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Introduction 

The focus of this research is a reconstruction of the urban form of the archaic Portus Tiberinus 

and Forum Boarium of Rome as it may have appeared in the half century 500 - 450 BCE as the 

Tarquinian kingship gave way to the early Republic. The area to be studied will focus on the 

Tiber facing buildings of the urban plan of Rome along the half kilometre of the Tiber bank 

from the forum Holitorium to the Tiber facing aspects of the Mons Aventinus, with its 

emerging “pseudo-acropolis”1. I will also reconstruct the only bridge over the archaic Tiber, 

the Pons Sublicius.  

The archaeology of this area has undergone a significant repositioning so that a “paradigm 

shift”2 in the understanding of Rome as a sixth century “Tarquinian” city, materially influenced 

by Etruscan cultural traditions is accepted in recent academic literature. The philological 

evidence of shared Etruscan and Latin names has underpinned the new Etrusco-Latin 

synergy.3 The “Grande Roma dei Tarquini”4 is now an academic orthodoxy, even if the 

evidence still remains as elusive as ever. I use narrative textual evidence from the walls of the 

Tomba della Nave in Tarquinia as a possible urban narrative for the Tiber embankment of 

early 5th century Rome.  

The methodology for this dissertation has three epistemological bases.  

I use sociological data from the textual narrative opportunities offered by evidence from the 

frescoes on the walls of the Tomba della Nave and generic and typological supporting 

evidence from maritime archaeology from other Etruscan ports. The Etruscan merchant 

experiences the Tiber port of Rome as a place of ritual display. Sennett in Flesh and Stone 

provides a template for this approach5. 

The other methodology will be an examination of the symbolic and ritual townscape that 

emerges from the archaic Portus and Forum Boarium as commercial space that is dependent 

upon, its infrastructure of altars, temples, statues and cult places. Joseph Rykwert’s The Idea 

of a Town6 promotes a reading of the densely layered urban ritual and mythic foundations for 

these cities that had only recently emerged from tribal village communities.  

The third approach is derived from Diane Favro whose method of urban commentary I adopt 

from her ‘Urban Image of Augustan Rome’.7 This appears in Appendix A, page 40. 

                                                           
1 Gros, P. & Torrelli, M. 1988; p.99 

2 The British School at Rome. 2013.  

3 Torelli, M. & Sgubini A.M.M., ed. 2009, p.171. 

4 Gabba, E. 2000 p.235 discusses Giorgio Pasquali’s now famous ‘Grande Roma dei Tarquini’ article of 16 August 1936 published in Nuova 

Antologia. 

5 Sennett, R. 1994 p.33 “showing, exposing and revealing put its stamp on the stones of Athens”.  

6 Rykwert, J. 1976 see Literature Review (1) below 

7 Favro, D. 1996  
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The mural decoration of the Tomba della Nave, Tarquinia c. 475BCE.  

Key to the illustrations; 

 

 

Fig. 1, p.6 Tomba della Nave, Museo Archeologico, Tarquinia. Left wall.                                                                                                                      

Source: Soprintendenza per I Beni Archeologici dell’Etruria Meridionale 

 

Fig. 2, p.7. Tomba della Nave, Museo Archeologico, Tarquinia. Central wall; the symposium/banquet.                                                                  

Source: Soprintendenza per I Beni Archeologici dell’Etruria Meridionale 

 

Fig. 3, p.8 Tomba della Nave, Museo Archeologico, Tarquinia. Right wall; the procession of dancers and musicians.                                         

Source: Soprintendenza per I Beni Archeologici dell’Etruria Meridionale 
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Chapter 1. URBAN NARRATIVE (I)  

 

The Tomba della Nave as a resource for archaic urban culture 

The tomb was excavated from the Etruscan cemetery at Monterozzi; the “largest art gallery in the pre-

Roman world”8. The ritual identity of these murals remains elusive and there are no literary sources. 

However they can be read as an Etruscan sacred narrative. The codes that dictated the iconography 

of the Tomba della Nave were respected by Romans as the “Etruscan Ritual”9 well into the 1st century 

BCE, despite the discredited kingship of Tarquinius Superbus. 

The “sub archaic”10decoration of the Tomba della Nave dated about 475BCE offers us an approximate 

visual textual illumination of archaic urban culture generating ontological data from the wall paintings 

to help to reconstruct the urban votive ideology and urban monumental morphology of the fifth 

century Roman Tiber quayside. 

The Architecture of the Tomba della Nave 

 
Fig. 4. The Tomba della Nave, Museo Nazionale Etrusco, Tarquinia. General view of vault, left wall, end wall and right wall. Source: 

http://www.cineca.it/sites/default/files/2_la_tomba_della_nave_di_Tarquinia_che_verra_riallestita_con_gli_affreschi_originali_a_palazzo

_Pepoli.jpg 

This cellar like tomb (Tomb no. 94, fig.4) was discovered in Monterozzi in Tarquinia, Lazio in 1927 

and was removed from its site in 1958 and is now preserved on the second floor of the Museo 

Archeologico Nazionale at Tarquinia. 

                                                           
8 Steingraber, S. 2006 p.94 
9 Rykwert, J. 1976 p 29-30 
10 Steingraber, S. 2006 p.129 

http://www.cineca.it/sites/default/files/2_la_tomba_della_nave_di_Tarquinia_che_verra_riallestita_con_gli_affreschi_originali_a_palazzo_Pepoli.jpg
http://www.cineca.it/sites/default/files/2_la_tomba_della_nave_di_Tarquinia_che_verra_riallestita_con_gli_affreschi_originali_a_palazzo_Pepoli.jpg
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The hypogeum measures length 4.22, width 3.54, height 2.21 and can be placed amongst a large 

number of aristocratic Etruscan tombs prepared to accommodate one or two funerary benches.  

The murals recreate the sociology of religious practice and can “demonstrate a dialectical relationship 

between funerary space and ritual action”.11 These painted walls generated narratives that demanded 

the imaginary attention of the deceased owner and his community. 

The mural paintings 

The vault: heraldry and cosmology 

The tomb iconography itself is repeated in other contemporary tombs from Monterozzi. These simple 

tomb vaults usually display a tent like awning, assembled from a patchwork of dyed squares sewn 

together like a chequered sail which may have played a ritual part of the city temple architectural 

space. The tomb is also relevant to the emerging dynastic aspirations of the clans of Tarquinian Rome. 

The central roof beam has lost its decoration but the closely contemporary Tomb of the Leopards had 

a vault that is given a series of circles that connote cosmological order and planetary hierarchy.12 The 

tomb retains a better preserved banquet on the end wall and a festival procession on the right wall 

very similar to the Tomba della Nave. 

The left wall: the ship  

 
Fig. 5. Tarquinia; Tomba della Nave, detail of the graphic reconstruction of the left wall showing the left section of the ship and coastal scene 
(adapted from Colonna 2005). Source; http://mefra.revues.org/docannexe/image/807/img-2-small580.jpg 

Etruscans were ‘Tyrrhenoi’ who operated a central Mediterranean empire the extent of which has 

been much debated. Their familiarity with the Portus Tiberinus and penetration into Tarquinian regal  

culture is given as a priori for this research. They are an international sea faring people responding to 

the patronage of their Etruscan speaking kings throughout the 6th century BCE.  

The form of the ship (fig.7) has a generic similarity13 to a vessel represented on Greek originated 

ceramic cups such as a kylix from Vulci in the British Museum (fig.6) dated circa 500BCE: 

                                                           
11 Riva, C. 2010 p.121 
12 Roncalli, F. 2000; p.353 The Bartoccini Tomb also displays orb like decoration on the roof beam which alludes to a blue sky in the 

background. A mariner’s tomb would certainly expect to have a vault with a depiction of the heavens, however stylized. 
13 Holmes, G.C.V. 1906/2010 p.39 illustrates this exact vessel from the BM without the source 

http://mefra.revues.org/docannexe/image/807/img-2-small580.jpg
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Fig. 6. Black Figured kylix showing a merchant vessel being chased and attacked by pirates. Greek. Athens c.520-500 BCE. British Museum. 

Blacas Collection GR 1867.5-8.963.  Photo: David Chandler 

 
Fig. 7 Etruscan merchant ship from the Tomba della Nave (detail). Circa 475BCE Tarquinia Museo Archeologico Nazionale                     

Source; Steingraber, S. 2006 p.154 

The type of vessel has been cautiously identified with some excavated remains in Pisa and Antibes14. 

The ship can be securely identified as a common form of mobile bulk carrier of the archaic Greek 

                                                           
14 Pettena, G. 2010 p.87; “The wrecks that still seem to be attributable to Etruria are only those from Cap 
d’Antibes (560-50 a.C.) and from Grand Ribaud F (515-470 a.C.), in Provence”. 
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world, and would certainly be navigated upstream to supply the Forum Boarium15. It uses the 

technologies of wood, iron, bronze and ropes for offloading and sailing. It is equipped with sails made 

from an assembled patchwork of loom scale textile sections and used wooden dismountable oars, rails 

and other superstructure and deck based technologies It could carry amphorae destined to be stored 

as the contents of a ‘fonduk’ including horses (Fig..5) and their mangers16.  

 

Fig. 8 Kantharos vase (detail) from Veii 7th cent. BCE showing a cross section of an archaic ship. Graphic: Daniela Rossi.                          

Source; Larcan, L; 2014, p.9 

 

This Etruscan ship building reputation was still fully functioning in their territories when Scipio urgently 

needed to assemble a fleet to attack Hannibal in 205BCE17 

The main vessel in the painting is surrounded by smaller craft that can easily be placed into the context 
of the River Tiber in the early fifth century, especially functioning as ferries across the shallow water 
zones from the Etruscan west bank of the river. Many of these boats were used as hunting and fishing 
platforms, vividly brought to life in the Tomb of the Hunting and Fishing c.525BCE at Tarquinia. A small 
bronze Sardinian navicella nuragica found in the Forum Boarium18 carries oxen.  
 
The landscape painting composition (fig.9 (a)) has recently been evaluated against certain standards 

of archaic mathematical measurement19. However the iconography is central to our reading of this 

astonishingly early evocation and poetic rendering of coastal geology. This is suggestive of the trench 

roads or ‘vie cave’ cut through the tufa creating secure valley routes used by Etruscan and Faliscan 

groups. The hills of Rome were certainly subjected to Etruscan excavation skills during the 7th- 6th 

centuries BCE (fig.9 (b)). 

                                                           
15 Coarelli, F. 1988; p.122-3 provides textual evidence for this aspect of Tiber navigation 
 
16 Larcan, L. 2014 p.9 
 
17 Camporeale, G. 2009  p.19; cites Livy; “Tarquinian linen to be used in the sails, Volterran, ships’ structures, 
Perugia, Chiusi e Roselle: tree trunks for ship construction.” 
 

