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Living by the sea, building in the sea

Underwater researches in Roman maritime villas on the
Tyrrhenian coast of Italy: the villa of Gianola (Formia - LT)

Michele Stefanile

Abstract —The villae maritimae along the Tyrrhenian coast of Italy are important testimonies of the Roman archi-
tecture during the Late Republican and Imperial Ages: their analysis allows us to understand how the Romans were
able to build directly on rocky coasts and jagged promontories, often deeply changing the natural landscape.
Despite a long and fruitful tradition of studies on the subject, the scholars rarely worked on what now lies below
the sea level, where, actually, a considerable part of the most remarkable structures is.

The Southern Latium Underwater Survey, established inside a cooperation agreement between the new Under-
water Archaeology Research Unit of the University of Napoli "L'Orientale” and the Soprintendenza Archeologica
del Lazio, aims at reconsidering the maritime villas of Southern Latium, and at increasing our knowledge through
data coming from underwater contexts.

In September 2013, a first campaign of underwater surveys took place in Gianola, in the submerged part of a huge
villa. Building techniques and decorative elements suggest a first phase during the 2* century BC. A big fishpond
was documented, with very interesting artefacts related with the closing system of the tanks and with the mixing
of freshwater and salty water, for a more profitable fish breeding.

Inhalt —-Die villae maritimae (Meervillen) lings der tyrrhenischen Kiiste Italiens sind wichtige Zeugen der romi-
schen Baukunst der spiten Republik und der Kaiserzeit: durch ihre Analyse verstehen wir, wie die Romer direkt
auf Felsenkiisten und schroffen Vorgebirgen bauen konnten, wobei sie oft die natiirliche Landschaft tiefgehend ver-
dnderten.

Trotz einer langen, fruchtbaren Forschungstradition auf diesem Gebiet ist selten iiber das unter dem Meeresspiegel
Liegende gearbeitet worden, wo sich derzeit ein betrichtlicher Teil der bemerkenswertesten Anlagen befindet.

Der Unterwasser-Survey Siid-Latium, gegriindet im Rahmen einer Kooperation zwischen der neuen Forschungs-
einheit fiir Unterwasser-Archiologie der Universitiit Neapel "L'Orientale” und der Soprintendenza Archeologica
del Lazio, bezweckt ein Neustudium der Meervillen Siid-Latiums und eine Vermehrung unserer Kenntnisse durch
Ergebnisse der Kontexte unter Wasser.

Im September 2013 fand ein erster Unterwasser-Survey in Gianola im versunkenen Teil einer riesigen Villa statt.
Bautechnik und Schmuckelemente legen eine erste Bauphase im 2. Jh. v. Chr. nahe. Dokumentiert wurde ein gro-
fes Fischbecken mit sehr interessanten Verschlussvorrichtungen der Behiilter und Mischung von Sii- und Salz-
wasser zwecks eintriglicherer Fischzucht.

The villae maritimae

Les Romains dont la réputation de
peuple terrien constitue un des the-
mes majeurs de leur littérature, ont
mis au point une forme particuliére
d'habitat, la villa maritima. Simple
paradoxe ou, au contraire, supréme
victoire de la terre sur la mer, cette
notion n'a jamais fait l'objet d'une
étude d'ensemble [---]'

(Lafon 2001).

With these words X. Lafon opened
his ambitious monographic study

for the series of the Ecole Frangaise
de Rome, on the Roman maritime
villas of Italy: a wide research in
which for the first time (in spite of
an already rich literature on the
subject) it was possible to read a sys-
tematic survey on the phenome-
non of a typical category of great
residences, which flourished parti-
cularly along the Tyrrhenian coast
of Italy since the time of the Late
Republic, and often characterized
by a complex architecture, with
splendid terraces dominating the
sea, private thermal baths, big

storage rooms, small harbors and
coastal facilities with piers in opus
pilarum, and pools, and ponds for
the breeding of fishes and for the
shellfish farming.

In this single catalogue, rich of data
and accurate information, although
not lacking in inaccuracies, all
archaeological structures identified
as villas along the coasts of the
Italian peninsula were collected
together. There was also a deep dis-
cussion on the meaning of these
particular mansions, together with
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areport on all the previous studies
and a list of all the considerations
commonly accepted on the respec-
tive owners of the villas.

The abundance of the archacologi-
cal remains preserved to this day
along the Tyrrhenian coasts — and
particularly along the coast of La-
tium and Campania - in fact, along
with the remarkable persistence of
toponyms and geographical indi-
cations, sometimes very strongly
evocative, often led to the identifi-
cation of famous places reported
by ancient sources in the secaside
villas recognizable among the ruins.
Already at the time of J. D'Arms
(1970) the scientific debate on the
owners of these great structures
could count on a vast range of at-
tributions, connecting the sites
with some of the most eminent
people of the Roman society.

