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Locating Gardens and Other Buildings in Ancient Rome: 

The Research Tool GIS[A] FORTVNA 

The project FORTVNA 

 

Many students and scholars are interested in data concerning the ancient city of Rome, but 

sometimes such data is difficult or inconvenient to come by. An even more serious problem is 

the fact that this data needs to be transformed into 'usable information' in order to be 

understandable. The obvious solution to these problems seems to be the creation of a 

computer network, which will provide the original data, and, in addition, provide both the 

historical and spatial context as discussed by scholars who have studied these areas.  

 

We are currently developing the GIS[A] FORTVNA (Formulating outlines of a geOgraphic Rome 

data bank: Texts, Visual and computer-Networks in Archaeology). The subject on which we will 

test our system is the ancient topography of the eastern part of the Mons Oppius (the Esquiline 

Hill) in Rome between the modern roads of the Via Merulana and the Via Labicana. Building 

activities of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries transformed this hillside and its 

vineyards into a modern residential quarter. They also revealed a vast number of archaeological 

finds including sculpture and the remains of a number of ancient buildings not previously 

visible. It is unknown who commissioned these sculptures, for what buildings they were 

intended, or what purposes they served because they were not found in situ but were, in most 

cases, objects re-used as building material. The City's archaeological officers published their 

notes concerning these finds in the periodicals Bullettino Comunale (BullCom) and Notizie degli 

Scavi (NSc).  

 

From ancient literary sources we learn something about the domus (homes) and horti 

("gardens"/estates) in this area. One of the structures we are studying is a porticus with piscina, 

which was excavated when the Via Buonarroti was being built (today: the Via A. Poliziano). 

Since then, the porticus has been identified with different buildings known from ancient literary 

sources and from inscriptions. We shall try to reconstruct the outline of the so-called Servian 

city wall. It is our intention to develop and test our FORTVNA information system in the area of 

the Mons Oppius and then to offer the results, as well as the system itself, as a research tool on 

the World Wide Web. Our second aim is to develop a user friendly tool. The FORTVNA research 
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project, with which we hope to render the aforementioned services, is based at the 

"Geographische Institute" of the University of Bonn. Directed by the geographer Klaus Greve, 

the team members are classical archaeologist Chrystina Häuber and programmer and 

cand.geogr. Franz Xaver Schütz. We have reached our "pre-project phase," which means we 

have found the partners with whom we wish to collaborate and to exchange data. Our partners 

are the archaeological agencies of the city of Rome and university professors from Bonn, Exeter 

and Perugia. The main objective of the project is to reconstruct contexts (topographical, 

historical, etc.), employing interdisciplinary techniques and methods.  

 

Our aim is to provide an interactive tool which facilitates research such as the analysis of the 

great wealth of scholarship published in recent topographical lexicons. Ancient literary sources, 

historical photographs, archival material, historical maps and land surveys relating to the 

topography of ancient Rome are equally important. Following W.F. Jashemski's method of 

studying Roman gardens, we wish to integrate data collected by other scholars, using not only 

ancient literary sources, archaeological finds, maps, land surveys and aerial photographs, but 

also satellite images and data collected by geologists, which have been analyzed and visualized 

by the method of remotely sensed image processing and Geographical Information Systems 

(GIS). The GIS[A] FORTVNA will be accessible over networks such as the Internet, and it is 

'object-based'. We are using the computer language C++, among others, and the interfaces are 

developed by using the OpenGIS Specification of the Open GIS Consortium. 

 

My talk at Dumbarton Oaks 

 

The student of the topography of ancient Rome faces three problems: one is to get access to 

the ancient Roman structure and/or material that he/she wishes to study, the second is to get 

hold of the information needed to interpret this subject (e.g., archival material kept in Rome), 

the third is to understand this data. We wish to offer support for the the latter two. Our partner 

in the project, Prof. Eugenio La Rocca, the Sovraintendente of the archaeological agency of the 

City of Rome has provided us with the most important maps of Rome in digital vector format. 

They are the current cadastral map of the City of Rome, the first cadastral map of Rome (1866), 

Rodolfo Lanciani`s Forma Urbis Romae (1893-1901) and Giovanni Battista Nolli's map of Rome 

(1748) -- all of these cover our test area mentioned above. These plans were digitized for the 

project Nuova Forma Urbis, which is jointly directed by Prof. La Rocca, by Prof. Adriano La 

Regina and others. Prof. La Regina is the Soprintendente of the archaeological agency of the 

State in Rome; he is also a partner in our project. In addition to these well known maps the 

project Nuova Forma Urbis will provide unpublished excavation reports owned by both 

archaeological agencies, as well as, among other data, the content of the above mentioned 

periodicals Bullettino Comunale and Notizie degli Scavi.  



 

Whereas one of our aims is to provide access to this data, the other is to teach the user how to 

interpret it. Some ancient buildings are described in ancient literary sources, but modern 

commentators do not always agree as to which ones of the structures seen, drawn and 

described since the Middle Ages should be given names known from ancient authors. Prof. T.P. 

