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and inspiration for numerous artists of that and subsequent eras. The observed plant biodiversity 

is rich and it is very interesting that among about a hundred plant species identified, the presence 

of the American species has also been noted (Cucurbita maxima, C. moschata, C. pepo and Zea 

mays). All were reproduced several times and sometimes in different phenological stages, a fact 

that testifies not only that these plants were present, but also cultivated in Rome after only twenty 

years after the discovery of America. 

















8 
 

Roman grotesques with fantasy creatures composed of animal and plant elements in order to 

express the idea of a process of metamorphosis and the transformation continues between the 

nature's elements. Always imitating the antique art, other forms characteristic for the classical 

period, such as spirals and branches, are also represented. The importance of the Vatican Lodge 

also lies in the fact that because of its importance, beauty and grandeur it was a point of reference 

and inspiration for numerous artists of that and subsequent eras. The observed plant biodiversity 

is rich and it is very interesting that among about a hundred plant species identified, the presence 

of the American species has also been noted (Cucurbita maxima, C. moschata, C. pepo and Zea 

mays). All were reproduced several times and sometimes in different phenological stages, a fact 

that testifies not only that these plants were present, but also cultivated in Rome after only twenty 

years after the discovery of America. 
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depth analysis will be aimed to define qualitative and quantitative aspects, and to highlight eventual critical taxa 

cited in literature.  

 

Materials and methods 

From the large quantity of the collected material, we narrowed our analysis to the items containing floristic 

information. We have been collecting data contained in the literature on iconographic materials (in scientific 

papers, books and web sites) and from direct and novel observations. The photographic database was made up of 

3.000 photos, obtained from the 4.500 images acquired (the whole set of botanical iconographic elements 

represented in the different monuments makes it difficult to give an accurate quantitative estimation, due to the 

different level of documentation of the subjects).  

The iconographic materials refer to Roman sculptures and paintings dating from the first century BC and the 

first three centuries after Christ (corresponding to the period of time over which the Roman Empire was founded 

and reached its decline with the Christian era). The material analyzed has been collected from different Italian 

archaeological sites and Museums, or even from isolated fragments incorporated in buildings constructed in later 

times. We considered a very large scale of types of objects coming from several environments and contexts such 

as: private and public buildings and monuments: houses, villas, basilicas, arches, amphitheaters (99 different 

objects), 28  temples and altars, 69 different monuments from funeral context (sarcophagus, urns, funerary altars, 

columbarium, mausoleums, tombs etc), 67 busts and statues, 27 different objects used for multiple purposes 

(craters, cups, amphorae, goblets, vases, candelabras, etc.), 91 different fragments of architectural elements 

(capitals, columns, cornices, architraves etc) and  55  paintings derived from the areas of Pompeii, Herculaneum 

and some Roman Villas.  

The identification of plants was based mainly on the typical diagnostic characteristics compared later with 

morphological details of those plants in nature, in order to find similarities. Several databases of images of plants 

in nature were used both from personal and on-line photographic collections (e.g., The Kew Herbarium 

Catalogue online, The New York Botanical Garden Virtual Herbarium, The Hebrew Botanical Garden of 

Jerusalem, Image archive of vascular plants (Dryades  Project: coord. by the Department of Life Sciences of the 

Trieste University), FID (Flora Italiana Digitale) software, Guarino et al. 2010) 

All items were analyzed and entered in our database, which is organized in order to provide a wide range of 

information about the represented plant species (naturalistic, symbolic, historical, etc.), and about the monument 

they are related to (dating, origin, location, type, etc.). For each species, we calculated the degree of rarity based 

on frequency with which it was presented on certain monuments. The scale has been set up in the following way: 

very rare species (RR) those represented only once; rare species (R), those occurring in 1 monument but more 

then once, or 2-3 times in different monuments; normal species (N) those with 4-10 records; common species 

(C) the species with 11-50 records, and finally as very common species (CC) those species with more than 50 

records. In order to quantify the frequency of the parts represented the most recurrent element of each species 

was noted, and it was also considered whether the species was constituted by several parts (e.g. the acanthus is 
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Alcea sp./Alcea rosea L. (Malvaceae), N; flower 

*Alchemilla cfr. vulgaris L. (Rosaceae), RR (Caneva, 2010: Ara Pacis, Rome (9 BC), sculpt, flower) 

Allium cepa L. (Alliaceae), RR (Jashemski, Meyer 2002: Houses (V.ii and VIII.iv.4), Herculaneum, fres, 

bunches) 

Allium sativum L. (Alliaceae), C; bulb 

*Allium cfr triquetrum L. (Alliaceae), RR (Caneva, 2010: Ara Pacis, Rome (9 BC), sculpt, flower) 

*Allium cfr ursinum L. (Alliaceae), RR (Caneva, 2010: Ara Pacis, Rome (9 BC), sculpt, flower) 

Aloe vera (L.) Burm.f. (Aloaceae), R (Comes, 1879; Jashemski, Meyer 2002: House of Mars and Venus (Reg 

VII. Ins 9) Pompeii, fres, House of the Epigrams (Reg V, Ins 1), Pompeii (MAN), fres,  entire not flowering 

plant ) 

Anacyclus radiatus Loisel. (Asteraceae) see Chrysanthemum segetum L. 

*Anemone sp. (Ranunculaceae), R (Caneva, 2010: Anemone sp., Ara Pacis, Rome (9 BC), sculpt; flower) 

** Anemone apennina Auct. Orient. ex Boiss. (Ranunculaceae), RR (Coffer (fragm.) Basilica of St Paul 

Outside the Walls, Rome (not spec.); sculpt, flower) 

**Anemone coronaria L. (Ranunculaceae), R (Arch of Septimius Severus, Rome (202-203 CE), sculpt, 

flower; Temple of Mars Ultor (MFI) (2 BC), sculpt, flower; Coffer (fragm.) Basilica of St Paul Outside the 

Walls, Rome. sculpt, flower; The House of Augustus (Inv. 425547 MP) (second half of 1st cent. BC), fres, 

flower) 

**Anemone sylvestris L. (Ranunculaceae), RR (Cup with vegetal decoration, Lamian Gardens (MCM) (I c. 

BC), sculpt, flower) 

Anthemis sp. (Asteraceae), N; flowering plant, flower 

 Anthemis arvensis L./A. cotula Blanco /A. tinctoria L./A. triumfetti All./ Chamomilla recutita (L.) Rauschert 

/Matricaria chamomilla L. (Asteraceae), R (Ciarallo, 1991, 1992; Jashemski, Meyer 2002: House of 

Golden Bracelet (Reg VI, Ins 17, No 42), Pompeii, fres, flowering plant) 

Arbutus unedo L., (Ericaceae), N; entire plant with fruits 

*Arisarum vulgare Targ.-Tozz. (Araceae), RR (Caneva, 2010: Ara Pacis, Rome (9 BC), sculpt; inflorescence in 

growth stage) 