Only in a few cases, however, the
discovery of some epigraphic evi-
dence (mostly fistulae aquariae,
water pipes) established with suffi-
cient certainty a relationship be-
tween the ruins emerging on the
territory and their former, re-
nowned inhabitants. For many villas,
while of undoubted importance in
terms of their archaeological re-
mains, the connection with the
most prominent gentes of late re-
publican Rome, is still very doubt-
ful and requires further studies.

Nevertheless, not only epigraphic
research requires more effort. To-
day underwater archacology has
the tools and the ability to under-
stand whole sections of maritime
villas surprisingly neglected so far
because of the mere fact of being
now submerged below sea level.

Villac maritimae, as we know, are
the result of big efforts and massive
architectural works in the adap-
tation and modelling of the coastal
landscape, designed to bend the
natural environment to the needs
of the construction, and to exploit
the characteristics of the territory
(bays, shelters, caves, springs) with
the aim of that ,supréme victoire de
la terre sur la mer' mentioned by
Lafon. A tendency to build in the

close proximity of the sea, if not
directly into the water, combined
with the geomorphological chang-
es of the Tyrrhenian coasts in the
last two thousand years (Schmidt
1970) has meant that today many
of these archacological structures
liec below the surface of the water,
often at a minimum depth: enough,
however, to keep most of the re-
searchers away in the last decades.
As a result, there is a lack of archae-
ological works on some of the most
interesting from an archacological
point of view, namely those con-
cerning the land-sea interface and
the same maritime front of the vil-
las. It must be said that even when
we can count on plans and draw-
ings about some of the semi-sub-
merged structures, as it is the case
with many fish ponds, often there
is no good connection with the
sites on the mainland, or, in other
cases, it is the result of surveys car-
ried out during the first half of the
twentieth century (see Gunther
1913 for the Pausilypon; lacono
1926 for some of the villas in the
Formianum) that could be clearly
easily updated applying modern
techniques.

Living by the sea, building in the
sea

It is now time to consider the villae
maritimae reversing our perspec-
tive (Stefanile 2016), thus exploit-
ing the observation point to which
these residences were designed,
namely that from the sea. Only
from the sea, actually, it is possible
to understand the value of the
ancient architectural efforts in ex-
ploiting the shape and the char-
acteristics of the coast, empha-
sizing bays and caves, and the diffi-
culties encountered in the con-
struction of buildings so close to
the water.

From the sca it is possible to per-
ceive the work of digging the coasts
characterized by soft tuff, with the
creation of infrastructures in man-
made caves and of artificial water
fonts, that only the centuries can
erode, bringing them again to an
almost natural appearance: this is

the case, for example, of Posillip,
in Naples, or the Campi Flegrei, o,
the Pontine islands. From the sca,
moreover, it is possible to recog-
nize the difficult work of adapting
the rugged coastlines characterized
by hard rocks, with masonry cladd-
ing and shaping the asperities of
the landscape and with bold vault-
ed passages and bridges and stajrs
and terraces overlooking the Medi-
terranean.

The Romans built for the eternity,
as it is often said, and did it even in
places where wind and storms cut
out the rock incessantly. They built
even into the water, mimicking in
the private docks of their villas the
same infrastructures developed for
major civil and military ports, piers
on pilae, pylons made within
watertight or flooded frames, ac-
cording to Vitruvius' dictates
(Stefanile 2015).

The Southern Latium Underwater
Survey

Since 2013, the University of
Naples "L'Orientale”, in agreement
with the Archaeological Superin-
tendence of Latium, and with the
scientific direction of Fabrizio Pe-
sando, has undertaken a project of
underwater archaeological docu-
mentation of the submerged and
semi-submerged structures related
to the seaside villas of Latium.
During this project, Southern La-
tium  Underwater Survey, and
thanks to partnerships established
with local authorities and institu-
tions, four campaigns of underwa-
ter rescarches have been carried
out, with the involvement of stu-
dents, in the seaside villas of Gia-
nola and Gaeta and in the great
imperial villa of Tiberius in Sper-
longa (Pesando - Stefanile 2015a;
2015b).

lhe first underwater researches in
the maritime villa of Gianola

The huge villa of Gianola (Cassier!
1995; Ciccone 1990; 1995; 1996),
traditionally connected with the
figure of Mamurra, the famous
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Fig. 1: The villa of Gianola in the Gulf of Gaeta.