18 Colonna, F. 1981 p.171 provides an illustration of a small bronze vessel from the Sant’Omobono site now in the Hermitage collections 

19 Petrarulo, G. 2012  p.115ff 

mailto:gaabforever@gmail.com
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Fig. 9(a) Detail of the landscape of the Tomba della Nave, detail of Fig. 1. Fig. 9(b) Comparison with a surviving tract of a ‘via cava’ (?) from 

the Via Monte Tarpeio, on the south east face of the Mons Capitolinus. Rome. Photo: David Chandler 

 

The left wall: the “kylikeion” 

 
Fig. 10.  The Tomba della Nave, left wall (detail).Source; Steingraber, S. 2006  p.154, identified as “servant, kylikeion (or vase emporium) and 

a lyre player”. 
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The three figures are dressed for formal ceremonial duties that would be best carried out in a 

commercial interior space, possibly a fonduk (see p. 21, n. 41 below) or emporium. There is a 

possibility that the facial features, gender, age and social rank of the participants would have led to a 

type of “recognition” that comes from the techniques used to create realism. Every possible attempt 

has been made by the painter to create a comprehensive mise-en-scene for a prosperous merchant 

class at work with the occupant at the centre of the rites; 

"You have to imagine him commissioning a local potter for a vase that would express his entire 

professional career, a vase which celebrated his memory during the rite of the final 

symposium, where diners passed from hand to hand the vessel from which to drink wine mixed 

with water".20 

The scale and quality of the ceramic vases define the emerging metropolitan context of the horrea 

and tabernae on the Forum Boarium. Greek pottery was extensively established as status product in 

6th century Latium. These people are surely the idealized new aristocrats of an emergent Romano-

Etruscan empire; athletic, Greek by aspiration, as seen in their dress, (fig.10) and masters of their 

maritime empires, confident of a continuing Roman voice in their political life.21 This part of the tomb 

is central to the understanding of the functions of Etruscan engagement with the Portus Tiberinus 

where goods, capital and trade could transform the products of the material world. The narrative of 

the painting implies that cargoes are being unloaded reading from left to right and tracks their 

conversion into status and portable capital profit for their owners. The trade of the sea is exchanged 

for the rituals of consumption and feasting to music and song. The iconography and composition of 

the left wall of the Tomba della Nave was still in use 500 years later at Portus near Ostia but now with 

a faro employed as a central scene divider; the Etruscan emporium has evolved into a type of 

“trattoria” (fig.11). 

 

Fig. 11 Marble relief from tomb 90 in the Isola Sacra necropolis in Portus. Source; http://www.ostia-antica.org/Portus/reliefs.htm 

One of the heroes of Etruscan history from around 650BCE is the merchant Demartus22, famed for his 

astonishing wealth as a Corinthian defector and founder of an early Tarquinian regal dynasty. The 

Tomba della Nave is a heroon; evoking the hero23 from Corinth or of an Aeneas, the hero of Troy. This 

ship demonstrates powers of resurrection.  

                                                           
20 Larcan, L. 2014 p.9 cites Mark Arizza, who led the excavation of this Kantharos vase from Veii.  
21 Pallottino, M. 1990; p.6 considers the regal structure of early Republican Rome and Etruscan influenced cultural continuity under   Publius 

Valerius, many of whose consuls had Etruscan names 
22 Sannihale,M. 2013 p. 107  

23 Camporeale, G.2009, p.14, narrates the legend; “Around 657BCE Demartus, a rich Corinthian merchant, left his homeland as a result of 

political pressures (the Bacchiad dynasty to which he was affiliated lost power) and set himself up in Tarquinia, a  maritime centre that he 
knew wall as a result of his trading, where he married a local woman with whom he had two sons. One of these– Lucumone – would become 
Lucius Tarquinius Priscus, the future king of Rome”.  
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The city as a place of trade seems to be an extension of the thalassocracy that the Etruscans developed 

under the Tarquinian kings. An Etruscan led commercial peace24 is the key to the transformation of 

the militaristic Latin city that had existed for a long while under virtual siege.25 

The end wall; the symposium  

More than 50 tombs in the necropoleis of Cerveteri/Tarquinia use the banquet as a subject. With its 

generic rules for reproduction in the media of clay, stone, ivory, bronze and paint this makes it a trope 

of Etruscan research.  We should consider the proliferation of this representation as a key to the social 

rituals in Etruscan and Latin culture but they are only partially understood in the urban context. A few 

tentative attributions have been suggested for certain room spaces that do not fit conventional 

archaeology and these have been called “dining rooms” by Steingraber and others.26 The Forum 

Boarium was a permanent location for public feasting with its livestock, granaries and salt. 

The right wall; an amburbium? 

Described as almost completely lost,27 this fragment of musicians and dancers has many generic links 

with other contemporary tomb depictions in the Monterozzi and Cerveteri cemeteries. The Tomba del 

Triclinio at Tarquinia offers us a well preserved equivalent of our lost fresco. Contemporary vases also 

reconstruct these enigmatic processional celebrations in their Hellenic contexts (fig.12). There is a 

“strong correlation between banqueting and music”28 and the ritual significance of these acts needs 

to be set in an urban context for this research. The owner of the tomb is being offered the vision of a 

permanent celebration that has repetitive ritual relevance, likely to have derived from ceremonies 

that took place at the time of the funeral. 

                                                           
24 Noted by Torelli, see note 124 below 

25 Livius, T. 2002 ed. p.77-78 refers to archaic urban engineering, “the building of the stone wall….for the protection of those parts of Rome 
which were as yet unfortified… the low lying areas….and the valleys between the hills where flood water usually collected”. 

26 Steingräber, S. 2001 fig.19, p.16 
 
27 Maneschi, L and Eutizi, E.1990 p. 51  
  
28 Tobin, F. 2013; p.850 
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Fig. 12. Amphora representing a continuous procession of dancers and musicians who circle  the vase(detail); Photo BM. Etruscan, made in 

Vulci, about 510-500 BC, attributed to the Micali Painter, from Vulci, Italy Height 45.7 cm. GR 1865, 0103.25 (Vase B64) 

 It is very likely that the Roman amburbium, the ceremonial procession around the Servian city walls 

of Rome held annually on of 2nd February 29 can also be reflected in the little symbolic procession inside 

the right wall of the Tomba della Nave. This little tomb-temple permanently celebrates and enacts its 

own specific calendar feast day just as the deities of the temples clustered around the Portus Tiberinus 

generated public festivals well into the Imperial era. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
29 Rykwert, J.; 1976 p.126 
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Chapter 2. URBAN MONUMENT 

 

The urbanisation of the archaic Forum Boarium in Rome: morphology and 

infrastructure 

As the ship from the Tomba della Nave rounds the bend in the Tiber it is also observed by the triad of 

gods resident in a the Temple of Jupiter Optimus Maximus that dominates the Mons Capitolinus of 

archaic Rome. This structure is aligned above a steep cliff at an angle for a visitor’s line of sight from 

the river creating a rival to the Athenian acropolis (fig. 13). 

 

Fig. 13 The Archaic Temple of Jupiter Optimus Maximus seen from below approaching from the Portus Tiberinus. Reconstruction. Capitoline 

Museum, Rome                      Photo: David Chandler 

The ship from our tomb would have approached a shore line at this time flanked by a series of buildings 

fairly recognisable from most Iron Age Mediterranean ports. A CE2nd century image of the port of 

Carthage from an oil lamp in the British Museum (fig.14) is a good starting point for the pattern of the 

“Greek” city morphology of the entrance to the archaic Forum Boarium on the eastern bank of the 

Tiber around 450BCE.30  

 

Fig. 14 Terra cotta lamp: a fishing scene set in the harbour of Carthage, Tunisia (detail) c. CE200  British Museum; Townley Collection Q 1715. 

Photo: David Chandler 

                                                           
30  Two gates are visible to the right of the relief and a number of important buildings make their presence known from the water facing 

orientation of pedimented facades, proportions, building heights and masonry techniques. The morphology, however generic, of an 

archaic port is very well represented in this relief.  
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THE URBANISM of the ARCHAIC FORUM BOARIUM: KEY  

Figure numbers in brackets [ ] in the text 

1. Temple of Jupiter Optimus Maximus 

2. Altar of Juno Sospita 

3. Temple of Fortuna 

4. Temple of Mater Matuta (burnt circa 506BCE) 

5. Temple of Portunus 

6. Altar of Janus 

7. Ara Maxima Herculis 

8. Salinae 

9. Temple of Ceres Libero Libera 

10. Acca Larentia altar 

11. Lupercal 

12. Scala Caci 

13. Monumental bull 

14. Statue of Hercules (Vulca) 

15. Tarpeian Rock 

16. Porta Carmentalis 

17. Porta Flumentana 

18. Porta Trigemina 

19. Temple of Diana 

20. Pons Sublicius 

21. Vicus Iugarius 

22. Vicus Tuscus 

23. Via Nova 

24. Cloaca Maxima 

25. Via Campana 

26. Circus Maximus



  

 

Fig. 15 The archaic Portus Tiberinus and Forum Boarium; plan c.475BCE.                                                                                                           

Adapted from Cristofani, M. 1990; p.30. Lorenzo Quilici / David Chandler 2014        
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The space of the Forum Boarium covers about 8000 square metres and was destined to provision the 

expanding city. A subject of speculative narrative and graphic reconstructions since the 14th century 

(fig.16) the Portus Tiberinus retains its mostly legendary status despite the efforts of Lorenzo Quilici 

and others.31 Of all the foundations of archaic Rome the river port of the Tarquinian kings is the most 

difficult to trace. The lost quayside is probably the most important location for any discussion of the 

littoral morphology and identity of the archaic city and has given rise to some highly divergent plan 

renderings of the port footprint. Its decline and disappearance is a direct result of the 2nd century BC 

establishment of a new port of Rome, the Porticus Aemilia, south of the Aventine after the Punic 

wars32 in 193BCE.   

 

Fig. 16 Alessandro Donati, 1639; “portae urbis romuli”; detail of the gates and walls of a mythical archaic Rome. South at the top.     

Source; Research Library, The Getty Research Institute.  https://library.org/details/romavetusacrecen00dona 

 

                                                           
31 See Conclusion note 105 below 
32 The Porticus Aemilia with its Emporium and warehouses offered efficient links to the first Roman colony of Ostia whose origins have 

been traced back to the 4th century and to the Trajanic Port. 
http://www2.rgzm.de/Navis2/Home/HarbourFullTextOutput.cfm?HarbourNR=Roma 

https://archive.org/search.php?query=creator%3A%22Donati%2C+Alessandro%2C+1584-1640%22
https://archive.org/details/getty
https://archive.org/details/romavetusacrecen00dona
http://www2.rgzm.de/Navis2/Home/HarbourFullTextOutput.cfm?HarbourNR=Roma
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The comprehensive loss of water walls, quaysides and city wall foundations impedes this type of 

research. A tract of “Etruscan” polygonal quayside at Orbetello conveys some of the scale of the lost 

Tiber quayside (fig.17). 

 

Fig. 17. Orbetello quayside. Source; http://www.canino.info/inserti/monografie/etruschi/etruschi_toscana/orbetello/orbetello9xj.jpg 

 

Lost too is the original pomerium that would have crossed the Forum Boarium from the Aventine to 

the west of the Capitoline Hill. The problem of the missing walls and position of their gates are a source 

of perennial debate33. This is important because of the suburban status of the Portus and its related 

forum and the impact on research into the routes of triumphal processions and their altar stations. 

The Servian sixth century tracts of this structure elsewhere around Rome are now mostly incorporated 

into the massive repairs made after the 4th century Gallic sack of the city. Indicative archaic sections 

of the cappellaccio stone wall were excavated in Via Salandra in 1911. 

More certain is that the area of the Portus Tiberinus generated two arterial roads; the vicus Iugarius 

[21] and vicus Tuscus [22]. The identity of these roads would have been known by the gates, temples 

and monuments which seem to have functioned as signage for their cult functions.   

The vicus Iugarius leads away from the Tiber through the Porta Carmentalis [16], associated with an 

ancient festival cults of the Roman Triumph and the Ludi Romani 34 and the singing of ritual anthems. 