Arum cfr. italicum (Araceae), N; inflorescence in growth stage 

Arundo donax Georgi (Poaceae), N; flowering plant 

Arundo plinii Turra (Poaceae), N; flowering plant 

Asparagus sp. (Asparagaceae), R (Caneva, 2010: Ara Pacis, Rome (9 BC), sculpt, young shoots) 

Asparagus acutifolius L. (Asparagaceae), N; young shoots (turions) 

Asparagus officinalis L. (Asparagaceae), RR (Comes, 1879: House of Chlorus and Caprasia (Reg IX, Ins 2, 

No 10), Pompei, fres, young shoots (turions) 

*Asperula cfr. aristata (Rubiaceae), RR (Caneva G., 2010: Ara Pacis, Rome (9 BC), sculpt, flower) 

*Asphodeline lutea (L.) Rchb. (Asphodelaceae), RR (Caneva, 2010: Ara Pacis, Rome (9 BC), sculpt, flower) 

Asphodelus cfr albus Mill. (Asphodelaceae), N; flower, fruit 
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*Asplenium ruta-muraria L. (Aspleniaceae), RR (Caneva, 2010: Ara Pacis, Rome (9 BC), sculpt, leaves) 

Aster amellus L. (Asteraceae), N; flowering plant 

Bellis perennis L. (Asteraceae), RR (Jashemski, 1979: daisy, House (Reg I, Ins 6, No 11) Pompeii, fres, 

inflorescence (head) 

*Biarum cfr tenuifolium (L.) Schott (Araceae), RR (Caneva, 2010: Ara Pacis, Rome (9 BC), sculpt, 

inflorescence) 

Brassica rapa L./Brassica rapa L. subsp. rapa (B. campestris L.) (Brassicaceae), N; root 

*Bryonia sp. (Cucurbitaceae), RR (Caneva, 2010: Ara Pacis, Rome (9 BC), sculpt, tendrils) 

*Bulbocodium sp. cfr (Iridaceae), RR (Caneva, 2010: Ara Pacis, Rome (9 BC), sculpt, bulb) 

Buxus sempervirens L. (Buxaceae), R (Moeller, 1890; Caneva, Bohuny 2003: Villa of Livia (MPM) (I cent. BC), 

fres; House of Golden Bracelet (Reg VI, Ins 17, No 42), fres, entire not flowering  plant) 

**Calendula arvensis L. (Asteraceae), R (Porch of the Temple of Hadrian (fragm.), (Via Tre Pile, Roma), (145 

CE), sculpt; Arch of Septimius Severus (202-203 CE), sculpt, inflorescence (head)) 

*Calla palustris L. (Araceae), RR (Caneva, 2010: Ara Pacis, Rome (9 BC), sculpt, inflorescence) 

**Caltha palustris L. (Ranunculaceae), RR (Temple of Vespasian (MC) (80-87 CE), sculpt, flower) 

Calystegia sepium (L.) R.Br. /Calystegia cfr. sepium (Convolvulaceae), N; flowering plant  

Calystegia silvatica Choisy (Convolvulaceae), RR (Ciarallo, 1991: House of Golden Bracelet (Reg VI, Ins 17, 

No 42), Pompeii, fres, flowering plant) 

*Calystegia soldanella (L.) Choisy (Convolvulaceae), RR (Caneva, 2010: Ara Pacis, Rome (9 BC), sculpt, 

flower) 

*Campanula sp. (Campanulaceae), RR (Caneva, 2010: Ara Pacis, Rome (9 BC), sculpt, flower) 

*Cardueae R (Caneva, 2010: Ara Pacis, Rome (9 BC), sculpt, leaves and inflorescences) 

*Carlina cfr. utzka Hacq. / C. acaulis L. (Asteraceae), RR (Caneva, 2010: Ara Pacis, Rome (9 BC), sculpt, 

leaves and inflorescences) 

*Carthamus tinctorius L. (Asteraceae), RR (Caneva, 2010: Ara Pacis, Rome (9 BC), sculpt, batches with 

wrapping squames) 

Castanea sativa Mill. (Fagaceae), R (Comes, 1879: Castanea vesca Gaertn., Herculaneum; fres, entire plant; 

Casella, 1950: Castanea vesca Gaertn, House of the Moralist (Reg III, Ins 4), Pompeii, fres, and Domus P. 

Cornelius Tages , Pompeii; fres, fruits) 

Centaurea cyanus L./ Centaurea cfr cyanus L. (Asteraceae), N 

*Cephalanthera sp. (Orchidaceae), RR (Caneva, 2010: Ara Pacis, Rome (9 BC), sculpt, flower) 

**Cerastium sp. (Caryophyllaceae), R (Arch of Titus; Roman Forum, Rome (I cent. CE) sculpt; Fragm. (ACC) 

(not spec.), sculpt, flower ) 

Ceratonia siliqua L. (Leguminosae), R (Casella,1950: House of the stags, Herculaneum (45-79 CE) and House 

of the Ephebus (Reg I, Ins 7, No 10) Pompeii, fres, fruit) 

** Chamaerops humilis L. (Arecaceae), RR (Ostia Antica, capital, sculpt,  leaves) 

Chamomilla recutita (L.) Rauschert see Anthemis 
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Chrysanthemum sp. cfr. Chrysanthemum coronarium L. (Asteraceae), N; flowering plant 

**Chrysanthemum leucanthemum L. (Asteraceae), RR (Calyx krater, (MC), (Augustan age), sculpt, 

inflorescences (head) 

Chrysanthemum segetum L./ Anacyclus radiatus Loisel. (Asteraceae), R (Comes, 1879: House (Reg VII, 

Ins 7, No 4) Pompeii, fres,; Ciarallo, 1991, 1992 and Jashemski, Meyer 2002: House of Golden Bracelet 

(Reg VI, Ins 17, No 42), Pompeii, fres, flowering plant ; Jashemski, Meyer 2002: Inv. No. 9805, (MAN), 

fres, inflorescences (head)) 

Citrus limon (L.) Burm. f. (Rutaceae), N; entire plant with fruit; fruit 

Citrus medica L. (Rutaceae), RR (Casella, 1950: House of the Silver Wedding (Reg V, Ins 2, i), Pompeii, fres, 

fruit) 

**Clematis vitalba L. (Ranunculaceae), RR (cornice with corbel, Regia, Roman Forum, Rome (36 BC), sculpt, 

fruit) 

* Colchicum sp./C. autumnale L. (Colchicaceae), R (Caneva, 2010: Ara Pacis, Rome (9 BC), sculpt, flower) 

*Convolvulus cfr arvensis (Convolvulaceae), RR (Caneva, 2010: Ara Pacis, Rome (9 BC), sculpt, flowering 

plant) 

Cornus sp. /C. mas L. (Cornaceae), RR (Moeller, 1890; Caneva, Bohuny, 2003: Villa of Livia (MPM) (I cent. 