praefectus fabrum of Caesar in Gaul
(McDermott 1983), dominates,
with its remains on three altimetric
levels, the western sector of a large
promontory, not far from the town
of Formiae (now Formia, LT) (Fig. 1).
The most preserved part of the
complex, located on the intermedi-
ate level, comprises two large ba-
sins for the collection of fresh
water (Cisterna Grande and Cister-
na delle 36 Colonne), several resi-
dential rooms and a wide vaulted
ramp which allowed direct com-
munication with another residen-
tial area, located near the sea, with
one or more thermal baths, long
porticoes and rooms decorated
with sophisticated floors and wall
coverings. The structures visible in
this part of the villa, characterized
by the presence of opus incertum
and decorations in some cases relat-
ed to tl e, provide elements
of gre: for the dating of
the « lex, that can be
linked liest stages of the
villa
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of Gianola.

Fig. 3: A student with one of the blocks
from the villa, found underwater.

Fig. 4: A piece of a waterchannel from
the porticus of the lower terrace.

Fig. 5: Bricks, elements of suspensurae from the baths, pottery fragments and marble.

Fig. 2: Map of the underwater surveys around the promontory

The underwater researches on the
waterfront

Underwater surveys (Fig. 2) carried
out in 2014 in the stretch of sea off
this area identified numerous ar-
chitectural elements precipitated
into the water. Big stone blocks
(Figs. 3-4), very similar to those de-
tected on the mainland in the ther-
mal area and in the lower terrace,
are deposited on the seabed and
partially covered by sediments, at a
minimum distance from the coast
and at a low depth (max 2.10 m),
because of their size, while smaller
items have been dragged by the
waves, through the deep rocky
channels typical of the submerged
part of the promontory of Gianola,
and are now trapped in the middle
of the rocks. Bricks, complete or in
fragments, elements of suspensurae
from the baths, pottery fragments
and marble (Fig. 5) are dispersed
everywhere and constitute a pre-
cious sample of the large amount of
relatively light
material that
fell into the sea
because of the
marine and wind
erosion, and that
were  quickly
swallowed up by
sand accumulat-
ions or dragged
by the sea be-
yond the limits
of the promon-

tory.

The impression
one gets from
the surveys in
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Fig. 6: The walls of the lower terrace,
directly on the sea.

this area, as well as from the meas-
urements made in the nearby
basin of the so called Porticciolo
Romano, is that the change of the
sea level, in this part of the
Tyrrhenian coast, has been quite
moderate; in this sense, useful
markers are the exit holes of several
channels for water documented in
the whole of the waterfront. It is,
actually, probably correct the ob-
servation by Schmiedt (1972), hy-
pothesizing a modification of about
1 meter from the Roman time. This
datum acquires a great interest
when looking at the mighty walls
built near the thermal complex,
and for much of the sea front of the
villa: these impressive masonries
apparently already at the time of
their construction were built at a
minimum distance from the water
if not directly in the water (Fig. 6).

Mighty walls were also at the sides
of a large natural cave (Fig. 7), open
to the south, covered by an artifi-
cial vault, and by a man made
bridge (Fig. 8), partially collapsed
into the sea: it is probably a great
work of monumentalization for a
point strongly evocative of the

Fig. 10: The ancient fishpond under the modern breakwater.

Fig. 7: The big natural cave and the
mighty walls on its sides.

Fig. 9: The so-called Porticciolo Romano.

natural landscape, trying to re-
create a private mythological sce-
nery. A deep crack in the smooth
rock of the back wall may possibly
indicate the presence of a small
spring in the ancient time that
would have further increased the
symbolic value of the cave.

The cavity, which widens in its
emerged part in one room, large
but low ceilinged, continues under
the limit of the lower terrace of the
villa. A narrow ,chimney', sufficient
for the passage of one person, facil-
itated by the presence of small
steps carved into the natural rock,
led from this scenic environment
to the above porticus.

Fig. 8: The artificial bridge on the
entrance of the cave.