Music is thus integrated into the urban identity of archaic Rome as happily as it appears in the 

fragments of festive procession on the wall of the Tomba della Nave. The vicus Iugarius leads into the 

western edge of the Velabrum using the raised ground at the foot of the Capitoline and from there it 

leads into the archaic Forum Magnum in the direction of the ancient Regia and via Sacra. This route 

has been persuasively argued as having the occasional function of a processional route heralded by a 

porta triumphalis inserted between the twin temples of Fortuna and Mater Matuta [3 and 4].35  

The second artery is the Vicus Tuscus which led from the south of the Forum and along the foot of the 

Cermalus Hill and entered the port walls at the Temple of Portunus [5]. The Porta Trigemina [18] is 

sufficient to serve the vicus Tuscus. In ancient sources it is also called the vicus Thurarius, the “incense 

road”, which accords well with its role as a route for high value herbs and spices, destined for the 

Palatine and temple ritual use. The statue of Voltumnus was near this route inside the Roman Forum 

                                                           
33 See Literature Reviews (2) and (3) for plans by Torelli and Coarelli, figs 47, 48, 49 below. 
34 Coarelli, F. 1988 p.429 “ un ritual etrusco di piu o meno diretta derivazione orientale, importato a Roma dai Tarquini”  
35 Gros, P. & Torrelli, 1988 p.98  

http://www.canino.info/inserti/monografie/etruschi/etruschi_toscana/orbetello/orbetello9xj.jpg
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and has been linked to “Tinia” (the Etruscan Zeus) as their supreme deity36.The road was connected 

to a cult of sacred prostitution37 probably located near the Lupercal [11] and the Scala Caci [12]. 

The third gate, a Porta Trigemina [18] permits an exit through the Servian walls via a triple arched 

structure, probably adjacent to the Ara Maxima Herculis. This usefully offered 3 divergent routes; (i) 

to the vicus Tuscus in the north, (ii) a central arch leading to the valley of the games and (iii) an arch 

with a route to the south accessing the Aventine, Salinae [8] and grain stores. 

This urban reconstruction includes the possibility of another entry point into the archaic Forum 

Boarium along the river bank at the Capitoline northern extremity of the forum, the Forum Holitorium. 

Here a “Porta Flumentana” [17] was a key point of entry and has been located by some commentators 

as close to the immediate area of the temple of Portunus.38 The Porta Flumentana was likely to be 

near to an early altar of Juno Sospita, now San Nicola in Carcere [2]. The scale of such an archaic gate 

may be discerned from early quayside arches that survive at Civitavecchia (fig.18), a port of Etruscan 

origin. 

  
Fig. 18 Archaic port gate at Civitavecchia. Photo: David Chandler 

At the southern end of the Forum Boarium a gate would only be required when the Porticus Aemilia 

superseded the archaic Portus Tiberinus. This gate is indicated on the Du Perac map of the Forum 

Boarium 1577 (fig.19) and leads to the Porta Lavernalis south of the Aventine.  

There is much new convincing archaeology of archaic tabernae and horrea on the 5th century BCE 

Roman Forum and also from extensive evidence across Lazio since the literature on the urbanism of 

Etruscan cities has expanded.39 The morphology of these mostly timber built structures, possibly built 

on stilts40, can only be conjectured. There is also no evidence in the archaeology of any archaic 

Etruscan fonduk41, a place where ships were authorised to offload cargoes and offer accommodation. 

These places invoked diplomatic security and provided shipping offices. The Pyrgi temple gold laminae 

suggest that the Etruscans had substantial reciprocal fonduk facilities at Carthage42, their long term 

ally.  

                                                           
36Coarelli (1988) p.424  “una statua del dio al margine del Velabro….. collegato con l’arrivo degli Etruschi in Roma”  

37 Gros, P. & Torrelli, 1988 p.98 Vicus tuscus linked ara maxima herculis to the tomb of acca larentia and the sacred ritual of prostitution 

and the sanctuary of volupia (later Venus) instituted by Servius Tullius 578-534. 
38 Coarelli (1988) p.424  p.51 
39 Torelli, M. & Sgubini A.M.M., ed. 2009  In particular the recent exhibition catalogue; Etruschi: Le Antiche Metropoli Del Lazio.  Electa 

Milan 2009. 
40 as at the Etruscan port of Spina 
41 Aymerich, J.G.  2013 p.336  
42 Aymerich, J.G. 2013 p.339 
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By 1577 the area is already a popular topos for visiting Northern European ‘vedutisti’.  It has taken on 

the form of a park containing irregular walled insulae, small gardens and vineyards with picturesque 

ancient monuments, churches and arches each perpetuating its semi-mythical nickname (fig. 19).The 

Circus Maximus is reduced to an orchard cut by a stream.  

 
Fig. 19 The Forum Boarium as disabitatio; the area between the Circus Maximus, the “Schola greca” (S.M. in Cosmedin) and the Temple of 

Portunus, the Velabro, the Arch of Janus (“T. Iani”) the Temple of Portunus and the Tiber in the map by E. Du Pérac, 1577                     

Source; http://intarch.ac.uk/journal/issue31/1/images/Fig.ure4.html  

 

There has been further scholarly debate on the historical feasibility of an archaic port, because the 

archaeology has produced little evidence of a Tarquinian era harbour and boats cannot use sail against 

a river current.43 The archaic Latins deployed a tow path system44 for cargo vessels up to the early 

Christian era. This was augmented by the power or the use of oars. The existence of the 30 metre 

trophy, the Navalia; the legendary “boat of Aeneas” seen in the Campo Marzio by Procopius45 in the 

CE sixth century is evidence of the frequent presence of large boats in the waters of Rome at this point 

in the river.46 The later Augustan transformation of the Tiber Island into a naval simulacrum is entirely 

consistent with the commercial and martial maritime traditions of this sector that continued through 

to the early Christian era. 

The Cloaca Maxima 

The political identity of Rome emerges in the 8th century BCE from abandoned twins saved from the 

marshes of the Tiber banks or its tributary marshlands47. An archaic city that owed its sense of destiny 

to the coincidence of two supernatural forces; the feral instincts of a she wolf and the unpredictable 

seasonal flood patterns of the river. These elements contained, in themselves, the powers of augury 

                                                           
43 Coarelli, F. 1988 p.113 
44 Coarelli, F. 1988 121; “Ne si puo escludere che si tratti gia di un uso di eta arcaica” 
45 Coarelli, F. 1988 p.125. Procopius who says he saw it himself. Rome possessed as a trophy/relic of the so-called “Boat of Aeneas”; 
located as the area of the “NAVALIA” of the Campo Marzio. The description allows it to be identified with an archaic “pentecontoros” up 
to 125 foot long with one row of oars. 
46 Coarelli, F. 1988 p.122 “navi onerarie di grandi dimensioni” 
47 Hopkins, J. N.N.2007. pp.1-15 

http://intarch.ac.uk/journal/issue31/1/images/figure4.html
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and became part of the constitution of archaic Rome, usually linked with the cult focus of a god and 

altar. Tarquinian government codified and extended the power of these divine city statutes while 

building on a colossal scale48.  

Etruscan hydraulic engineering and technology has come more sharply into focus with research into 

the drainage canals (Fig.20) and freshwater castellum aquae at Marzabotto49 and new discoveries at 

Orvieto where the excavation of rock cut channels or cuniculi “with orthogonal ramifications” have 

been traced50. Probably the most important Etruscan legacy to the urbanism of Rome was hydraulic 

engineering. 

 

Fig. 20 Drainage canal at Marzabotto. Source; ‘Etruscan News’ Volume 11 Winter 2009 p.4                                                                                                                                                                                      

The lowest point of the Tiber basin stood at just under six metres above sea level. With streams and 

runoff from the hills crossing it. The Tiber flooded annually to almost nine metres above sea level51. 

The ancient accounts of the construction of the Cloaca Maxima under Tarquinius Superbus are 

numerous, including the cruelty towards the workforce52. The marshy Forum Romanum created the 

need to fill the space with earth to lift the level of the topsoil as phase one of the plan. The next stage 

was to build a canal to take the waters of the Forum and the Velabro to the Tiber at a suitable gradient 

and at an efficient height above the Tiber stream. The sixth century archaic Cloaca walls have “not yet 

been found”,53 nevertheless the surviving mid Republican sections convey an appropriate scale; figs. 

21(a) and 21(b). The vaulting of the canal cannot be assumed to be completed by 450BCE. The 

monumental construction has a status that rivals several better known eastern Mediterranean 

hydraulic schemes such as those at Nineveh54. The mouth of the Cloaca Maxima provides the other 

tangible evidence for the archaic water systems that surrounded the Portus Tiberinus. It has been 

suggested that its earliest tracts on the Via Sacra generated the “first proper urbanism” on the Forum 

Romanum55. Its narrative exerted a fascination for Piranesi, and provides a tantalising sense of the 

colossal engineering and urban scale of the ancient port with its now lost quayside, steps, wharves 

and warehouses, which would have provided a template for the planning of the later Porticus Aemilia 

to the south of the Aventine. 

 

                                                           
48 Hopkins, John NN.2007 p.8. 20.000 cubic metres of soil has been calculated for the infill of the Forum Romanum under Tarquinius 
Priscus 
49 Govi, E.;2013 p. 294  
50 BIZZARRI, C. 2013 p.712 
51 Hopkins, John NN. 2007 p.6.  

52 Hopkins, John N.N.2007 p.11; including crucifixion to discourage strikes, according to Pliny. 
53 Fulminante, F. 2014 p.100 
54 Hopkins, J.N.N. 2007 p.6. 
55 Fulminante, F. 2014 p.100 
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THE ARCHAIC CLOACA MAXIMA; contemporary views 

 

  

Fig. 21(a) Cloaca Maxima. Rome; archaic tract circa 520BCE with later vaulting.  Source; Hopkins, John NN. (2007) Fig. 6, page 9.              

Fig. 21(b) Cloaca Maxima. Rome; archaic tract. Source; http://www.romanoimpero.com/2010/05/cloaca-maxima.html 

 

 

 

 

Fig. 22 Rome; outlet of the archaic Cloaca Maxima (April 2014)             Photo: David Chandler 

http://www.romanoimpero.com/2010/05/cloaca-maxima.html
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The social uses of water can be gathered from paintings on numerous vases, some of Athenian origin 

often shown originating from lion headed spouts (fig.23). These enact and evoke the Labours of 

Hercules in an urban context, so that even certain water supplies passed through “sacred” conduits. 

A well56 provided the water (fig.28, located at e) for the rituals at Mater Matuta and Fortuna in the 

Forum Boarium. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig. 23 British Museum. Black- Figured hydria c.510BCE with a scene of women at a fountain house.                                                                                                                                                     

From Vulci. BM Cat. Vases B 334                                               Photo; David Chandler 

 

 

Pons Sublicius 
 
The Tiber in 500 BCE was a river that was defensive because the territories to the west of the port 
were not Roman neither were they pacified; watched by Etruscans and their allies, the Roman 
incentive to construct an easy access to the wealth of the emerging metropolis seems to have been 
understandably restrained. However the bridge played a very important role in the very earliest of 
suburban votive rituals,57 that of the straw manikins called scirpei belonging to the Argei that were 
thrown off the bridge as part of a procession around their 27 sanctuaries on the 14 May. The Latin 
“wooden” 58structure was rebuilt as dismountable as a result of a famous, 6th century BCE (significantly 
neo-Herculean) defence by Cocles and his 2 deputies (fig.24), commemorated on a later medal. The 
three arched form of the Pons Sublicius might be guessed at directly from my reconstruction (fig.25) 
from the bridge shown in the “COCLES” coin issued by Antoninus Pius from the 2nd century CE. After 
its destruction in the 1st century BCE it was never rebuilt. Its location is also a subject of conflicting 
proposals but is usually placed south of the Tiber Island and might simply have been given its optimum 
position leading into the Murcia valley where billeted gladiators and athletes at the Ara Maxima 
Herculis would provide active defence from a short distance away. The Circus and the Bridge therefore 
seem to have an urban synergy that is both axial and logical. 
 