BC), fres, entire plant) 

Corylus sp. (Corylaceae), N; fruit 

Corylus avellana Thunb. (Corylaceae), N; branch with leaves and fruits, fruit 

**Corylus maxima Mill. (Corylaceae), R (Festoon, funerary altar (MC) (I cent. CE), sculpt; festoon 

funerary altar (PA) (I cent. CE), sculpt, fruit) 

**Crataegus sp., (Rosaceae), RR (Arch of Titus; Roman Forum, Rome (I cent. CE); sculpt, flower) 

*Crocus sativus L. (Iridaceae), RR (Caneva, 2010: Ara Pacis, Rome (9 BC), sculpt, stigma (flower) 

Cucumis melo L. (Cucurbitaceae), RR (Comes, 1879: Inv. No. 118, Herculaneum (MAN), fres, fruit) 

Cupressus sp./C. sempervirens L. (Cupressaceae), C; entire plant, branch with leaves 

*Cyclamen sp. (Primulaceae), R (Caneva, 2010: Ara Pacis, Rome (9 BC), sculpt, flowering stem; Ara Pacis, 

Rome (9 BC), sculpt, flower (bud)) 

Cydonia oblonga Mill. (Rosaceae), C; entire plant with fruits, fruit 

*Cynara cardunculus L. (Asteraceae), R (Caneva, 2010: Ara Pacis, Rome (9 BC), sculpt, grooved stems) 

*Cynara scolymus L. (Asteraceae), RR (Caneva, 2010: Ara Pacis, Rome (9 BC), sculpt, grooved stems) 

**Cynoglossum creticum Mill. (Boraginaceae), RR (Coffer (fragm.) Basilica of St Paul Outside the Walls, Rome 

(not spec.); sculpt, flower) 

Cyperus papyrus L. (Cyperaceae), R (Comes, 1879: House No. 9, (Via di Nola, Egyptian room) Pompeii, fres, 

flowering plant) 

** Daphne sp. cfr. Daphne laureola L. (Thymelaeaceae), R (House of Augustus (Inv. 425547 MP) (second half 

of I cent. BC), fres, branch with leaves and flower; Temple of Rome and Augustus, Ostia Antica (Tiberian 

epoch), sculpt, Miliarium aureum Roman Forum, Rome (20 BC), sculpt, flower) 
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Daucus carota L./Pastinaca sativa Thomas ex DC. (Apiaceae), RR (Stolarczyk, Janick, 2011: Thermopolium, 

Ostia Antica (early II cent. CE) fres, root, leaves) 

*Dianthus sp. (Caryophyllaceae), RR (Caneva, 2010: Ara Pacis, Rome (9 BC), sculpt, flower) 

Dianthus caryophyllus L. (Caryophyllaceae), RR (Jashemski, Meyer 2002: Villa of Diomedes, Pompeii 

(MAN), fres, flower) 

*Dipsacus fullonum L. (Dipsacaceae), R (Caneva, 2010: Ara Pacis, Rome (9 BC), sculpt, pairs of leaves) 

*Dracunculus vulgaris Schott (Araceae), R (Caneva, 2010: Ara Pacis, Rome (9 BC), sculpt, inflorescence) 

*Ecballium cfr elaterium (L.) A. Rich (Cucurbitaceae), R (Caneva, 2010: Ara Pacis, Rome (9 BC), sculpt;  

fragm., Area of Theatre of Marcellus, Rome (from Temple of Apollo Sosianus), sculpt, flower) 

Fagus sylvatica L. (Fagaceae), RR (Stoiculescu,1985: Trajan's Column, Rome (CE 113), sculpt, entire not 

flowering  plant) 

Ferula communis Gouan (Apiaceae) N; stem with inflorescence 

Ficus carica L. (Moraceae), CC; entire plant with fruits, fruit   

*Foeniculum vulgare Mill. (Apiaceae), RR (Caneva, 2010: Ara Pacis, Rome (9 BC), sculpt, stem) 

Fragaria vesca L. (Rosaceae), RR (Jashemski, Meyer 2002: Villa of Diomedes, Pompeii (MAN), fres, plant 

with fruits) 

*Gagea sp. (Liliaceae), RR (Caneva, 2010: Ara Pacis, Rome (9 BC), sculpt, flowers) 

Gladiolus segetum Ker Gawl. (Iridaceae), RR (Comes, 1879: House (Reg IX, Ins 2, No 5), Pompeii, fres, 

flower) 

Hedera helix L./ H. helix L. subsp. poetarum Nyman (Araliaceae), CC; branch, leaf, flower, fruit  

*Helianthemum cfr. nummularium Mill. (Cistaceae), RR (Caneva, 2010: Ara Pacis, Rome (9 BC), sculpt, 

flower) 

Hemerocallis sp. cfr see Paradisea 

*Hibiscus sp. cfr. (Malvaceae), R (Caneva, 2010: Ara Pacis, Rome (9 BC), sculpt, central part of the flower 

(stamens tube with anthers)) 

*Humulus lupulus L. (Cannabaceae), RR (Caneva, 2010: Ara Pacis, Rome (9 BC), sculpt, female inflorescence) 

 *Hyacinthus cfr orientalis L. (Hyacinthaceae), R (Caneva, 2010: Ara Pacis, Rome (9 BC), sculpt, flower) 

**Hydrocharis morsus-ranae L. (Hydrocharitaceae), RR (Tomb of Plaorini (MTD) (I cent. CE), sculpt, flower) 

Iris sp. (Iridaceae), C; entire flowering plant, fruit    

Iris germanica L. (Iridaceae), N; flowering plant 

Iris pseudacorus L. (Iridaceae), N; entire flowering plant 

Juglans regia L. (Juglandaceae), N; fruit, male inflorescence 

Lagenaria siceraria Standl. (Cucurbitaceae), N; fruit 

Laurus nobilis L. (Lauraceae), CC; entire flowering and not flowering plant, branch, leaf, fruit  

*Lavatera sp. (Malvaceae), RR (Caneva, 2010: Ara Pacis, Rome (9 BC), sculpt, flower) 

**Ligustrum vulgare L. (Oleaceae), R (Calyx krater (MC) (Augustan age), sculpt, fruits) 

Lilium sp. (Liliaceae), C; flower 



9 
 

Lilium candidum L. (Liliaceae), C; entire flowering plant  

*Lilium cfr martagon L. (Liliaceae), R (Caneva, 2010: Ara Pacis, Rome (9 BC), sculpt, flower; cup with 

vegetal decoration, Lamian Gardens, (MCM) (I cent. BC), sculpt, flower bud) 

**Linum sp. (Linaceae), R (Capital, Forum Baths, Ostia Antica (Antonine epoch), sculpt, flower) 

** Lychnis flos-cuculi L. (Caryophyllaceae), R (Capital, Ostia Antica (Rome), sculpt, flower ) 

*Lycopodium sp. cfr (Lycopodiaceae), RR (Caneva, 2010: Ara Pacis, Rome (9 BC), sculpt, sporophills in 

spikes) 

