towards those to whom one is bound 

that characterizes correct relations between parent and child and husband and 

wife.  Pietas also dictated the proper relationship between citizen and state, and 

                                                                                                                                     
337For the tomb of Eurysaces as res gestae, see Davies “Politcs,” 51. 
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on one level purchasing a communal tomb communicated the owner’s 

understanding that all must care for the dead to ensure the continuation and 

stability of the society.   

 The proposed motivation described above gives the tomb owner fairly 

lofty reasons for choosing a chamber tomb, a combination of civic eurgetism and 

pietas.  It is possible to propose an additional motive, one more fundamentally 

self-serving.  The selection of this type of tomb might simply have been a strategy 

for securing readers for the epitaph that concerned the owner most, his or her 

own.  The need for active, living Romans to perpetuate memory by reading the 

name of the deceased has been thoroughly discussed in modern scholarship.  

Some discussions of reading epitaphs along the road question the literacy of the 

average Roman and the likelihood that he or she had the ability to participate in 

their side of the memory- evoking reading of the name.338  Another question 

rarely asked concerns the desire and mechanics of pausing and reading: If we are 

correct in reconstructing a profusion of monuments crowding the edges of the 

road, what hope was there really for a passerby to stop and read in any sort of 

comprehensive way?  I suspect very little.  Even an interested, literate viewer with 

a lot of time on his or her hands would quickly become overwhelmed, and the 

chances of a monument‘s epitaph being read receded yet further in the case of 

                                                 
338One of the likely reasons for the widespread use of formulaic inscriptions was to facilitate 
reading by the barely literate Romans who would find the epitaphs not too difficult to read through 
repetition and familiarity.  For a discussion of the “talismatic” quality  of epitaphs that gave them 
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those placed further back within the necropolis.339  It is possible that the provision 

of loculi, especially for those likely to feel gratitude such as freed slaves, was 

primarily a way for the owner to sow the seeds for his or her future memory by 

creating an audience among those obligated to visit the tomb. 

 In his article on late republican and early imperial grave reliefs, 

Koortbojian concludes by noting a significant change in commemorative funerary 

monuments by the second century, specifically the relegation of text and image to 

the "sumptuous interiors" of the increasingly popular chamber tombs.340   Hesberg 

describes the attention paid to the interior decoration of the tomb beginning in the 

second century as a withdrawl from the street.341  Rather than simply a transfer of 

content from an exterior to an interior space, it would be more accurate to say that 

there was an elaboration of function, a presentation of information for two 

potential audiences.  The chamber tomb offered a hierarchy of viewing by means 

of two programs, one for the casual external viewer and another more complex 

display for those whose connection to the deceased would bring them into the 

internal space.  For the former, the tomb functioned essentially as a funerary 

                                                                                                                                     
power without requiring them to be read, see E. Scodel, “Inscription, Absence and Memory: Epic 
and Early Epitaph,” Studi italiani di filologia classica 10 (1992): 71-2. 
339G. Susini in his article “Spelling Out Along the Road, Anthropology of the Ancient Reader, or 
Rather, the Roman Reader,” Alma Mater Studiorum 1.1 (1988) 118, writes, “ In short, a Roman 
would really only stop in front of an inscription, move close up to it, or concentrate on spelling out 
the minute writing, for the sake of something that was of specific interest or necessary to him.” 
340M. Koortbojian “In commemorationem mortuorum: text  and image along the ‘street of 
tombs,’” in Image and Text in the Roman World, ed. J. Elsner, (Cambridge 1996), 232. 
340Hesberg, H, Römische Grabbauten, (Darmstadt, 1992), 2-3. 
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monument only, that is as an architectural form designed to solicit attention and 

provide information concerning the status of the deceased-- economic success and 

legal identity--as discussed above.  The display concentrated on the exterior  

facade, particularly the titulus, addressed this outside viewer.  For the family 

member, friend or dependent visiting the monument, the owner added to the 

exterior display a richer and more polyvalent viewing experience inside the tomb. 

In the interior space there were more inscriptions to read, statues and paintings of 

cult images and portraits to view, paintings, figured stucco and mosaics  to 

admire.  Perhaps part of the visit included an assessment of the quality, size, and 

location of the loculi of individuals known to the visitor.   