                                                           
56 Coarelli, F. 1988 p.209 

57 Rykwert, J. 1976 p.98 and n.18 p.218   

58 Filetici, M.G. 2011 (ed.); P.42; “sublica” is an archaic italic word for wood 
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Fig.24 and fig.25. The Pons Sublicius reconstructed from a medal of Antoninus Pius as a collage reconstruction of its structure clearly 
indicating a raised central section to allow for ships’ masts, five sets of 3 or 4 vertical timber piles and parallel handrails of crossed timbers. 
The platform was probably only suitable for a limited range of livestock, such as goats and sheep. A half span of the arch might also be 
dismantled at A as represented on the medal.                                                                                           Graphic; David Chandler 
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Chapter 3. URBAN VOTIVE  

 

The Mythological Image of the archaic Tiber embankment 

 

Fig. 26. Pompeii; triclinium “R” from the House of Marius Fabius Secondus; Naples Archaeological Museum.                                                         

Source: http://www.pompeiiinpictures.com/pompeiiinpictures/R5/5%2004%2013%20p2.htm 

 

A fresco from the first century BCE removed from a triclinium from the villa of Marius Fabius Secundus 

in Pompeii (Fig.26) is central to the understanding of the symbolic morphology of the archaic Forum 

Boarium. The lower quarter of the painting shows a tableau of relationships of mythical dramatis 

personae played out on a stage like structure that is to be read as the grassy embankment of the 

Velabro or Tiber59.  The scene shows activities relating to the Lupercalia; Mercury and the nymph Lara, 

protector of the Romulean Pomerium60 being guided by toward the twins Romulus and Remus, who 

are being suckled by the she wolf on the shore of the Tiber where they were abandoned. The addition 

of the two deities; Velabrum, reclining at left and Rumina with her hands outstretched at right are 

both witnesses and chorus Figures for these events. These gods literally inhabited the sacred ground 

of the city “templum”.61 Acca Larentia, the mother of the twins also shown in the painting, is 

connected through her cult to the Ara Massima of Hercules62 a foundation linked to the patronage of 

King Servius Tullius.63 The Lupercal is also linked with the topography in this landscape. It emerges 

from this frescoed repetition of a lost metropolitan archetype64 that archaic Rome was by 500BCE 

developing a sacred nervous system based on its network of cult places. By 500BCE Rome had already 

developed a reputation for festivals and places once inhabited by immortals. Temple building literally 

planted these gods as altars and architecture, exactly on the sites they were agreed by tradition and 

augury, to have once stood. 

All Roman archaic port altars carried a very wide range of imagery. The Forum Boarium would have 

been comprehensively signposted and monumentalised using painted totemic, trophy and cult 

                                                           
59 Carandini, A  & Cappelli, R. 2000;  p.171 “Un fiume probabilmente il Velabro…considerate niente altro che un braccio del Tevere”. 
60 Carandini, A  & Cappelli, R. 2000;  p.172. Goddess of silence 
61 Rykwert, J. 1976; p.46 
62 Carandini, A  & Cappelli, R. 2000;  p.173 
63 Gros, P. & Torrelli, M. 1988; p.97 

64 Carandini, A  & Cappelli, R. 2000 p.175; “un modello urbano, di carattere pubblico”. 

http://www.pompeiiinpictures.com/pompeiiinpictures/R5/5%2004%2013%20p2.htm
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figurative sculpture in terracotta and wood. Many of these sculptures would certainly have been set 

up at roof level in order to enact their importance in ritual hierarchy, area identity and historical 

record. The ‘Torlonia Relief’ (fig.27) demonstrates the importance given to the identification of the 

port totems and deities six centuries later and makes a compelling contribution to the reconstruction 

of the urban morphology of the area of the Roman Portus Tiberinus65.  

 
Fig. 27 Portus. Torlonia Relief of the port of Rome.              Source: http://www.ostia-antica.org/Portus/reliefs.htm 

The ancient cattle market inevitably attracted cults and shrines of a “carattere emporico”66 that were 

closely relevant to the cultural needs of polytheistic and cosmopolitan trading groups such as the 

Phoenicians, Greeks, Cypriots and Etruscans.67 The interchangeable nature of these cult identities is 

impressive evidence of the inclusivity and flexibility of Roman ritual life and remained so until the 

CE4th century. 

 

Archaic Cults; temples and their monuments in the archaic Forum Boarium  

Portunus; the protector of ports 

For Coarelli the Forum Boarium has an outstanding role in what he terms a “tradizione mitistorica”68  

in the urbanisation of Rome. The fossilized an echo of its existence is to be located in the temple of 

Portunus which is set at the angle towards the southern aspect of the port basin. The cult of Portunus 

is probably located on the site of the current temple of Fortuna Virilis that is reasonably dated to the 

second half of the 2nd century BCE69 and described as “Italic plan and Greek taste”. It is also a useful 

                                                           
65 Mumford 1961 p.138;  referring to archaic Athens; “Everywhere in the city.... there were statues of the gods and heroes” 
66 Coarelli, F. 1988 p.127 
67 Coarelli, F. 1988 p.128 describes the interchangeable mythological traditions of Mediterranean visitors to the Forum Boarium 
68  Coarelli, F. (1988) p.108. I take this to imply inseparable mythical and historical traditions. 

69 Boethius, A.: 1970 (1987 ed.) p.159 

http://www.ostia-antica.org/portus/reliefs.htm
http://www.ostia-antica.org/portus/portus10.jpg
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starting point to locate the archaic fish market, the “forum piscarium”70 and is cited as existing outside 

the Republican walls and near the Porta Flumentana71.  It was also an area of a thriving flower market 

as these were traded as part of ritual offerings for pilgrims entering the city.72 The rites of the 

Portunalia were included in the archaic Roman calendar from at least the 6th century BCE and 

celebrated on August 17th. 

Inside the archaic temple was evidence of a “flamen portunalis”; an altar73.  The deity Portunus was 
also the protector of house doors74 and the cult of Portunus is often linked with the double face of 
Ianus which suggests the presence of a significant site of ritual offering because this cult protects both 

the ingress into and exit from the archaic city. It also protected those who arrive and depart and 

evolves our understanding of the left hand wall of the Tomba della Nave.  Portunus also takes its name 
from the masculine “Portus”, a house, rather than a gate (porta) and is seen as the god/patron of 
ports. The rite entailed throwing keys into an altar flame75 which might have had a valedictory 
function. Portunus was also associated with river crossings and a god of the fluvial access to the city, 
hence the strategic location of the aedes Portunus on the curve of the river, opposite the Via Campana 
[25] on the western bank of the Tiber. We can logically reconstruct a ferry mooring at this point on 
the ancient eastern embankment. Portunus was to remain for a long period the god of water access 
to the city as well as the emporium and emporium functions76 of archaic Rome. 77 
 

Fortuna and Mater Matuta; twinned temples on the Vicus Iugarius 

 

Fig. 28 Plan of the twinned temples of Fortuna (A) and Mater Matuta (B) from Cristofani, M. 1990 p.135, fig.3. A sacred well is at e and the 

footings of a triumphal arch at d-d.   

                                                           
70 Coarelli, F. 1988 a document from Varro, p.116  

71 Coarelli, F. 1988 p. 117 
72 Coarelli, F. 1988 p.247 
73 Coarelli, F. 1988 p. 117 
74 Rykwert (1976) p.137 
75 Coarelli, F. 1988 p.118 n. 13 
76 Coarelli, F. 1988 p. 12 
77 A well-known later representation of the political significance of Portunus is carved on the Triumphal Arch of Trajan at Benevento built 
between 114 and 117 CE and alludes to this location and other gods at the Portus Tiberinus 
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Fig. 29(a) Herakles and Athena terracotta statues from the pediment of Mater Matuta (Sant’Omobono). From Cristofani (1990); Plate IX, 5. 

1.1  

Fig. 29(b) Rome Museo Capitolino; Mater Matuta, before 509BCE.  Photo: David Chandler 

Other evidence of the footprint of the existence of an archaic Portus Tiberinus are the orientations of 

the facades of the twin temples of Mater Matuta and Fortuna, a double sanctuary, sharing their 

platform possibly with a triumphal way, now the focus of nearly a century of close excavation at 

Sant’Omobono.78 The morphology and meaning of these temples is a matter of complex debate as the 

site has been inconsistently catalogued. 

Mater Matuta from was linked to the strategic route through the Velabro to the Forum Romanum, 

the Vicus Iugarius in the 7th century BCE. Constructed in an area “provided with altars”79 on the Forum 

Boarium around 580 BCE, Mater Matuta is well known from the most ancient calendars80. 

 The votive festival of the Matralia of 11 June (fig.30) was among the most 

ancient of archaic Rome. The introduction of the parallel cult of Fortuna is 

ascribed to Servius Tullius and several shrines have been suggested, from this 

part of Rome, linked also to a wider programme of works initiated by 

Tarquinius Superbus, in particular work on the new Regia and extended 

Comitium on the Forum Romanum.81  

 

 

 

 

 

Fig.. 30 The deity Mater Matuta; votive figures 490-460 BCE. Rome Museo Archeologico di Villa Giulia                   

Photo: David Chandler  

 

                                                           
78 Cangemi I. &  Terrenato, N.; 2012; “S. Omobono is one of a few sites in Rome that presents an archaeologically accessible sequence 
spanning nearly the entire history of the city, from the archaic period to the present 
79 Coarelli, F. 1988 p.208 
80 Torelli 2000 p.377      

81 Coarelli, F. 1988 p.221 
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Another link between the archaic Portus Tiberinus and the painted textual evidence of the Tarquinian 

necropolis is found in the late 6th century Tomb of the Bulls in Tarquinia (fig.35). This shows the myth 

of Achilles and Troilos as a component of the iconography. The tomb’s occupant is “Spurianas”, a 

family name noted in one the most ancient burial finds in Sant’Omobono. The Etruscan personal name 

‘araz silqetenas spurianas’, was found carved on the back of an ivory tessera hospitalis (a token of 

guest-friendship between aristocratic families from different cities).  

We therefore have reference to the most important evidence of the presence of a Tarquinian “gens”82 

or immigrant group in Rome in the 6th century and a link with Tarquinia as a regional capital of dynastic 

status. This helps to place the owner of the Tomb of the Ship as a frequent user of the Portus Tiberinus.  

In terms of style, Mater Matuta has some persuasive links with temple A excavated at the Etruscan 

port of Pyrgi which has emerged as an essential point of reference to mirror the scale (fig.30) and 

function of the archaic Portus Tiberinus of Rome83. Research here on three sanctuaries has brought 

Etruscan culture closer to the urban morphology of the Portus Tiberinus  and generated some very 

important parallels for the understanding of the rituality and function of archaic littoral shrines and 

the active cultural exchange between Greece, Pyrgi (the port of Cerveteri) and Rome. 

 

The acropolis of Pyrgi: a paradigm for the Portus Tiberinus 

 

 
Fig. 31 Pyrgi; site of Temples A and B facing south.  April 2014                          Photo David Chandler  

Pyrgi temple A has recently been measured in pursuit of a lost architectural canon that might also 

unite Temple II at Tarquinia and the Temple of Giove Capitolino to establish closer links between the 

methods of their foundations, use of building materials and the nature of their altars84. However the 

substantial fragments of monumental terracotta sculpture are key to a reconstruction of the urban 

narrative of the original archaic Portus Tiberinus. A Herakles and Athena group from Sant’Omobono 

has been restored (fig.29 (a)) and demonstrates a formal kouros style associated with archaic Greek 

representations of the gods.85  The Sant’Omobono terracotta statuary attest to the importance of 

sacred and political iconography as part of the lexicon of the archaic Forum Boarium. A possible 

political alliance between Rome and Greece and Etruria has been suggested in the personifications of 

an Italic Hercules and Athena.86 Recently termed a “cultural triad” by Camporeale.87 

                                                           
82 Coarelli, F. 1988 p134-135, n.34 
83 Coarelli, F. 1988 p.247; temple A is described as “praticamente un gemello di quello romano”. This sanctuary port serving Cerveteri was 
sacked by the fleet of Dionysius of Syracuse in 384BCE which prevented the subsequent Republican Roman development of the site. 
84 BonghI-Jovino M. 2010; p.44  
85 Cristofani, M. 1990; Plate IX , 5. 1.1  
86 Coarelli, F. 1988 p.231 
87 Camporeale, G. 2009 P.7 ff. A “triade cuturale”. 
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Under the Tarquinian kingship Rome benefitted from the exchange of extraordinarily advanced skills 

of terracotta workshops, who deployed ambitious furnace technologies to produce over life size and 

colossal statuary, acroteria and plinth based works of monumental imagery often presented as 

tableaux. It is evident that all these temples were endowed with narrative sculpture and many were 

even cast in (gilt) bronze, later plundered under Roman conquest88.  