 Malus sp. (Rosaceae), C; fruit 

Malus domestica Baumg. (Rosaceae), C; fruit 

Malus sylvestris (L.) Mill. (Rosaceae), RR (Jashemski, 1979: crabapples, fres, fruit) 

Malva sp. / Malva_Lavatera (Malvaceae) C; flower 

*Mandragora sp. (Solanaceae), R (Caneva, 2010: Ara Pacis, Rome (9 BC), sculpt, leaves) 

Matricaria chamomilla L. see Anthemis 

Matthiola incana (L.) W.T.Aiton (Brassicaceae), N; flowering plant; flower 

**Melittis melissophyllum L. (Lamiaceae), RR (Temple of Saturn, Rome (498/497 (42) BC / 283 CE), sculpt, 

fruit) 

**Mentha cfr suaveolens Ehrh. (Lamiaceae), R (Temple of Divus Romulus, Roman Forum, Rome (309 CE), 

sculpt; decorative chariot, (VM) (I cent. BC), sculpt, inflorescence) 

**Mespilus germanica L. (Rosaceae), R (Columbarium of Servi e Liberti di Livia (MC) (I cent. CE), sculpt, 

fruit; Ara Pacis, Rome (9 BC), sculpt, leaves) 

Morus nigra L. (Moraceae), N; entire plant with fruits, brunch with leaves and fruits 

Myrtus communis L. (Myrtaceae), C; entire plant with flowers or fruits, branch, leaf, flower 

Narcissus sp. (Amaryllidaceae), R (Jashemski, Meyer 2002: Villa of Diomedes, Pompeii, fres, flowering plant) 

Caneva, 2010: Ara Pacis, Rome (9 BC), sculpt, flower 

Narcissus poeticus Huds. (Amaryllidaceae), N; flowering plant 

Narcissus pseudonarcissus L. (Amaryllidaceae), R (Comes, 1879: House of Apollo (Reg VI, Ins 7, No 23), 

and House (Reg VII, Ins 7, Decum) Min., Pompeii, fres, flowering plant) 

Nelumbo nucifera Gaertn. (Nelumbonaceae), R (Jashemski, Meyer 2002: Inv. No 8608, House of Pygmeii, 

Pompeii, (MAN) fres, flowering plant; House of the Centenari (Reg IX, Ins 8, No 6) and House of the Vettii 

(Reg VI, Ins 15, No 1), Pompeii, fres, leaves) 

Nerium oleander L. (Apocynaceae), C; flowering plant   

Nuphar lutea Sibth. & Sm. (Nymphaeaceae), N; flower, fruit 

Nymphaea sp. (Nymphaeaceae), N; flower, fruit 

Nymphaea alba L. (Nymphaeaceae), N; flower 

Olea europaea L. (Oleaceae), C; entire plant; branch with leaf, flower, fruit 

*Ophioglossum cfr lusitanicum L. (Ophioglossaceae), RR (Caneva, 2010: Ara Pacis, Rome (9 BC), sculpt, 

spikelets with sporangia) 
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*Orchis sp.(Orchidaceae); N; flower, RR; gynostemium (Caneva et al., in press: Ara Pacis, Rome (9 BC), 

sculpt) 

*Orchis tridentata Scop. (Orchidaceae), R (Kumbaric et al. 2012: roman cornice of the Crescenzi House, 

Rome (I-IV cent. CE), sculpt; tomb of Marco Servilio, Appia Antica, Rome (14-37 CE), sculpt, flower) 

 **Paeonia sp. cfr. (Paeoniaceae), RR (Cup with vegetal decoration, Lamian Gardens (MCM), (I cent. BC), 

sculpt, flower) 

*Pancratium maritimum L. (Amaryllidaceae), RR (Caneva, 2010: Ara Pacis, Rome (9 BC), sculpt, flower) 

Panicum milliaceum L. (Poaceae), N; leaf, inflorescence 

Papaver sp. (Papaveraceae), C; flower, fruit 

Papaver rhoeas L. (Papaveraceae), C; entire flowering plant, flower, fruit 

Papaver somniferum L. (Papaveraceae), C; entire flowering plant, flower, fruit 

 *Paradisea cfr Hemerocallis (Anthericaceae cfr Hemerocallidaceae), RR (Caneva, 2010: Ara Pacis, Rome (9 

BC), sculpt, flower) 

*Petasites sp. (Asteraceae), RR (Caneva, 2010: Ara Pacis, Rome (9 BC), sculpt, developing inflorescence) 

Phoenix dactylifera L. (Arecaceae), CC; entire not flowering  plant, entire plant with fruits, leaf, fruit 

Phyllitis scolopendrium (L.) Newman (Aspleniaceae), C; entire plant, leaf 

Picea abies (L.) H.Karst. (Pinaceae), N; entire plant 

Pinus sp. (Pinaceae), CC; entire plant (tree), leaf, cone   

**Pinus pinaster Aiton cfr P. halepensis M.Bieb. (Pinaceae), RR (Fountain of Belvedere Courtyard, 

Vatican (II cent. CE); cone) 

Pinus pinea L. (Pinaceae), C; entire plant, leaf, cone  

*Plantago sp. cfr. (Plantaginaceae), RR (Caneva, 2010: Ara Pacis, Rome (9 BC), sculpt, immature 

inflorescence) 

Platanus orientalis L. (Platanaceae), N; entire plant in fruits, branch with leaves 

*Poa bulbosa var. vivipara Koch (Poaceae), RR (Caneva, 2010: Ara Pacis, Rome (9 BC), sculpt, inflorescence 

with bulbils) 

Polygonatum sp./Polygonatum multiflorum Kunth (Convallariaceae), RR (Ciarallo, 1991, 1992; Jashemski, 

Meyer 2002: House of Golden Bracelet (Reg VI, Ins 17, No 42), Pompeii, fres, entire flowering plant ) 

**Polygonum sp. (Polygonaceae) RR (Ara Pacis (Tellus), Rome (9 BC), sculpt, inflorescences) 

**Populus alba L. (Salicaceae), RR (Villa of the Farnesina, (MPM, Rome), (I cent. BC), fres, brunch with 

leaves) 

Populus nigra L. var. italica Münchh. (Salicaceae), RR (Stoiculescu,1985: Trajan's Column, Rome (CE 113), 

sculpt; entire not flowering plant) 

*Potamogeton cfr natans L. (Potamogetonaceae), RR (Caneva, 2010: Ara Pacis, Rome (9 BC), sculpt, 

inflorescences) 

**Primula vulgaris Huds. (Primulaceae), RR (Regia, Roman Forum (cornice, fragm.), Rome (36 BC), sculpt; 

theater (fragm.), Ostia Antica, (12 BC), sculpt, flower) 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Anno_Domini


http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Anno_Domini
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Anno_Domini


http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Anno_Domini
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Anno_Domini
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shade to shepherds and farmers; the structure of the trunk representing an axis connecting the terrestrial and the 

celestial dimensions, but sometimes also the nutritional value of their fruits. 