 The motivation for creating a monument that would reward this category 

of visitor was at least partially grounded in pragmatism. The creation of a well-

decorated interior space functioned as both an enticement to visit and a possible 

reward for those carrying out their duties surrounding the ancestor cult. The desire 

for their continuing presence as caretakers, of both the memory of the dead and 

more practically of the monument itself, is well-documented in epitaphs of the 

imperial period. Individuals with connections to the deceased had an active role to 

play at the site of the tomb.  They were the practitioners of the ritual surrounding 

the cult of the dead, those who made offerings, brought garlands of flowers, 

poured libations, and dined at the tomb site.  There would be some status by 

association for these individuals created by their social tie to someone with 
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sufficient wealth to build and decorate this type of tomb.  A more personal stake 

may have existed in the form of a promise made or simply the hope that one of 

the loculi would be his or her own final resting place. 
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Figures 

 

Figure 1. Columbarium II, Vigna Codini (Nash 2.232) 
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Figure 2. "Columbario Grande", Villa Doria Pamphili Necropolis (Benocci, 
tav.12)
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Figure 3. Columbarium of Scribonius Menofilus, interior (Benocci, 
tav.13)
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Figure 4. Columbarium of Scribonius  Menofilus, mosaic pavement (Benocci, 
tav.14)
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Figure 5. Columbarium of Pomponius Hylas, Interior (Nash 2.346) 
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 Figure 6. Tomb "HMHN" (Meiggs. Fig. 27) 
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Figure 7. Isola Sacra, Tomb 47 
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Figure 8. Tomb E, Vatican Necropolis, detail of intarsio (Zander, fig. 64) 
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Figure 9. Isola Sacra, Tomb 60 
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Figure 10. Isola Sacra, Tomb 43 
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Figure 11. Tomb of the Axe, San Sebastiano, detail of ceiling (Toynbee, fig. 
42) 
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Figure 12. Tomb F, Vatican Necropolis, detail of ceiling (Zander, fig. 77) 
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Figure 13. Tomb G, Vatican Necropolis, detail of wall painting (Basso, pl. 
XXXII) 



 213 

 
Figure 14. Tomb I, Vatican Necropolis, mosaic pavement (Basso, pl. XIX) 
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Figure 15. Vatican Necropolis, plan (Toynbee, Ward-Perkins, fig. 3) 
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 Figure 16. Tomb E, Vatican Necropolis, alabaster urn (Basso pl. 
 XVII) 
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Figure 17. Relief from Tomb of the Haterii (Kleiner, fig.164) 
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Figure 18. Map showing Vaticanum (Lanciani) 
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Figure 19. Map of Vaticanum showing imperial horti 
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Figure 20. Reconstruction of Circus of Nero according to Magi (Zander, fig. 
3) 

 
Figure 21. Plan of Syrian temple complex on the Janiculum (Richardson, 

fig.50) 



 220 

 
Figure 22. Altar dedicated to Cybele (Basso, pl. XII) 
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Figure 23. Reconstruction of second-century shrine of St. Peter (Zander, fig, 
130) 
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Figure 24. Map showing location of Meta Romuli (Nash 2.59) 
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Figure 25. Villa Corsini Necropolis (Bartoli, VX) 
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Figure 26. Map showing funerary monuments dated to between the first and 

third centuries in and around the Circus of Nero (E.S. Esbeck) 
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Figure 27. Tomb A, Vatican Necropolis, titulus (Zander, fig. 47) 



 226 

 
Figure 28. Tomb F, Vatican Necropolis, facade (DAI) 
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Figure 29. Tomb F, Vatican Necropolis, quail plaque (Zander, fig. 74) 
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Figure 30. Tomb F, Vatican Necropolis, aedicula plaque (Zander, fig.73) 
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Tomb F, Vatican Necropolis, west and north wall (Basso,  pl. LVIII) 
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Figure 31. Tomb F, Vatican Necropolis, west wall (Mielsch and von Hesberg, 

Abb. 101) 
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Figure 32. Tomb F, Vatican Necropolis, interior east wall (Mielsch and von 

Hesberg, Abb. 102) 
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Figure 33. Tomb F, Vatican Necropolis, detail of east/west corner (Mielsch 

and von Hesberg, Farbabb. 17) 

 
Figure 34. Tomb F, Vatican Necropolis, painting of Venus (Zander, fig. 78) 
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Figure 35. Tomb F, Vatican Necropolis, idyllic landscape (Mielsch and von 

Hesberg, Abb. 166) 
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Figure 36. Tomb F, Vatican Necropolis, detail of mosaic pavement (Basso, 

fig.38) 
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Figure 37. Tomb G, Vatican necropolis, detail of niches (DAI) 
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Figure 38. House of the Vettii, triclinium p (Ling, fig. 81) 
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Figure 39. Tomb F, Vatican Necropolis, altar (Basso, fig.25_ 
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Figure 40. Tomb H-H', Vatican Necropolis, plan (Mielsch and von Hesberg, 

Taf.21) 
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Figure 41. Tomb H-H', Vatican Necropolis, reconstruction drawing of 

exterior (Mielsch and von Hesberg, Taf. 37) 
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Figure 42. Tomb H-H', Vatican Necropolis, portrait head of Gaius Valerius 

Herma (Mielsch and von Hesberg, Abb. 230) 
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Figure 43. Tomb H-H', Vatican Necropolis, portrait head of Flavia Olympia 