 

Fig. 32 Reconstructed terracotta pediment from the rear of temple A at Pyrgi representing The Seven against Thebes (detail). A spectator 

view seen from below.               Photo: David Chandler 

The Vulca workshop from the Etruscan rival city of Veii seems to have emancipated sculptors and 

elevated sculptors’ social status in the later sixth century and Rome was the greatest beneficiary of 

this imported expertise. Elaborate terracotta pediments that have been recovered from Talamone, 

Pyrgi and Tarquinia that attest to an enthusiasm for the public retelling of shared ancient 

Mediterranean mythologies, reiterated on the temple exteriors especially in the pediment narratives 

in temple A at Pyrgi, (fig. 32) dedicated to Leucotea-Ilizia, the Etruscan ‘Uni’, around 460BCE. This 

temple is very close to the chronology in our ship tomb and a useful recreation of the votive character 

of the urbanism of the Tiber forum. 

We should assume that the ship in the Tomba della Nave was employed as a means of transport for 

these terracotta artefacts, imported alongside the amphorae and painted ceramic roof ornaments 

such as those found on the contemporary archaic Roman Regia (fig.42).89
    

 

                                                           
88 Giardino, C. 2013.p.721 .Pliny recounts that in the sack of Etruscan Volsinii in 264BCE, two thousand bronze statues were taken away by 
the Roman army. 
89 Cristofani (1990); see plate III , 3.2.13. See Fig. 
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Hercules/Herakles; a Roman totem 

 

The pivotal temple on the Forum Boarium was the Ara Maxima Herculis, probably situated 

“all’ingresso centrale del circo” (the Circus Maximus).90  Remains of footing blocks were reported in 

1911 from Via della Greca between the Circus Maximus and Santa Maria in Cosmedin possibly derived 

from the archaic podium91. The Hercules altar was a pivotal shrine positioned to the east of the Forum 

Boarium where the god was worshipped in the Greek fashion with “heads uncovered”92. The temple 

was worthy of a much venerated statue made by Vulca, also mentioned by Pliny93.  

 

Fig. 33 Villa Giulia terracotta reconstructed torso of a Hercules from the sanctuary at Veii c.560-550 BCE: photo David Chandler  

 

Fig.34 Source; Coarelli p. 441 fig. 104; reconstruction of the Ara Massima of Hercules. Coarelli references the contemporary altars at 

Pergamum and Magnesia 

 

The southern sanctuary at Pyrgi also attests to the ritual presence of Hercules at the archaic port94. He 

was also very closely associated95 with the approach road to the Circus Maximus from the Tiber shore 

and his presence would certainly have been a cult focus for the gladiatorial functions that 

                                                           
90 Coarelli, F. 1988 p.84 
91 Coarelli, F. 1988 p.84 
92 Coarelli, F. 1988 p.80 
93 Coarelli, F. 1988 p.81 
94 Baglione, M.P. (2013).p.621  
95 Peruzzi made a drawing of a small circular peripteral temple near the Circus Maximus. This “rotondam Herculis” housed the aedes 

Aemiliana and was probably a 2nd century foundation 
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accompanied the chariot racing96. Hercules is a focus for the urban narratives in this zone with its 

proximity to the Scala Caci [12] at the foot of the Cermalus. The Ara Maxima Herculis was a great altar 

temple (fig.34) related in part to the Pergamum type97, and presented visitors with a cult binary myth 

as they were reminded of the colossal conflict between these two gods. Cacus was no villain in 

Etruscan culture as Coarelli demonstrates98. The Forum Boarium was both Herculean ground and an 

arena for Fortunus, appropriately close to the games. The sacred identity of imported cattle would 

similarly recall the part played by their animal ancestors stolen by Cacus and hidden in the cave at the 

foot of the Aventine. As a Herculean cult and as an animal that is linked to popular Mediterranean 

symbols of the Minotaur, the bull would retain complex ritual-votive, narrative and totemic 

significance and yet specifically Roman identity. A bronze bull (fig.36) was located as a key trophy of 

conquest announcing the identity of the Forum Boarium from the later republican era99 but was 

probably known from less durable ancient versions of this sign for a cattle market such as those 

painted in the Tomb of the Bulls (fig.35).100 Trade in small scale cast clay or bronze votive sculptures 

destined to be offered by acolytes (fig.36) and found in large quantities in the archaeology also adds 

to the hypothetical cargo of our trading vessel from the Monterozzi necropolis. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
96 Well illustrated in the Ruspi gouache copies of the Tomba delle Bighe from 1835. Museo Gregoriano Etrusco; Inv. 14899 
97 Coarelli, F. 1988, appendix I p.440-1 fig. 104 for discussions relating to a reconstruction of the colossal monument based on evidence of 

its excavation. 
98 Coarelli 1988 p.135 
99 Coarelli, F. 1988 p.111, n.7; according to Tacitus seized as spoils taken by Sulpicius Galba from Egina c. 210. Slave sales were also 

conducted at this forum, just outside the gate of the Servian walls. 
100 The link between this Tarquinian tomb and the archaic urbanism of the Roman Forum Boarium might also repay further research. 
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Fig. 35 NARRATIVE. A detail from the Tomb of the Bulls, Monterozzi Tarquinia sixth century BCE, indicating some of the decorative heraldic 

colour that might be associated with the buildings in the Forum Boarium. Source; http://www.romansociety.org/imago/searching-

saving/show/675.html 

 

Fig. 36 MONUMENT.  Rome. Capitoline Museum, fragment of colossal bronze bull from the Forum Boarium.  Photo: David Chandler 

 

P 

 

PPPPPPPP  

Fig. 37 VOTIVE. Pyrgi. Museo Archeologico di Santa Severa: archaic votive terracotta bull sculpture. Not dated.   Photo: David Chandler 

http://www.romansociety.org/imago/searching-saving/show/675.html
http://www.romansociety.org/imago/searching-saving/show/675.html
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Conclusion 

The aim of this research was to investigate the possibility of reconstructing the urban form of 

the Portus Tiberinus and its apron, the Forum Boarium in Rome as it may have appeared in 

“la stagione felice”101 of archaic Rome; the early decades of the fifth century.  

The research was prompted initially by omissions of the urban identity of archaic Rome in 

broad surveys such as those by Mumford102 and Sennett103. The fulcrum of my methodology 

was to be derived from the visual textual and narrative evidence that might be derived from 

the Tomba della Nave in Tarquinia as if the tomb could be hypothetically relocated inside the 

archaic capital.104 The “paradigm shift;” namely, Tarquinian aristocracy shaping the urban 

culture of Rome, permits this. 

Rational urbanist data for the reconstructed mapped reconstructions of the Portus 

Tiberinus105 and the adjacent urban context of the Forum Boarium seemed also to be so highly 

divergent106. The Tomba della Nave paintings might provide the “flesh and stone” for the lost 

harbour and its forum. 

However the following significant questions have been generated by this research. This has 

provoked some conclusions that were unexpected. I summarise my findings in two parts. Part 

1: the identity of “sub archaic” Etruscan painting and part 2; the Forum Boarium establishes 

votive, narrative and monumental urbanism in pre Republican Rome. 

Conclusion 1; the identity of “sub archaic” Etruscan painting  

The murals in the Tomba della Nave at Monterozzi are probably only a folk memory 

of an official original on a temple wall 96 km to the south, in Rome.107  

  

Several of these seventh to sixth century Monterozzi tomb decorations are surely 

competent, sometimes subversive, records of the lost great court decorations of the 

Tarquinian Kings in Rome. The painting of the “sub archaic period”108 in the Tarquinian 

                                                           
101 Pallottino, M., 1990 p.6 
102 Mumford, L. 1961. p.206; “The foundation stones of the Roman town were quarried mainly from two other cultures, the Etruscan and 

the Hellenic. From the Etruscans, that still enigmatic people who civilized the north of Italy, came the religious and superstitious parts of 

Roman urban development…” 

103 Sennett, R.1994 p.106 states; “In Greece, Hippodamus designed chequerboard cities, as on the mainland did the Etruscans”. This is not 

given a footnote so I am unable trace the origin of this assertion. Marzabotto has a certain orthogonal Etruscan plan. Other Etruscan town 
plans vary considerably and never generate a repeated characteristic pattern, unlike Etruscan rock cut tombs and temple bases that have 
many features in common.  
104 Coarelli does not mention the Tomba della Nave in his seminal work, even when he discusses the types of vessels that could negotiate 

the Tiber from Ostia to Rome. 
105 See Coarelli, G. 1988, p.14, Fig..2 in the Literature Review below 
106 The current “definitive” images of the archaic Portus Tiberinus and Rome inside the Servian walls are known from the 1994 plaster 

model by Lorenzo Quilici and its resulting photographs in room XVIII of the Museo della Civilta Romana: 
http://www.museociviltaromana.it/collezioni/percorsi_per_sale/sezioni_storiche/sala_xviii_plastico_di_roma_arcaica/plastico_di_roma_a
rcaica_particolare7 
Other publications have demonstrated a reluctance to map the area. Even the recent Electa Guide 2011 edited by Filetici, M.G. - prefers to 
reproduce Lanciani on p.12 and Coarelli, F. 1988 on p. 40 in preference to a new map of the archaic Forum Boarium . Even  Cristofani,M. 
1990, p.35, Fig..5, presents a map annotated with place names.  
107 It might be considered an irony that the primacy of visual culture inside Rome during the 6th century BCE is possibly part of the 

process of the marginalisation and provincialisation of Etruscan civilization  
108 Steingraber, S. 2006 p 129 

http://www.museociviltaromana.it/collezioni/percorsi_per_sale/sezioni_storiche/sala_xviii_plastico_di_roma_arcaica/plastico_di_roma_arcaica_particolare7
http://www.museociviltaromana.it/collezioni/percorsi_per_sale/sezioni_storiche/sala_xviii_plastico_di_roma_arcaica/plastico_di_roma_arcaica_particolare7
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Necropolis at Monterozzi is demonstrably provincial and derivative109 in character and 

execution; a vitality celebrated by D.H. Lawrence110. The iconography and execution 

of the Tomba della Nave is surely derived from a metropolitan, or “royal” archetype, 

presumably aristocratic Roman or Caeretan (where a Roman aristocrat had used a 

metropolitan painter). The linked Etruscan communities of Tarquinia and Gravisca 

have so far presented no trace of the city scale implied by the iconography and 

diversity of these tomb murals; they seem completely out of place with their local 

cultures but very much fit the Hellenistic aspirations of the Etruscan dodecapolis111. 

Sophisticated Mediterranean city and regal court culture would have been required 

to generate such epic paintings. These small towns did not possess a circus for 

games112, monumental banqueting halls, large ports or amburbium113 processions, yet 

all these appear in the tomb murals. Surely only post Tarquinian Rome itself could 

furnish the reality of such metropolitan wealth. 

 

 

Conclusion 2; the Forum Boarium establishes secure evidence of (a) votive, (b) narrative 

and (c) monumental urbanism in pre Republican Rome. 

(a) VOTIVE: The Forum Boarium is one of the most concentrated cult supersites of the 

late Iron Age.  