The large number of geophytes recorded (mostly displayed in the Ara Pacis iconography) probably results from 

the philosophy related to conservation of life, as they can be preserved deep in the ground as well, as opposed to 

Terophytes (T) having a short life cycle (unsurprisingly, the record of their presence is relatively low in 

percentage). 

For what concerns the type of botanical element represented, our data show a predominance of flowers (i.e. 

isolated flower/inflorescences and on flowering plant) occurring with a frequency of 47%, and fruits, such as 

cones and sporangia (displayed both alone and paired with branches or the entire fruiting plant) with 23% (Fig 2). 

 

 
Fig 2 Frequency of representation of the different parts of the botanical elements in the Roman 
iconography (I cent. BC - III cent. CE); (flo-flower/infl-inflorescence, eflp-entire flowering plant, 
fru-fruit/con-cone/spo- sporangi, epfr-entire plant in fruit, br/lev/fr-branch with leaves and fruits, 
enflp-entire not flowering plant). 

 

Despite the inability to track the exact chorological information about the plants of which only the genus was 

identified, or of which the species identification is not fully reliable, the dominant chorological type is 

Mediterranean: Steno and Euri-Mediterranean are both represented in the proportion of 26%; Euro-Asiatic follow 

with a 25% (Fig. 3).  

 

 
Fig. 3 Chorological spectrum of the species represented in Roman iconography (I cent. BC - III cent. CE). 

% 









http://www.mendeley.com/library/##


http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.culher.2012.09.002


30 
 

Chapter II 
 
 

Kumbaric A., Savo V., Caneva G. 2012: Orchids in the Roman culture and 
iconography: Evidence for the first representations in antiquity, Journal of Cultural 
Heritage. 

 



Please cite this article in press as: A. Kumbaric, et al., Orchids in the Roman culture and iconography: Evidence for the �rst representations
in antiquity, Journal of Cultural Heritage (2012), http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.culher.2012.09.002

ARTICLE IN PRESSG Model
CULHER-2664; No. of Pages 6

Journal of Cultural Heritage xxx (2012) xxx�xxx

Available  online  at

www.sciencedirect.com

Original  article

Orchids  in  the  Roman  culture  and  iconography:  Evidence  for  the  �rst
representations  in  antiquity

Alma  Kumbaric �, Valentina  Savo  ,  Giulia  Caneva
Department of Environmental Biology, University Roma Tre, Viale Marconi 446, 00146, Rome, Italy

a  r  t  i  c  l  e  i  n  f  o

Article history:
Received 15 May  2012
Accepted 6 September 2012
Available online xxx

Keywords:
Orchids
Phytoiconography
Plants and archaeology
Roman iconography

a  b  s  t  r  a  c  t

Orchids  have  fascinated  humans  since  ancient  times.  Not  only  the  particular  morphology  of their  �owers
and hypogean  organs,  but  also  their  reproductive  biology  have  inspired  myths,  legends  and  popular
traditions  in  many  cultures,  all around  the world.  Despite  these  facts,  their  representations  on  ancient
artefacts  have  never  been  described  in  the  scienti�c  literature.  No clear  data  exist  for  Eastern  culture,
and  in  Western  countries,  the  �rst  certain  representations  of orchids  in  art  date  back  to the XV-XVI
century  CE.  This  paper  documents  different  identi�cations  of  orchids  on  Roman  monuments  changing  the
common  belief  that  these  plants  �rst appeared  in  art  more  recently.  Floral  elements  of  Cephalanthera  spp.,
Spiranthes  spiralis  (L.)  Chevall,  of  Orchis  tridentata  Scop.,  and  of  other  orchids  were  observed  in  different
architectonical  elements  (cornices  and ceilings)  throughout  the  Roman  period,  and  in  the  external  frieze
of the  Ara Pacis  monument  (I century  CE).  These  representations  seem  to refer  to a  symbolism  of  fertility
and sexuality,  and  their  absence  in  medieval  time  can be  explained  only  considering  religion  in�uences.

'  2012  Elsevier  Masson  SAS. All  rights  reserved.

1. Introduction

Phytoiconography is the discipline that analyzes the representa-
tions of plants in art, in archaeology, and on historical monuments
[1]. In the context of plant iconography, it may  provide important
information on the naturalistic and symbolic value of plants in the
various historical periods [1�18].

Even though there is a great diversity of plants in artistic rep-
resentations over the past centuries, in different historic periods
of Western countries, certain groups of plants are rarely repre-
sented. Some plants seem to have a very important meaning in
ancient cultures of the Mediterranean area and the Near East, with
many representations in art and a clear, strong symbolic value,
con�rmed by copious references by classical authors such as Plin-
ius, Dioscorides and Virgilius. The symbolic value of the plants,
which are rarely represented, is often uncertain (as far as we  know).
Undoubtedly, this may  be related to the different roles plants
played in human life in the past (in traditions, religion, rituals,
beliefs, etc.).

Orchids have fascinated humans since ancient times and have
always been considered special, with distinctive and diverse fea-
tures. However, they are among those which have been rarely
represented in art. �The orchids are the nobility of the �ower world.

� Corresponding author. Tel.: +390657336374; fax: +390657336321.
E-mail addresses: akumbaric@uniroma3.it (A. Kumbaric), vsavo@uniroma3.it

(V. Savo), caneva@uniroma3.it (G. Caneva).

They are a race set apart. No common garb is theirs. Like scions of a
noble race, they have a curiously devised heraldry and may  be known
by their horns and antlers, tails and ears, and queerly fashioned crests�
[19] (Gibson and Jelliffe, 1905).

The biology and symbolism of orchids have certainly affected
their meaning, role and value in phytoiconography and this might
have in�uenced their rarity in nature iconography. Many studies
have been carried out on their ecology, biology and distribution,
e.g., [20�22],  but few studies report references of, or deal with, their
use in artistic representation, e.g., [3,5,6,23].

1.1. Research aims

Considering this background, the aims of this paper are to
present new evidences for representations of orchid dating back
to the Roman period and to describe the cultural meanings of these
amazing plants. We  also wish to provide possible explanations for
their rarity in artistic representations.

2. Material and methods

2.1. The biology of the plant

Orchidaceae is one of the largest plant families in the world:
it includes about 800 genera with more than 20,000 species [24].
Orchids are distributed over all continents, excluding Antarctica;
the centre of their areal is the Tropics where their highest diversity
can be found. In Europe, only about 200 species of native orchids
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(about the 1% of all orchids) are reported. In Italy (where the study
was conducted), 100, more or less, native orchid species, with about
30 genera, are reported (the numbers may  vary according to the
classi�cation system) [25,26].  The Italian species are geophytes,
with two hypogean rhizo-tubers (of different size and shape). Flow-
ers have two series of tepals (thus, there is no differentiation
between calyx and corolla). However, the three external elements
are usually called sepals, while the inner ones are called petals
because of the considerable morphological differentiation [26]. The
reproductive apparatus (which has a very speci�c structure) is char-
acterized by a gynostemium, or column, that generally contains a
single stamen (at least in the Italian orchids). This stamen, which
represents the male reproductive apparatus, produces multiple
agglutinated grains of pollen instead of powdered pollen (which
is typical of many �owering plants). Specialized insects transport
these grains from the stamen to the female structure of the gynos-
temium. After the pollination, orchids produce a capsule fruit with
very small seeds [27,28].