Wiseman of the University of Exeter and Prof. Filippo Coarelli of the University of Perugia are 

our partners and will provide translations and commentaries for the ancient literary sources 

related to the topography of the City of Rome. The field Classical Archaeology is discussed in 

about 25 modern languages. Our aim is to provide the texts in FORTVNA in at least three: 

English, Italian and German. Excavations in Rome since the Renaissance have produced a vast 

number of finds, including inscriptions and sculptures that have been used by scholars in 

attempts to identify ancient Roman structures. I shall show some statues that were used in 

order to identify the site of the famous "gardens" of Maecenas -- the sanctuary Isis et Serapis in 

Regio III and two inscriptions, which allegedly identify their "findspot" as site of the Forum of 

Petronius Maximus. Ironically, the site which for some is the Egyptian sanctuary, for others the 

Forum, is exactly the same. This may well be true. In addition to this, the area may have been 

part of the "gardens" of Maecenas, as well as of Nero's Domus Aurea. Before Maecenas, the 

sacred grove of the Mons Oppius may have been at this site.  

 

The information system FORTVNA consists of a Geographical Information System (GIS) and an 

object-oriented database management system. By using a GIS all the plans and maps that are 

incorporated in the system are rectified and georeferenced. This allows detailed spatial 

analysis. It also helps to understand the excavation reports of the nineteenth century or the 

beginning of the twentieth, which are often incomprehensible, simply because the layout of the 

City has changed. In these cases it is necessary to reconstruct the layout of the City as it was at 

the time of the excavation. During the excavations at the turn of the last century, ancient 

structures were cleared and unearthed that had been known for a very long time through 

drawings and paintings. These show the buildings in question, sometimes in a much better 

state of preservation. It is also obvious that modern buildings incorporated ancient ones in 

various ways. By intersecting several cadastral maps in a GIS it is possible to prove the 

persistency of Roman structures.  

 

But not only the layout of the City has changed since the late nineteenth century, when most of 

the "new" finds in the City of Rome appeared in building sites. The way these finds were 

published at the time offers more, interesting problems. Some of these will be approached by 

using the blessings of a database. Questions that the informationsystem FORTVNA is supposed 

to support -- related to topographical problems and focusing on archaeological finds (e.g., 

ancient sculptures and inscriptions) - are:  



 

1. Where is the area located (related to the ancient Regiones, inside/outside the Servian City 

wall, the Aurelian wall)?  

2. What archaeological finds come from this area?  

3. Which finds were found at exactly the same time? Which of these were published together?  

4. Is it possible to identify the "findspot" of finds which did not turn up in modern excavations?  

5. Are any ancient buildings known for the area in question? Are they visible on old maps and 

drawings? Is anything left of these ancient structures?  

6. A.) Have these ancient structures been identified with buildings known through ancient 

literary sources? B.) Have these ancient structures not been identified with buildings known 

from ancient literary sources?  

7. Do the ancient literary sources in question contain "topological" descriptions (i.e., was the 

ancient building in question located: "next", "above" or "adjacent to" another topographical 

feature)?  

8. Is it possible to date the sequence of ancient buildings that are reported for the same area?  

9. Do the ancient descriptions of these buildings contain data that can be visualized by using 

GIS?  

 

I shall discuss these questions, relating them to our test area on the Mons Oppis, which 

contains the "gardens" of Maecenas/ the Domus Aurea/ the sanctuary Isis et Serapis of Regio 

III/ the Forum of Petronius Maximus/ the sacred grove of the Mons Oppius. 
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Abstract 

Locating Gardens and Other Buildings in Ancient Rome: The Research Tool GIS[A] FORTVNA 

The student of the topography of ancient Rome faces three problems: one is to get access to 

the ancient Roman structure and/or material that he/she wishes to study, the second is to get 

hold of the information needed to interpret this subject (e.g. archival material kept in Rome), 

the third is to understand these data. With our informationsystem FORTVNA we wish to offer 

support for the the latter two.  

 

It is our intention to develop and test our FORTVNA information system in the area of the Mons 

Oppius in Rome and then to offer the results, as well as the system itself, as a research tool on 

the World Wide Web. Our second aim is to develop a user friendly tool. The FORTVNA research 

project, with which we hope to render the aforementioned services, is based at the 

'Geographische Institute' of the University of Bonn. Directed by the geographer Klaus Greve, 

the team members are classical archaeologist Chrystina Häuber and programmer and 

cand.geogr. Franz Xaver Schütz. We have reached our 'pre-project phase,' meaning we have 



found the partners with whom we wish to collaborate and to exchange data. Our partners are 

the archaeological agencies of the city of Rome and university professors from Bonn, Exeter and 

Perugia. The main objective of the project is to reconstruct contexts (topographical, historical, 

etc.), employing interdisciplinary techniques and methods. Our aim is to provide an interactive 

tool that facilitates research, such as the analysis of the great wealth of scholarship published in 

recent topographical lexicons. 

 

Excavations in Rome since the Renaissance have produced a vast numer of finds, including 

inscriptions and sculptures that have been used by scholars in attempts to identify ancient 

Roman structures. I shall show some statues that were used in order to identify the site of the 

famous "gardens" of Maecenas, the sanctuary Isis et Serapis in Regio III and two inscriptions, 

which allegedly identify their "findspot" as site of the Forum of Petronius Maximus. Ironically, 

the site which for some is the Egyptian sanctuary, for others the Forum, is exactly the same. 

This may well be true. In addition to this, the area may have been part of the "gardens" of 

Maecenas, as well as of Nero's Domus Aurea. Before Maecenas, the sacred grove of the Mons 

Oppius may have been at this site.  
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