We know this from the legacy of archaic Mediterranean originated altar foundations 

established inside the Tiber facing valley of Cacus and Hercules, Romulus, Acca 

Larentia, Tiber and the presence of Portunus, Mater Matuta, Juno, Ceres, Diana, Janus, 

Minerva, Fortuna and Jupiter and their cult variants. The city builder aristocrats and 

Tarquinian courtiers from the Etruscan provinces knew this and exploited the 

ideological attractions of the Forum Boarium to drive the parallel economic processes 

that followed from such an unrivalled density of cosmopolitan exchange, storage and 

distribution apparatus. The “emporico” status of the temples as well as infrastructure 

represents a fusion of economic and sacred function. It also generates a ritualised 

annual calendar as well as names of the months and days of the week that derive from 

the etymological stems of Janus, Giove and Mars and were perpetuated in surviving 

place names such as Velabro and Maximus, a constant reminder of the cohabitation 

of gods with mortals inside this city space. 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
109 ‘The Tomb of the Bulls’ even suggests that these painters even parodied or subverted the metropolitan originals by inserting erotic 
“remarques” and comical asides, suggesting a cultural antagonism with the formality of the Latin capital. See also Steingraber 2006 p.68 
110 Lawrence, D.H. 1932 (2001 ed., p.78) 
111 Tarquinia is often referenced as preeminent in the system of 12 towns of Etruria 
112 The Tomba della Biga (Tomb of the Chariots) known from the 19th century gouache copies by Ruspi in the Vatican is surely set in the 
Circus Maximus or a Greek stadium 
113 Coarelli 1988 p.416 



39 
 

 

 

(b) NARRATIVE. In provincial towns such as Tarquinia, the emergent capital Rome 

disseminated its own narrative of urban cultural supremacy as the result of a century 

of royal patronage and infrastructure investment.  

There is no difficulty in transposing and recreating the Tomba della Nave mural 

representations of social festival, public banqueting, abundant trade and musical and 

seafaring excellence on to the banks of the Tiber around 475BCE114. 

My research has been able to locate the narratives of anchorage, river port activity, 

banquet, religious ritual, procession, dancing, music, fonduk-kylikeion-tabernae and 

urban landscape as entirely synchronous with the identity of the lost Iron Age port. 

Urbanist methodologies permit this. The synergy of this specific tomb and the culture 

of the Tarquinian city is helpful, in this case. 

 

 

(c) MONUMENTAL. The Forum Boarium as a focus for planned large scale archaic 

engineering, bridge and harbour infrastructure, walls and roads   

Sixth century archaic Roman urban regeneration may have outstripped the resources 

available for architectural expression available at the time. Temples and palaces seem 

to have struggled with the technologies of construction and skills required to carry 

them out. The new archaic metropolis was not built by the Athenian Greeks in dressed 

stone but relied on traditional, deeply conservative late Iron Age technologies of 

carpentry, monumental megalithic stone cutting and iron, bronze and clay 

manufacture.  

Only once the colossal Temple of Jupiter Optimus Maximus dominated the Tiber and 

Forum Romanum did the archaic city start to match up to the silhouette of the gods it 

had appropriated. The authority of the monumental hill top site of the Capitoline triad 

commanded both the Fora Romanum and Boarium and would have served as the 

ritual beacon for the urban evolution of both valleys115 into the era of early Republican 

Rome. 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
114 Inclusive Urbanist approaches allowed me to establish links between artefacts, sociology and mapping that raises the possibility of 

“urbanising” other Etruscan tombs deploying similar methodologies.  

115 The distinct functional identity of the Forum Boarium doubtless contributed to the parallel evolution and identity of the secular, 
juridical, military, political and ceremonial binary that was the Forum Romanum, connected to the Forum Boarium across the Velabrum 
like a twin brother. 
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Appendix A – URBAN NARRATIVE (II); an Etruscan merchant in the 

Forum Boarium 475BC

 
Fig. 38 route taken by the Etruscan visitor from the Portus Tiberinus in a clockwise direction.                                                                               

For key to symbols and places see fig. 15 above 
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“They call me Arnth116 back home in Tarquinia. We are now in the ‘agora of the cattle’, in Rome, a 

riverside market acropolis with its tightly packed temples and gods, animals, soldiers, games, 

foreigners, merchants, and fonduks. 

We have partly rowed, mostly dragged, our large vessel from Ostia over 2 days to get here, but we 

found a good mooring in the lee of the bend in the Volturnus117 with its milky waters. The port is 

wearing its festive awnings for a public banquet and a musical procession in honour of Fortuna and it 

will end after dark in the great Circus where everybody goes in the late afternoon to place bets on the 

“Ludi Romani”. 

We unloaded our cargo of kylix of various sizes, many containing the Blood of Jupiter.118 While we wait 

to get authorisation for our cargo, I am taking advantage of the temples and their auguries to obtain 

some good fortune for our vessel and crew.  

We moor at timber posts in the morning and I am struck at first by the colour of this town; red roof 

tiles, pink terracotta sculpture, painted plaster and dyed fabric, chevrons, stripes, zigzag and 

chequerboard patterns on all the warehouses. After climbing down the boat ladder (fig.39) I pass my 

first open air shrine devoted to our beloved Juno Sospita with her horned helmet. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig. 39 Argonauts disembarking at an archaic quayside, possibly Rome. Villa 

Giulia: ‘Cista Ficaroni’ bronze (detai) from Palestrina c340BCE. Photo: David 

Chandler 

 

                                                           
116  Della Fina, G,M.; 2014 p.70; ‘Gli Etruschi si raccontano’, produces a similar imaginary autobiography in the story of Arnth, the sailor 

from the Battle of Cuma 474BCE. Op.cit. pp. 69 - 71;  

“I am not exaggerating; it is enough to pass a day among the quaysides, streets, shops and temples of our ports to understand it. There you 

can meet different peoples to hear conversations in Greek or Punic tongues and to watch the imports that have arrived from all over the 

Mediterranean. It’s enough to sit yourself down on the quayside of the ceramics from Athens to grasp how seriously the merchants take 

their job. For a long time their vases have become for us symbolic objects that the nobility must use in their banquets and meetings and 

which – when the gods decide their lives are to be ended – are destined to take their place in their funerary furnishings. It’s assumed that 

they will be made use of in the happy reunions that’ll unfold in the next world”.   Translation; David Chandler 

117 Etruscan word for Tiber 
118 The wine would be known as “sanguis Jovis” (Sangiovese). 
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She is crucial to the lives of our women in Etruria. Her altar flame burns brightly as the devoted never 

let it go out. She guards the small gate, the Porta Flumentana that leads to the Field of Mars, an area 

that is being developed into a retreat for the new aristocrats, who have vineyards and villas and train 

huge personal armies. I will cross the pomerium through the Porta Carmentalis which is also flanked 

by some temples and decorated in readiness for the triumphal amburbium. I place my offering at the 

Temple of Fortuna [3] and step onto the finely paved Vicus Iugarius that heads towards the great forum 

of the Latins. The huge temple of Jupiter looms above me to the left on a very rocky hill that is full of 

shrines. This steep slope with its notorious Tarpeian Rock [15] used to execute enemies of Rome, 

reminds me of the necropolis of the valley of the Norchia near Tarquinia, with its little shrines and rock 

cut steps rising up the cliff; brightly painted little wood and terracotta temple cabins, each offering a 

treasure for the afterlife.  

I cross the Velabro, some of which is a marshy field. I can see the huge new sewer canal lined with 

colossal stones that were embedded in clay and crossed by many massive monolithic bridges. The 

Cloaca Maxima [24] is bridged by the Temple of Janus [6] with its two faced god who has a great 

following as his cult is celebrated all over the Tyrrhenian territories. My route takes me onto the Vicus 

Tuscus towards the Aventine hill. The wall was built by King Servius Tullius but the river is still the best 

protection against invaders. 

I walk near the place where I might find most of my crew tonight, honouring the Latin shrine of Acca 

Larentia. Her “Lupercalia” [10] is part of a sailor’s visit to the “she wolves” or prostitutes and their 

temple at the base of the Cermalus. It is not a coincidence that there are a few Dionysian altars here 

with large wine amphorae that seem to get refilled daily. These sailors will also get themselves some 

Fig. leaves from the groves near the Tomb of Romulus and visit the steps of Cacus [12]. It draws so 

many visitors as everybody loves the story of the Roman twins; much discussed since Tarquin was 

banished and kingship so discredited.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig. 40 Cippus in the form of an obelisk from the Tomba dell’Obelisco late 6th century BCE from the Cima 

Valley, Chiusi. Museo di Barbarano Romano. Source; Steingräber, S. 2009 p.19 

I am planning to re-enter the forum as I walk across the space where the gladiators and horses are 

being prepared for this evening’s entertainment at the colossal dusty Circus Maximus to my left [26].  

This is now mostly surrounded by new seating with linen awnings for the wealthy spectators. The 

recent kings put up obelisks (fig.40) as turning markers in the Egyptian style at either end of the race 
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track.  Participants invoke the Olympic athletic ideal as many of these men are Greek and occupy their 

own community nearby.  

Before I return through the three arched Porta Trigemina it is worth taking a look at the real treasure 

of this city; its massive salt and grain warehouses [8]. Heavily guarded all the time, and fenced off from 

foreigners, the best that can be done is to visit the beautiful triple temple of Ceres, Libero and Libera 

[9]. The offices around here transact some of the biggest deals in this part of the world and the gold 

thus generated flows straight into the Regia along the Vicus Tuscus. The Latins call it the Vicus 

Thurarius because it also carries all the high value spices and incense for the gods and wealthy citizens 

on the Palatine Hill. 

I glance up at the summit of the Aventine overlooking the great race track. The Temple of Diana [19] 

looks proudly over the valley surrounded by terraces and altars to this goddess who seems to be 

challenging the great Jupiter who looks across the market space from his hilltop on the Capitol. She 

supplies the Forum Boarium with the fruits of the hunting expeditions that also train the soldiers ready 

for battle. 

The temple to Hercules [7] at the Trigemina gate is the greatest of the altars in this area made of huge 

stone blocks as if the god himself built it. It is guarded by a lifelike terracotta statue [14] made by our 

Etruscan sculptor Vulca. Close by there is another altar to Fortuna, which is the focus of most of the 

betting on the chariot racing. There is much play fighting carried out beneath Hercules’ gaze; the statue 

can actually “see” and is able to help improve their skills. 

Back inside the precinct of the Forum Boarium I am surrounded by livestock; sheep, cattle, pig and goat 

stalls and tabernae. Horses and ponies are all tethered and due for use as transport, sport or slaughter. 

Priests mix with the traders because this forum supplies entrails and sheep’s livers for their many 

auguricula and altars. The military keep their cavalry here. All these animals are fed from fodder from 

granaries at the Salinae. I notice some slaves being auctioned which seems to be a popular spectator 

event. Some are just children. 

There is an arched bridge across the Tiber [20] made only of wood and no iron, they say, but now it is 

all festooned with flowers. Those who cross into Rome get questioned by the Latin soldiers at the 

customs post when they reach this bank. Most of the river crossings seem to be by ferry; this is the 

safest transport for traders and soldiers. Travellers can be mistaken for spies, especially as there are 

still popular memories of brave Cocles’ defence of Rome in the last century. 

I make my way north across the great forum and again cross the cloaca channel using one of its stone 
bridges. I pass through the forum of the fish market where there is a terracotta monument to a Bull on 
a massive plinth [13] not far from the Portunus Temple; both adorned with offerings from the little 
flower market nearby. This Latin god always demands that we attend to his altar to help our coming 
voyage. His temple is flanked by the tabernae of the sail makers, pitch smelters, carpenters and rope 
makers. On the sides of the buildings there are over life size painted signs representing ships and 
warehouse products. These give this place a sense of living mythology. Most of the warehouses have 
been built on stilts because this place still gets very muddy in spring, often completely flooded by the 
Tiber, right up to the edge of the great Circus. Lion headed fountains spout water channelled down 
from new cisterns on the Aventine and Palatine. This is being collected by serving women who take it 
to the banquet.  
 