2.2. Methods

The search of historical references for orchids in art and archae-
ology was carried out looking at specialized literature, where
sometimes the symbolic use of these plants is discussed. Some clas-
sical references were used for the interpretation of the symbolism
in the ancient culture, and speci�cally: Vitruvius (De Architectura),
Plinius (Pliny the Elder) (Naturalis historia), Ovidius (Metamor-
phosys) and Virgilius (Carmina Bucolica).

The botanical identi�cation in the archaeological elements was
carried out trough a photographic comparison of the observable
morphologies of sculptured portions and plants in nature com-
ing from regional area compatible with historical data. Moreover,
we also used (to corroborate our identi�cation) plant images from
specialized botanical literature, and online herbaria (e.g., The Kew
Herbarium Catalogue online, The New York Botanical Garden Vir-
tual Herbarium). In most cases, we understood the necessity to
visually �decompose� the representation into different elemen-
tal parts, in order to engage in the correct interpretation of such
�mosaic pieces�, linked together in a metamorphic process.

For the �oral frieze of the Ara Pacis, the photographic analysis
was carried out during the last restoration activities made in occa-
sion of the new Museum. In this friezes, the hundreds of details of
particular in�orescences or portions of a speci�c plant (stems, or
parts of the pistil), fruits or bulbs were elaborated via computer for
investigating the existence of any true model [17].

For the other monuments, the documentation was carried out
in the last two years, analyzing a wide number of archaeological
materials from different Roman archaeological sites (e.g., Palatine,
Roman Fori, Appia antica) or Museums (e.g., Capitolini, Centrale
Montemartini, Fori Imperiali, Antiquarium Palatinum,  Nazionale
Romano and Vatican Museums), as well as the archaeological frag-
ments inserted in the buildings in Rome, Italy. Also in this case,
the photographic materials were elaborated via computer and
compared with botanical details of the most similar natural ele-
ments. Although sometimes the ambiguity of the sculptured forms
impedes their precise identi�cation, more often, the morphological
peculiarities of small portions of the representation were enough
to allow systematic identi�cations, at least at genus level or family.

3. Results and discussion

3.1. Cultural meanings, tradition and symbolism

Orchids are often mentioned in mythology and legends in many
countries around the world [5,29�31]. The oldest references come

Fig. 1. Signatura rerum,  the theory of signature: orchids images from G.B. Della Porta
(1588).

from Greek mythology. In fact, the name of the genus Orchis (from
which the name of the whole family originates) comes from the
Greek word orchis (testicles): probably because some species of the
family have rhyzo-tubers that resemble testicles. In ancient Greece
(as well as in the ancient Mediterranean area) this plant was linked
to the myth of Orchis. The most popular story of which tells how
during a Bacchanal celebration, Orchis, the son of a nymph and a
satyr, tried to rape a Maenad. For his action, he was  punished by
one of the Moirai (the incarnations of destiny): he was  attacked
and torn apart by the beasts that accompanied the Moirai. From the
mortal remains of the young man  germinated a plant, with testicle-
like hypogean structures. Indeed, the resemblance of speci�c plant
parts (tubers or �owers) to human reproductive organs (masculine
and also feminine) explains the origin of many different legends.
One of these legends describes Orchis as a beautiful hermaphrodite
young man, with ambiguous shape and attitude, who did not accept
his condition and committed suicide throwing himself from a rock.
From the earth sprang many �owers, �different in their shapes but
similar in their prodigious and odd sensuality� [30], germinating
from his blood.

Its particular morphology, in connection with the mythology,
explains why, since ancient times, this plant has been associated
with sexuality. According to the ancient �theory of signature�,
speci�c plants were used to cure certain human organs for the sim-
ilarity of the shapes (between the organs and the plant parts) [32]
(Fig. 1). For this reason, orchids (and especially their rhizo-tubers)
were indicated as being curative for the reproductive system.
Theophrastus (IV century BC) mentioned the use of orchid tubers,
along with ewe  milk, to achieve a vigorous coitus (using the bigger
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Fig. 2. �The Unicorn in captivity� of the tapestry series �The Hunt of the Unicorn� (from Freeman, 1974) (on the left); the detail with the orchid (in the middle); Orchis
maculata L. in the wild (on the right).

tubers) or to �ght impotence (using the small tubers). Dioscorides
(I century CE), in the De materia medica,  used the name Orchis to
de�ne these plants, connecting their uses with fertility. Dioscorides
also noted the difference in size between the two  rhizo-tubers: one
formed in the �rst year was soft, wrinkled and shrinking, the other
in the second year was �rm and larger. It was a common belief
that men  who ate the larger tuber begot sons, while women who
ate the smaller one conceived daughters [5].  In Greece, orchids are
still used as stimulant in popular traditions [33]; in Italy, tubers,
and sometimes �owers, are still eaten by lovers to show recipro-
cal attraction or as aphrodisiac in folk country traditions. They are
also used to tie or untie couples [34]. In Israel, in popular tradi-
tions, according to the doctrine of signature, orchid tubers are used
against impotence [35]. In Turkey, several orchid bulbs (known as
salep) have different traditional uses, among these, bulbs are used
as aphrodisiac [36].

In the early Christian culture, orchids were never mentioned,
probably because of their association with the Greek mythological
symbolism; later other symbolic meanings were attributed to the
plant which changed its references. In fact, a Christian belief told
that the leaves of O. mascula were originally spotted with Christ�s
blood, providing a religious association. It is very likely that in this
story, orchids symbolized not only resurrection in the Christian
sense, but also regeneration in a more natural sense [3].

In modern times, orchids are often associated with the symbols
and the concepts of beauty, harmony, and elegance. The features
and shapes of certain parts of orchids, sometimes very particu-
lar and bizarre, and the perfect bilateral symmetry of �owers may
explain this attribution. The Victorian association between orchids
and luxury is probably due to the fact that many exotic orchids were
arriving from tropical countries at that time, which were dif�cult to
cultivate (they need symbiontic mycorrhizas, which were discov-
ered only later). As a consequence, these plants were highly valued
and their �owers became connected to status symbol in Europe.

Nowadays, all over the Mediterranean basin tubers and other
plant parts are used for different medicinal purposes, as stimulant,
expectorant, emollient, emmenagogue, vermifuge, aphrodisiac, etc.
[32,36�38]. Some orchids are also used as food (e.g., for preparing
ice-cream [36]) or as aromatizer (e.g., vanilla).