The fish pond

The structures that are currently
visible in the bay of the so-called
Porticciolo Romano (Roman little
Harbour) (Fig. 9), located at the
mouth of a brief torrential valley,
between the eastern limit of the
large villa and a rocky point with a
bunker of the World War II, most-
ly date back to a massive reorgani-
zation carried out in the thirties of
the 20* century by the Marquis
Carlo Afan de Rivera, owner of a
large estate on the promontory of
Gianola. Powerful breakwaters in
local rough stone bound with mor-
tar were planted directly over the
outer walls of an ancient facility for
fish farming (Fig. 10), lowered by
the waves to the level of the high
tide. Stone stairs carved on both
sides of the piers and mooring
cleats, well-shaped, completed the
modern installations, along with a
diagonal wall, used as an external
protection for the western part of
the port. During these works, it
was also carried out a dredging of
the basin, to permit the mooring of
little boats; on this occasion, many
old elements relevant to the inter-

Fig. 11: One of the blocks for the cataractae, reused in the
modern walls.
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Fig. 12: One of the blocks for the
cataractae, underwater.

nal partitions of the ancient fish
pond were removed, reused in the
new walls (Fig. 11) or simply thrown
out of the basin (Fig. 12). The un-
derwater surveys allowed to locate
and identify a big amount of these
blocks, used in the well-known
system of the cataractae, with the
purpose of separating different fish-
es in different tanks, without crea-
ting obstacles to the circulation of
the water. Three of these blocks are
still in situ (Fig. 13), in a peripheric
part of the piscina, still indicating
the precise position of at least two
different tanks. In the original po-
sition is also a grooved threshold
on the seabed (Fig. 14), in the mid-
dle of the channel of entrance of
the modern harbour, at a depth of
1,40 m. This element is a very im-
portant marker for the measure-
ment of the ancient bottom of the
basin, at the level of the big mouth
of entrance for the salty water.

Despite the great changes above
mentioned, it is still possible to re-
construct the ground plan of the
ancient fish pond through an accu-
rate documentation of all struct-
ures still visible below the modern
walls and in the water (Fig. 15). The
plant had to belong to the Type II
of the classification proposed by
Lafon, based on the indications of
Columella (De re rustica 8, 1-4),
Le. the kind of fish ponds that were
built using natural bays, but also
with works of adaptation of the

coast and with the installation of
masonry.

Some openings created along the
perimeter walls gushed out fresh
water coming from several natural
springs, the existence of which un-
doubtedly contributed significant-

Fig. 13: The blocks for the cataractae,
still in situ.

Fig. 15: The ancient fish pond.

ly to the choice of where to install
the fish pond. It is known, in fact,
that the possibility of mixing sea-
water and freshwater (aquatio, cfr.
Cicero, De officiis 3, 14) was con-
sidered of great importance to
intensive fish farming, allowing to
control the temperature and salini-
ty inside the ponds, and countering
the effects of evaporation.

It is very likely, considering the
high number of blocks for the cata-
ractae found in the area, the nu-
merous openings for the mix of the
water and the remains of walls sub-
merged, that the fish pond in the
villa of Gianola belonged to the
series of the so called piscinae locu-
latae, divided into compartments
such as the boxes for the colors
used by painters, to borrow a

Fig. 14: The big threshold on the seabed.

famous image by Varro (Res rusti-
cae 3, 17, 4). A type particularly
common along the coasts of the
Gulf of Gaeta in the 1* century BC.

The size of the plant, covering an
area of about 1550 square meters,
is significant: while far from the
exceptional measures of the largest
known Roman fish pond, that of
Torre Astura (ca. 15,000 sqm), the
piscina of Gianola exceeded the
average size for most of the known
plants in the Tyrrhenian area,
which usually comprised between
1000 and 1300 sqm.

Some final considerations

After the first campaigns in Gia-
nola and in the villas of Sperlonga
and Gaeta (the results of which are
now being produced and publish-
ed), our knowledge on the water-
front of the huge villas in the Gulf
of Gaeta is consistently increasing,
helping us to better understand the
meaning of these impressive struc-
tures, the relationships between
public and private architecture
(evident, for example, in the reali-
zation of private harbours), the sea
level changes in a territory in
which general phenomena and vol-
canic movements create big differ-
ences also in very close sites.

The work in an intertidal environ-
ment is also an extraordinary op-
portunity for the training of stu-
dents and new generations of ar-
chaeologists: the difficulties in the
access to the sites, the hardness in
working in very shallow water and
the needs for hybrid techniques of
documentation, between underwa-
ter and land archaeology, are chal-
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lenges that should not be under-
estimated.

At the same time, the menaces
affecting these sites, the perennial
natural impact of waves, winds,
tides, and the increasing human
pressure, particularly strong in
locations already chosen by the
Romans for their beauty, urges us
to plan strategies for an efficient
documentation of the remains, and
for an aware monitoring of the
conditions of the sites. In nume-
rous places the villae maritimae are
now endangered oasis in the mid-
dle of tourist resorts, overpopula-
ted coasts, overexploited districts,
sometimes protected only by a
fence. Their submerged parts,
completely open or simply marked
by some buoys, are probably the
most exposed to the menaces. A
complete study of them is the first
step towards their protection.
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