 

The festival begins. Sets of tables and long couches have been laid out at the edge of a small vineyard 

near to the forum Holitorium. They have put up several large tent awnings which allow us to recognise 

friends in our wider clan from Tarquinia; chequered squares of red, blue and white linen.  
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Fig. 41 Tomba del Cacciatore, 5th century BCE. Discovered in 1962. The Necropolis of Monterozzi.                                                                         

Source: http://www.canino.info/inserti/monografie/etruschi/tombe_tarquinia/Cacciatore/ 

 

Music and dancing announces that the procession is on the move, I can hear the drums, flutes and 

stringed lyres. We can even judge their distance from our table because musical and rhythmic changes 

are commanded as different sacred spaces are entered. At the nearby Porta Carmentalis, the gate of 

the songs, many spectators join in the chorus. It makes us believe that the gods are answering from 

the depths of the city. Greeks and Etruscans are particularly skilled in these arts that connect us directly 

to the pleasures of the heavens. Some horses have been dressed up with huge wings made of wood 

and feathers to imitate the Pegasus from our temples. One athlete is wearing a large bull mask and 

hoof gloves to represent the Minotaur (fig. 42)  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig. 42 Part of a frieze with a Minotaur from the Roman Regia. VI century BCE. It seems to 

show an actor dressed as a bull. Museo Archeologico Romano.         Photo: David Chandler 

http://www.canino.info/inserti/monografie/etruschi/tombe_tarquinia/Cacciatore/
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He terrifies the children with his realistic noises. There are great piles of Greek and Corinthian 

ceremonial drinking bowls stacked on shelves by the tables. We will drink all afternoon to honour the 

gods, then sleep. I must now join my Etruscan speaking friends and get a foretaste of the afterlife while 

I still live in this world. All of this, including my boat, will be painted on the walls of the tomb I am 

having made in Tarquinia, pictures waiting for me at my resurrection.  

In a few days I must return to our port at Pyrgi to collect weapons and make offerings, because my 

boat will be prepared for “either commerce or war”.119 Next year I will die in the battle of Cumae120 

and will be laid to rest, as a hero, in my tomb in Tarquinia”. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
119 Larcan, L;  2014 p.9 
120 474BCE 
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1. Rykwert, J. 1976. The Idea of a Town. The Anthropology of Urban Form in Rome, Italy and 

the Ancient World. Faber & Faber, London 2010 reprint 

Joseph Rykwert in his 2 prefaces to ‘The Idea of a Town’ was very candid about the anti-functionalist 

architectural debate he hoped to provoke in the later the 1950s at “the height of the planners’ 

professional arrogance”. Faced with a world flooded “with a frenzy of drawings for urban complexes 

put together out of mains fed capsules” CIAM and their colleagues in town planning circles appeared 

“to reduce dwelling to the individual capsule”.  

The most recent preface by Rykwert makes allowance for the recent “paradigm shift” in the early 

archaeology of Roma Vetus but he affirms that his thesis is still very much intact.  Rykwert adopts a 

“synchronous” approach to the vast body of literature that had been amassed on the most mythical 

origins of the city of Rome. He is sustained by two important methodologies in undertaking such a 

complex task. The first is his rediscovery of Numa Fustel de Coulanges’; ‘La Cite Antique’ 1859 which 

had investigated  the way that citizens understood and “transmitted” the structure and rituality of 

their ancient towns and institutions from generation to generation. This was the mandate for a new 

urbanist sociology.  

The second methodology is provided by Levi-Strauss’ ‘Tristes Tropiques’ 1955. The anthropological 

and political exposition of village plan kinship systems and world picture cultural beliefs of the Bororo 
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tribe of western Brazil became paradigmatic for Rykwert’s study of the “tribal” conflicts around the 

Tiber Valley and the Palatine and Capitoline Hills in prehistoric Rome.  

 Rome seemed to have been endowed with a sense of prophecy and destiny where “only a hero could 

found a city”. The foundation “Etruscan Rite” required that earth was thrown into a ditch called a 

mundus; the symbolic mouth of hell, a place of primal legend and to be feared. Archaic Romans 

inhabited a city permeated by profound myth-memory and territorial totems and taboos. Ancient oak 

and Fig. trees, sacred flames kept burning and regular urban and extra urban processions to a series 

of 27 altar stations, each with its own appropriate ritual offering understood and shared by the 

supplicants. 

 In chapter two he considers the archaic city of Rome and its geographical site. He rehearses the use 

of the traditions of north – south “cardus” and east - west “decumanus” and the function of the 

technology of the gnomon and the “stella” as a surveying tool. Every Roman town founded throughout 

the empire was by law to become a Roman simulacrum, a literal model of the archetypal foundation 

morphology of the great mother city, which inevitably became a place that would only exist as a living 

myth for its extended colonial communities. 

The institution of an institutional priesthood required the transmission of codified laws and skills of 

divination using animal pathology systems of animal haruspicy (fortune telling). This has its roots in 

the “Etruscan Rites” consolidated under the royal period in the sixth century BCE and retained in use 

through the Republican era. In fact at least one of the Tarquinian kings was confirmed as a skilled 

priest. Augury was also a legendary foundation ritual known through Romulus’s observations of the 

flight of birds. His name may even be of Etruscan origin. Equally important are the transmission of 

place names within area of the Seven Hills of Rome. Each name, such as Lupercal or Scala Caci 

possessed complex connotations of tribal, territorial and ritual significance. New temples could 

literally augment this totemic urban morphology by the movement of stone and earth to “eternal” 

locations inside the Roman walls. The evidenced multiple rebuilding of the Temple of Jupiter on the 

Capitoline hill attest to the sense of permanence in the location of sacred structures   

The ancient town also shared a character of “templum”; a space being ritually enclosed. The 

priest/augur drew a spiritual town plan shape into 4 parts, the conrectio. This in turn was informed 

and guided by the templum of the astrological heavens; a circular diagram divided into quarters so the 

gods could literally co-inhabit the city with its various peoples.  

The Etruscans developed the “science” of prophecy using animal pathological systems of divination as 

the foundation of their entire system of urban administration, literally consulting these code books 

(probably bronze or gold laminae (sheets)) as their highest reference indices on law, military decisions 

and political and social disputes. The survival of an Etruscan bronze sheep’s liver at Piacenza offers an 

insight into the synergy created by analysis of animal entrails and the links with the 16 gods of the 

Etruscan universe that are contained within the outer boundary frame of this archaic liturgical and 

juridical implement; 
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Fig. 43 The Piacenza Bronze Liver; a means of calibrating the universal portents using the organic structures of a sheep’s liver against the 

plan of the cosmos. 5th century BCE. Source Rykwert J 1976 p.56, fig. 21 

 

Byzantine historian John Lydus claimed that a town had three names; 1.secret,121 2.priestly, 3.public. 

This is an important part of Rykwert’s thesis because it implies that modern planners had rejected two 

of the most vital elements in the “soul” of the town, leaving only the public realm as relevant. The 

mythical secrecy of a town is central to Rykwert’s pursuit of its unwritten identity as a stage for 

legendary performance. 

Early Rome had a totemic boundary/territorial legal system. As a result, there were terrible penalties 

for boundary breakers in early Roman law. Maps themselves were of divine value and were retained 

in two permanent versions, one in the secure tabularium, the second in the community. The 

foundation ritual of a new town demanded that the gates  and walls were ploughed using a ceremonial 

bronze plough drawn by the symbolic gendered dualities of an ox and a cow who cut a sulcus 

primigenius; the original furrow.  The word portare is the root of porta (gate) where the plough is 

“carried over” the gate; walls were sacred; gates were civil. These elements are central to any 

discussion of the archaic Forum Boarium even though they cannot be plotted at present. 

                                                           
121 Roma had the secret name as its mirror version, ‘AMOR’ 
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Fig. 44 The original ‘sulcus primigenius’; the boundary ploughing ritual. Source; 

http://www.freemanandsear.com/products/R10971.jpg 

 

The Scala Caci; the steps of Hercules and the Lupercal associated with the she wolf who succoured 

Romulus and Remus remain places of mythical potency on the Palatine Hill. The festival of the 

Lupercalia on the 15 February was a collective ritual manifestation of the received truths of these 

legends. The ritual of the Salii and Ancilia centred on the rites of male and female puberty and used 

ceremonial shields, spears and athletic competition as a key component with its focus site being the 

Temple of Jupiter. This building was enlarged to colossal proportions under the period of the 

Tarquinian kings up to and after 509BCE. The festival was central to the blessing of the armoury of the 

male soldiers to endow the Roman military with supernatural power. Female fertility was also 

confirmed by virgin priestesses at the Temple of Vesta with its eternal flame on the Roman Forum; 

 

Fig. 45 Lanciani: Templum Vestae and adjoining early foundations of the Regia (Royal Palace) the Sacra Via and the Cloaca Maxima in the 

Forum, Rome. Source; http://ldmart315.edublogs.org/files/2011/09/Plan-of-the-north-side-of-the-Roman-Forum-with-Reuplican-

buildings-red-and-Imperial-buildingsblack-14oa4g9.jpg 

 

In chapter four he brings together some important anthropological research on the inherited and 

transmitted traditions of the city centre, its boundaries, walls and gates from the most ancient sources 

either literary or archaeological.  

http://www.freemanandsear.com/products/R10971.jpg
http://ldmart315.edublogs.org/files/2011/09/Plan-of-the-north-side-of-the-Roman-Forum-with-Reuplican-buildings-red-and-Imperial-buildingsblack-14oa4g9.jpg
http://ldmart315.edublogs.org/files/2011/09/Plan-of-the-north-side-of-the-Roman-Forum-with-Reuplican-buildings-red-and-Imperial-buildingsblack-14oa4g9.jpg
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Among the most ancient keepers of the law in Rome were the rites of the priestly society of the Argei; 

who threw straw manikins, whose purpose is now unknown, into the Tiber. The other keepers resided 

at the circular temple of the Vestal Virgins, who dedicated themselves to the goddess Hestia and the 

god Terminus. Terminus had a dedicated altar in the Temple of Jupiter Optimus Maximus. The other 

guardian is the ritual foundation of the mundus whose origins go back to human sacrifice but which 

contained ceremonial organic matter and functioned like a point of access to the centre of the 

underworld at the centre of the town. 

  

 

 

 

 

 

Fig. 46 Mundus pit from Marzabotto with axes inscribed on the stone.                                                                                                                    

Source; Museo Nazionale Etrusco di Marzabotto; Il rito di fondazione: 

http://www.archeobologna.beniculturali.it/marzabotto/rito_fondazione.htm 

Rome’s “lapis niger” a black stone slab in the Forum long retained these infernal associations. The 

Tullianum was also a secure area of prisons (Cacer) near the ancient Roman council or Comitium, 

another source of security in Roma Vetus. 

Other guardians were the two faced Janus who could be the Etruscan god Culsans and his partner 

Culsu, the guardian of gates. The Janiculum gates were symbolically open when Rome was at war and 

shut in peacetime. Associated with myths of the sphinx and the labyrinth, Rykwert spends time on the 

maze as ritual metaphor for the town as it had emerged on the enigmatic oinochoe (vase) found in 

Tragliatella inscribed with a little maze and the Etruscan word for “Troy” inscribed on it. The labyrinth 

already resonated with fearful connotations of its legendary Minotaur guardian. These traditions also 

resonate closely with the Forum Boarium as a legendary site of a mythical Aeneas and his associated 

imagery of the Minotaur seen on the royal palace the Roman Regia. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig. 47 Oinochoe from Tragliatella with ‘TROIA’ inscribed inside the labyrinth Source; 

http://www.atopon.it/uploads/images/Itinerari/oinochoe.jpg 

 

 

 

The fifth chapter considers a wide range of supporting case study evidence from other world cities. 