3.2. Representation of orchids in art

The most famous ancient representation of orchids in art is the
one on the tapestry �The Hunt of the Unicorn� (1495�1505) (The
Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York), emblem of the Flemish

school of Bruxelles. Among the plants in the �owering meadow, it
is possible to identify an orchid, probably Orchis maculata L. [31,39]
(Fig. 2).

However, art historians and scientists [3,31,40] have differ-
ent opinions about the �rst representation of these plants in art,
while some confusion arises from their references. The indicated
paintings containing orchids all come from the Italian Renaissance,
and all authors name �Madonna and Child� by Gaudenzio Ferrari,
(around 1525, Accademia Carrara, Bergamo) and �Christ and the
Samaritan woman� by Girolamo dai Libri (around 1555, Museo
Castelvecchio, Verona). A third reference names the Pietà by CosmŁ
Tura (around 1460, Museo Correr, Venice). This attribution does
not match with one reference by Levi D�Ancona, which indicates
the paintings of CosmŁ Tura �Dead Christ Upheld by Angels� for
a museum, which instead should be The Art History Museum of
Vienna. This is probably due only to a typographical mistake; how-
ever, if the name and the places are correct, a new painting arises,
one referred to Giovanni Bellini. In any case, the small plants in the
foreground in all these paintings are not so well de�ned and they
should be better analyzed in order to establish the correspondence
with such plants. Another representation of orchids in art, which
dates back more or less to the same period, is the one in the deco-
ration of the writing table of the duke Cosimo de�Medici designed
by Francesco Ubertini (Bachiacca) in 1545 CE, where among other
plants, the orchid Himantoglossum adriaticum Baumann is repre-
sented [6,23].

Orchids were also represented in the drawings of the medi-
cal books of Matthioli (1568), [41] or Durante (1585), [42] where
orchids are depicted and described. Many exotic plants started to be
imported with the discovery of new continents, and, among them,
exotic orchids become very popular in Europe. This attention is
re�ected in the rich iconography of these plants which started in
this period and has continued into modern times, for example in
the Art noveau movement [43].

3.3. Representations of orchids in Roman art and archaeology

Only recently have orchid species been recognized in ancient
artistic representations of archaeological monuments: for example,
in the external fence of the Ara Pacis, the altar to Peace erected
by Augustus in 9 BC, to celebrate the beginning of a new era of
prosperity [17]. Before these identi�cations, it was believed that
orchids never had been represented in ancient artifacts.

In particular, the detailed study of the vegetal frieze of the Ara
Pacis monument led to the identi�cation of about 90 different plant
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Fig. 3. Cephalanthera sp. on the frieze of Ara Pacis (upper left); the �ower in the wild (upper right). Spiranthes spiralis (L.) Chevall on the frieze of Ara Pacis (bottom left); the
plants  in the wild (bottom right).
From Caneva 2010, mod.

taxa, and hundreds of botanical details. Among these taxa, two  dif-
ferent orchid species: Cephalanthera sp. and Spiranthes spiralis (L.)
Chevall cfr. (Fig. 3) were identi�ed [17]. In addition to these, on
the same monument another representation of an orchid, specif-
ically the gynostemium of an orchid �ower, can be most likely
associated to an Ophrys (Caneva et al., in press). All the above-
mentioned species are represented only once on the monument,
but their identi�cation is very likely, with little margin left to
doubt.

New identi�cations of orchids recognized on other archaeolog-
ical monuments in Rome are here presented for the �rst time.
Speci�cally, orchid details have been identi�ed on the ceiling of
the Temple of Venus Genetrix in the Caesar�s Forum, presently
located in the Museum of Mercati Traianei, and in different parts
of cornices dating from I-IV century CE, such as those collected in
Mecenate�s Auditorium Museum (Fig. 4), or on the frontal side of
the medieval Crescenzi House (Fig. 5). These shapes could pos-
sibly lead to identi�cations of �owers in the Orchis genus (in

Fig. 4. Parts of Roman cornices of the Mecenate�s Auditorium Museum (left); detail of the orchid �ower in the frieze (in the middle); Orchis tridentata Scop. in the wild (on
the  right).
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Fig. 5. Detail of the Roman cornice of the Crescenzi House (left); detail of the orchid �ower in the frieze (in the middle); Orchis tridentata Scop. in the wild (on the right).

particular Orchis tridentata Scop.), and to its similar genera (such
as Dactylorhiza and Neotinea). Even if we are practically certain
about the recognition of orchid labellum, due to its rather spe-
ci�c shape, species identi�cation is not always de�nite when
considering certain polymorphism within species, and similari-
ties to other zygomorphic �owers, such as those of the Lamiaceae
family.

The recognition of orchid elements in these cornices and archi-
tectural elements opens an interesting topic of discussion about
the rarity of orchids in art which could be more common than pre-
viously hypothesized. Therefore, in Roman plant iconography, it
is possible to hypothesize a not so negligible presence of orchids
among other plants, though with less frequency. The less frequent
representation of orchids could be partially explained by the pref-
erence of symmetric radial �owers to the bilateral ones, and so the
later being less commonly represented.

The symbolic message of orchids in this context can by explained
through mythology; especially in the external fence of the Ara
Pacis, where the large number of plants are chosen for the mes-
sage of new life and rebirth and where orchids were selected for
representing fertility, strictly associated to the main message [17].
At the same time, the representation of the gynostemium on this
monument has a correlated symbolic meaning. Besides the inter-
esting fact that Romans knew the reproductive system of plants
(Caneva at al., in press), this orchid element alludes to the process
of pollination, and thus reproduction. The reproductive appara-
tus of this orchid will bring new fruits and seeds, symbols of new
life.

In the later centuries, especially in the medieval Age, the repre-
sentation of orchid �owers in art and architecture seems to have
been abandoned. A possible explanation could be found in the con-
nection with mythological symbolism and in the allusion to libido
and masculine lust: these plants could have been considered inap-
propriate on monuments and in art representations with religious
and spiritual contexts.

4. Conclusions

New �ndings demonstrate the presence of orchids on Roman
monuments changing the common belief that these plants �rst
appeared in art much more recently. In the Roman-Hellenistic cul-
ture, their representation seems to refer to a symbolism of fertility,
but their rarity in Medieval art representations could probably
be explained by the willing to eliminate pagan elements, which
were linked to aphrodisiac power and luxury. With the Renais-
sance, the rediscovery of ancient roman culture, and the new ideas
coming from the new world, explain the rediscovery of orchids in
art.
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I  Abstract  

 

Roman archaeological remains surprisingly contain several realistic details of vegetal elements, in 

accordance with the Hellenistic-Alexandrine style. They reveal a deep knowledge of natural 

phenomena, and their use provides symbolic messages going beyond decorative aims, as supported by 

ancient scriptures. The Ara Pacis Augustae in Rome represents an outstanding example of such a 

substantially figurative, not-written language. Its lexicon was based on the choice of natural structures 

resulting in analogical relationships with specific ideas (e.g. life, rebirth, fertility). We also demonstrate 

for the first time, that Roman ancients were aware of even small-scale natural phenomena and used 

details to express ideas through symbolism. We provide examples showing the careful selection and 

representation of even small details carried out (e.g., aquiline-�I�H�U�Q�� �S�D�V�W�R�U�D�O�V���� �R�U�F�K�L�G�¶�V�� �J�\�Q�R�V�W�H�P�L�X�P������

together with the observation of phenological phases of plants (e.g., Acanthus in its seasonal regrowth, 

the Arum withering of feminine flowers).  