(Mielsch and von Hesberg, Abb. 232) 
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Figure 44. Tomb H-H', Vatican Necropolis,  reconstruction  of north wall 

(Mielsch and von Hesberg, Taf. 37) 
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Figure 45. Tomb H-H', Vatican Necropolis, herm head (DAI) 
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Figure 46. Vatican Necropolis, Tomb H-H', herm head (DAI) 
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Figure 47. Tomb H-H', Vatican Necropolis, herm head (DAI) 
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Figure 48. Tomb H-H', Vatican Necropolis, north wall (DAI) 
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Figure 49. Tomb H-H', Vatican Necropolis, stucco relief of Hermes (DAI) 
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Figure 50.Tomb H-H', Vatican Necropolis, stucco relief of Athena (DAI) 
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Figure 51.Tomb H-H', Vatican Necropolis, stucco relief of Selene (DAI) 
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Figure 52.Tomb H-H', Vatican Necropolis, stucco relief of long-bearded 

philosopher (DAI) 
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Figure 53.Tomb H-H', Vatican Necropolis, stucco relief of short -bearded 

philosopher (DAI) 
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Figure 54.Tomb H-H', Vatican Necropolis, stucco relief of satyr (DAI) 
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Figure 55.Tomb H-H', Vatican Necropolis, stucco relief of maenad (DAI) 
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Figure 56.Tomb H-H', Vatican Necropolis, stucco relief of Pan (DAI) 
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Figure 57.Tomb H-H', Vatican Necropolis, stucco relief of Hypnos (DAI) 
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Figure 58.Tomb H-H', Vatican Necropolis, west wall (Mielsch and von 

Hesberg, Abb.161) 
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Figure 59.Tomb H-H', Vatican Necropolis, stucco relief of Gaius Valerius 

Herma (DAI) 



 258 

 
Figure 60.Tomb H-H', Vatican Necropolis, stucco relief of Valeria Maxima 

(DAI) 
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Figure 61.Tomb H-H', Vatican Necropolis, stucco relief of Flavia Olympia 

(DAI) 
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Figure 62.Tomb H-H', Vatican Necropolis, stucco relief of Gaius Valerius (?) 

(DAI) 
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Figure 63.Tomb H-H', Vatican Necropolis, stucco portrait of Gaius Valerius 

Olympianus (Zander, fig.102) 
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Figure 64.Tomb H-H', Vatican Necropolis, modern cast from death mask 

form for a young boy 
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Figure 65.Tomb H-H', Vatican Necropolis, modern cast from death mask 

form for a mature male 
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Figure 66.Tomb H-H', Vatican Necropolis, herm colonnade, detail (DAI) 



 265 

 
Figure 67. Portrait bust of Herodus Atticus (Richter 3.2045) 
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Figure 68. Tomb Phi, Vatican Necropolis, reconstruction drawing of exterior 
(Mielsch and von Hesberg Taf. 39) 
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Figure 69.Tomb Phi, Vatican Necropolis, Pentheus mosaic emblemata 

(Basso, pl.LXIII) 
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Figure 70.Tomb Phi, Vatican Necropolis, interior (Basso, pl.LXI) 
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Figure 71. Tomb Phi, Vatican Necropolis, reconstruction drawing of west 

wall shelf 
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Figure 72.Tomb Phi, Vatican Necropolis, wall painting of Nilotic landscape 

(Mielsch and von Hesberg, Farbabb. 39)  
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Figure 73.Figure 73.Tomb Phi, Vatican Necropolis, wall painting of sea 
thiasos (Mielsch and von Hesberg, Farbabb. 37) 

 

 
Figure 74.Figure 73.Tomb Phi, Vatican Necropolis, wall painting of eros and 

garland (Zander, fig.36) 



 272 

 
Figure 75. Tomb Phi, Silenus (Toynbee and Ward-Pe rkins, pl.18) 
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Figure 76. Tomb Phi, Vatican Necropolis, wall painting of Dionysus and 
Ariadne (Mielsch and von Hesberg, Abb. 284) 

 
Figure 77.Tomb Phi, Vatican Necropolis, wall painting of Hermes and 

Aglauriden (Mielsch and von Hesberg, Abb. 280) 
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Figure 78. Tomb Phi, Vatican Necropolis, wall painting, Leda and the Swan 

(Basso, pl. LX) 
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Figure 79.Tomb Phi, Vatican Necropolis, wall painting, Mars and Rhea 

Silvia (Mielsch and von Hesberg, Abb. 285) 
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Figure 80.Tomb Phi, Vatican Necropolis, wall painting, Hercules and Alcestis 
(Mielsch and von Hesberg, Abb. 286) 
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Figure 81. Tomb Phi, Vatican Necropolis, sarcophagus of Quintus Marcius 
Hermes (Basso, pl. XIX) 
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