Titled “The Parallels” it adduces similar foundation rituals from a broader anthropological survey, in 

http://www.archeobologna.beniculturali.it/marzabotto/rito_fondazione.htm


51 
 

particular the use of mandala/“magic” planning and early Indian and Chinese city plans. The functions 

of animal sacrifice and gender in a West African study by Leo Frobenius drew remarkable parallels 

with the archaic Roman fulcus ploughing rituals revealing a common ancestry for town foundations. 

These common roots remain enigmatic and obscure. From this Rykwert finds a shared index of global 

archaic city foundation practice. 

The Conclusion reminds the reader of the thread in the history of ancient humanity which we presume 

has never been expunged from collective urban social needs that “reconcile man to his fate through 

monument and ritual action”. Christianity even absorbed these transmitted rituals in the founding of 

Constantinople in the 4th century. The Florentines rewrote of its own foundation myths as if they could 

be traced back to Etrusco-Roman sources in the 16th century. 

For Joseph Rykwert one of his greatest fears, in the conclusion of ‘The Idea of a Town’, is that the 

pattern of the city as it was formerly understood might come to be discarded in the drive to build 

Modernist cities devoid of cultural memory. 

2. Gros, P. & Torrelli, M.1988. Storia dell’ Urbanistica; il mondo romano 

Laterza. Roma - Bari. Ed. 2010. [Part review of Torelli, M.; L’eta regia e repubblicana.122] 

 Mario Torelli as an Etruscologist is central to the understanding of the culture and the urbanism of 

archaic Italy as interpreted through social and ritual evidence. He also summarizes the archaeological 

evidence, to provide a synthesis that clarifies the planning of the earliest settlements, the growth of 

towns and the emergence of Republican Rome as a densely populated city under threat from its 

enemies but hungry for territory. Torelli is exceptionally important in this field as he has brought his 

immense scholarship in Etruscan and Greek language and related sociological research to bear on his 

experience of the urban and architectural archaeology of early Italy and its islands.  

Torelli covers some of the same source material as Joseph Rykwert in his emphasis on the role of the 

“dottrina augurale”123. Priestly auguries had long been the sole repositories of the technical 

knowledge of geometry and surveying.124 This is evidenced by the use of the groma, and the sacred 

staff or ‘lituus’ which was used to trace lines in the sky as well as the land. He mentions the sacred 

geometry from temple bases, often conforming to a 3:2 ratio as at the Temple at Este. He observes 

that between the temples emerged public spaces and other generic types of building such as the 

comitium and the curia. In the Roman archaic calendar “the measure of time and measure of space 

are profoundly interwoven.....along the arc of the year into significant places of the urban form”125 He 

elaborates further on the rites that acted out some of the conflict between Romans and Sabines and 

comments on how archaic Rome already recognized distinct rival districts of tribes within the 

pomerium. Torelli suggests that evidence for urban rituals from other towns in Etruria is scarce but 

proposes that there is “un analogo quadro di riferimento religioso e rituale”126 between other Etruscan 

cities and Rome. 

Torelli turns his attention to Etruscan archaeology and the importance of the morphology of tomb 

types and planned necropoleis such as Cerveteri but to reconstruct the appearance of Etruscan towns 

from the evidence from necropolis structures is “conceptual and ultimately sociological”.127 He 

                                                           
122 Italian language edition only 
123 Gros, P. & Torrelli, M. 1988 p.24 

124 Gros, P. & Torrelli, M. 1988 p.27 
125 Gros, P. & Torrelli, M. 1988  p.30 
126 Gros, P. & Torrelli, M. 1988 p.37 
127 Gros, P. & Torrelli, M. 1988  p.44 
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examines evidence of city walls and concludes that in the 7th century BCE there is evidence of a great 

leap in the quality of foundations, but notes the lack of an agora or forum in provincial Etruscan towns. 

He turns his attention to the period of the Roman kings and notes the use of the suffix “maximus” to 

brand the great public works of Tarquinius Priscus. Section 5 is titled the ‘Climax of the Archaic City’ 

and considers the paving of the Roman Forum and the walls of Servius Tullius. New urban models 

were at the same time tied to “techniche religiose arcaicissime”128 in the hands of the dominant 

classes who were in possession of the ‘auspicium’; the only device for the sacred legitimization of 

power. He shrewdly observes that over this period “urbanitas will come to be increasingly synonymous 

with pax”.129 

Chapter II surveys the urbanism of regal (and Republican) Rome. Torelli demonstrates several 

stratified and codified aspects to the social and urban organization of the city. He is sensitive to the 

persistence of place names and these are used as evidence for archaic urban patterns. He also 

discusses the Portus Tiberinus in the context of its rituality130.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig. 48 Torelli, M., Fig.. 67 p.109). Plan (detail) of the Forum 

Boarium at the beginning of the Republican era c.400 BCE 

suggesting the positions of the Servian Wall and its gates, 

omitting the harbour footprint. Note the development of 

the Aventine “pseudo acropolis” (2,3,4,5 ) as a binary for 

the ceremonial hegemony of the Capitoline Hill (8,9,10,11). 

  

 

                                                           
128 Gros, P. & Torrelli, M. 1988  p.60   
129 Gros, P. & Torrelli, M. 1988  p.80; “urbanitas diverra progressivamente sinonimo di pax, di tranquillitas, di securitas, di 

concordia...” 
130 Gros, P. & Torrelli, M. 1988  p.97 
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He develops Coarelli’s work by suggesting that the Forum Boarium remained the most sacred area 

associated with the twins Romulus and Remus and the she wolf as a site of symbolic regeneration but 

also an area that was made more commercial by Servius Tullius131. He places special emphasis on both 

the temple building on the Aventine and on the identity of its lost temple of Diana.  

The rest of the chapter takes us into a discussion of the Roman Forum and Early Republican Rome of 

the 5th century to first century, outside the scope of this research. 

3. Coarelli, Filippo. Il Foro Boario. Dalle Origini alla Fine delle Repubblica.  

Edizioni Quasar, Rome 1988   

Written as the third part of his ‘lectiones planetariae’, these volumes covered the Forum 

Romanum (volumes I and II), the Palatine and the Campus Martius. Because of the astonishing 

depth of his Latin and Greek scholarship, he has provided each site with an exhaustive 

presentation of the literary sources as a foundation of his subsequent arguments. He is 

credited with what has been termed the rivoluzione coarelliana132in the understanding of 

early Roman urban culture. His fluency in the treatment of cultural references is evidenced, 

for example, in his astonishing analysis of the political allegories in the Etruscan Bolsena 

mirror and the role of Cacus in emerging Etrusco Roman conflicts.133 

His evaluation of topography makes these volumes of central importance to the 

understanding of archaic Roman urbanism and culture. Because of the nature of the Tiber 

Valley and its natural water courses, orientation and drainage, he offers us a very logical 

explanation of the ancient Roman pomerium and the phases of the restoration and 

replacement of city walls, gates and roads. This would seem to offer a much more pragmatic 

approach to city foundation ritual than that proposed by Rykwert who implied that the 

exclusive use of priestly augury and haruspicy plotted the earliest boundaries of Rome.  

Coarelli also offers an approach that encompasses “dalle origini” in terms of chronology, 

which inevitably ties his survey to the narratives of Livy (from the first decade BCE) in terms of 

the earliest and by that time, mostly mythological, accounts of the city. His focus in Forum 

Boarium is never far away from the archaeology of the area uncovered at Sant’Omobono that 

had been the starting point of English language accounts in the work of Scullard134 in 1967. At 

this site, more than any other, Italian scholars135 admitted the penetration of Tarquinian 

Etruscan culture into archaic Rome and in particular located the politically motivated 

destruction of the Temple of Mater Matuta very closely with the expulsion of Tarquinius 

Superbus and thus with the emergence of the early Republican era after 500BCE. The 

waterlogged site produced footprints of twin temples and for Coarelli an opportunity to 

suggest evidence of an archaic triumph136; a processional route and arch emanating from the 

fragmentary plans. He also states that “It is inevitable to reconstruct a port at this point”137 

                                                           
131 Gros, P. & Torrelli, M. 1988  p.98 
132 Wiseman, T.P. 1990 p 730 
133 Coarelli 1988 p.135 
134 Scullard, H.H. 1967 

135 Colonna, G. 1981; 
136 Coarelli 1988 p.414ff 
137 Coarelli 1988 p244 
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His first chapter establishes walls and gates with comprehensive accounts of each of these 

taken from the documents as he rejects five other scholars’ attempts to establish the 

morphology of this key area of Rome. But he is understandably cautious in the production of 

his own maps of the area.138 

 

Fig. 49 Forum Boarium; the archaic Servian Walls; five divergent proposals. Coarelli, G. 1988, p.14, fig.2. Kiepert Hulsen, Lanciani, Piganiol, 

Bunsen and Gerkan. 

He is convinced of the existence of a wall139 probably built by Servius Tullius in the 6th century 

BCE between the Aventine and the Capitoline or the Forum Holitorium. He offers a very 

impressive account of the presence of the cult of Latin and Greek versions of Hercules in the 

Cosmedin area as a key fulcrum of the monumental urbanism of the Forum Boarium, tied to 

the Circus Maximus. Coarelli tackles the central enigma of this site, the lost Portus Tiberinus, 

and the plausibility of ship access to the bend in the river near the Tiber Island and debates 

the tonnage and scale of vessels that could be brought into Rome using ropes or oars, against 

the strong current.  

The “emporico” nature of the temple dedications is well established and the cult of Portunus 

remains the best evidence of what might be called a sailors’ temple, even though none of the 

archaic structure is known. He also insists on the central importance of salt in the function of 

the archaic port as a destination of the salinae products on the coast near Ostia and a 

distribution point for the Via Salaria to the north of the city. He produces documents for the 

existence of a Fish Market140  

                                                           
138 Figure 20 on page 104 is now frequently reproduced as the definitive plan of late Republican Forum 
Boarium. Figure 49 below for Coarelli is the closest indication of the extent of an archaic Portus Tiberinus. 
139 Coarelli 1988 p 237 
140 Coarelli 1988 p.116 
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He deals with the twinned temples of Fortuna and Mater Matuta in very close detail in an 

attempt to cut through some of the debates that had arisen through divergent interpretations 

of the archaeology. He references in detail the importance of the Etruscan port of Pyrgi 

recently excavated by Pallottino and Colonna141 as a guide to the scale and morphology of the 

Forum Boarium temples. The chapter also ascribes to Servius Tullius a number of temples 

dedicated to Fortune142 in an attempt to allude to a specific Latin-Etruscan-Greek 3 part 

political agenda. 

Coarelli’s work is still awaiting an English translation but is partly summarised in a recent 

Electa pocket guide143. His achievement in charting the urbanism of the archaic Rome of the 

Etruscan kings, is only matched by his comprehensive understanding and definition of the 

later republican city. 

 

Fig. 50 Coarelli, F. 1988; p.241, fig.50; the Archaic Forum Boarium. Note the footprint of the Porta Carmentalis and the twin temples of 

Fortuna (1) and Mater Matuta (2) linked to a road pattern that may indicate the route of an archaic triumphal procession. The Portus 

Tiberinus is placed north of the Temple of Portunus (5) but the Ara Massima Herculis (6) is placed inside the Servian Wall near the Porta 

Trigemina (4) rather than contiguous with it. 

 

                                                           
141 Troccoli, L.D.(ed.)1998 p.125 
142 Coarelli, F. 1988 p.253 
143 Filetici, M.G. 2011 
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Fig. 51. The Forum Boarium; contemporary view.      Photo: David Chandler 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

                                                                                                                                                                                 

 

 

 

 

 