 

I reperti archeologici Romani contengono sorprendentemente molti dettagli realistici di strutture 

vegetali, seguendo uno stile derivante dalla cultura Ellenistico-Alessandrina. Essi rivelano una 

profonda conoscenza dei fenomeni naturali e il loro uso dimostra un intento simbolico che va oltre 

quello decorativo, come �D�Q�W�L�F�K�L�� �W�H�V�W�L�� �F�L�� �G�L�P�R�V�W�U�D�Q�R���� �/�¶Ara Pacis di Augusto a Roma rappresenta un 

eccezionale esempio di tale linguaggio sostanzialmente figurativo il cui lessico si basava sulla scelta di 

strutture naturali mostranti analogie con specifiche idee (es. vita, rinascita, fertilità). Per la prima volta, 

mailto:caneva@uniroma3.it
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noi dimostriamo che gli antichi Romani interpretavano anche piccoli dettagli e li utilizzavano per 

esprimere idee attraverso il simbolismo. Forniamo quindi esempi della grande cura nella selezione e 

rappresentazione anche di piccoli dettagli (es. i pastorali di una felce aquilina, o il ginostemio di 

�X�Q�¶�R�U�F�K�L�G�H�D������ �F�R�V�u�� �F�R�P�H�� �Q�H�O�O�¶�R�V�V�H�U�Y�D�]�L�R�Q�H�� �G�L�� �I�D�V�L�� �I�H�Q�R�O�R�J�L�F�K�H�� �G�H�O�O�H�� �S�L�D�Q�W�H�� ���H�V����Acanthus nella sua 

ricrescita stagionale, o lo sviluppo dei fiori femminili di Arum). 

 

 

II  In troduction 

 

�:�K�D�W�� �L�V�� �1�D�W�X�U�H�� �L�I�� �Q�R�W�� �*�R�G�� �K�L�P�V�H�O�I�� �D�Q�G�� �W�K�H�� �G�L�Y�L�Q�H�� �U�H�D�V�R�Q�� �L�P�P�D�Q�H�Q�W�� �W�R�� �W�K�H�� �Z�R�U�O�G�"�´ (Seneca, De 

beneficiis, IV, 7). Nature was the �³�/�L�I�H�´ and �W�K�H���³�0�R�W�K�H�U�´��to ancient men, and Nature represented the 

divinity in its broad way of onsets and expressions. As a consequence, in their mind-set and beliefs, 

nothing was accidental or casual. Natural phenomena were interpreted as the result of the divine 

expression and, as such, had influence on human life  (Dierbach, 1833; Frazer,1890; Folkard, 1894; De 

Cleen & Lejeune, 2003; Ducourthial, 2003; Kandeler & Ullrich, 2009). 

In the antiquity, the need to explain Nature and its manifestations led to the interpretation of natural 

phenomena through the production of myths, gods and heroes. Pliny the Elder (Naturalis historia), 

Horace (Odes) and Ovid (Metamorphoses) describe their representation through well-defined forms, 

symbols, signs and events.  

In the past, symbols were ubiquitous, and they were clear not only to the initiate, but also to the 

ordinary people. They were promptly introduced to a world where Nature was full of meanings, and 

where life processes were supposed to be strictly governed by the divine (Baumann, 1993; Caneva et 

al., 2010) . The use of symbols represented as specific patterns, and most commonly vegetal shapes can 

be noted in friezes, capitals and columns. All  shapes had a deep connection with the transcendent 

(Vitruvius, De Architectura), even if now they are often considered to be ornamental decorations. 

Several archaeological monuments of the Mediterranean basin, originating from the ancient 

Hellenistic-Alexandrine culture, contain wide representations of Nature, and Ara pacis Augustae 

(Rome, Italy) is an outstanding example of the iconographic representation of plants (Caneva, 2010). 

The monument was built (13 BC to 9 BC) �W�R���F�H�O�H�E�U�D�W�H���$�X�J�X�V�W�X�V�¶�V���U�H�W�X�U�Q���I�U�R�P���K�L�V���Y�L�F�W�R�U�L�R�X�V���H�[�S�H�G�L�W�L�R�Q��

in Gaul and Spain, as the auspice for a new peaceful age ending the external rebellions and internal 

�V�W�U�X�J�J�O�H�V�����Z�K�L�F�K���V�W�D�U�W�H�G���Z�L�W�K���W�K�H���-�X�O�L�X�V���&�D�H�V�D�U�¶�V���P�X�U�G�H�U���L�Q��44 BC�����7�K�L�V���³�$�U�D���R�I���W�K�H���S�H�D�F�H�´ was meant 

to represent the beginning of a new era of Roman dominance coincident with the Empire foundation 

(Zanker, 1990). 

The aim of this paper is to explain the symbolic message of even small plant details and to demonstrate 

that these ancient people had a deep knowledge of Nature, using this monument as a superb example of 

this statement.  

 

 

III  Methods 

 

The methodological approach applies the iconography interpretation in a new and original way, 
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presented for the first time in Caneva (2010). The analysis and interpretation of the naturalistic 

composition of the Ara Pacis was performed according to the following steps:  

I - Identification of the single elements �W�K�U�R�X�J�K���³�V�H�J�P�H�Q�W�D�W�L�R�Q�´��of the images. Only  few plants were 

portrayed entirely, the majority of them were represented as combined fragments. The systematic 

identification was based mainly on the analysis of typical diagnostic details, through a visual 

segmentation of complex images. Later, single elements were compared with morphological details of 

plants in nature, in order to find similarities. Several databases of images in nature were used, both 

from personal and on-line photographic collections. 

II - Identification of single elements �W�K�U�R�X�J�K���D���³�Q�H�Z-�F�R�P�S�R�V�L�W�L�R�Q�´��of the images. For some structures, 

the opposite procedure was carried out by visually reassembling several shapes and structures, as in 

�$�U�F�L�P�E�R�O�G�R�¶�V���S�D�L�Q�W�L�Q�J�V�� 

III �± Interpretation. In the monument, plant elements were composed to create a kind of symbolic code. 

The interpretation of such code, based on images, was elaborated through the understanding of the 

�O�L�Q�J�X�L�V�W�L�F�� �³�V�\�Q�W�D�[�´�� �D�Q�G�� �³�Y�L�V�X�D�O���V�N�H�O�H�W�R�Q�´�� �R�I�� �W�K�H�� �F�R�P�S�R�V�L�W�L�R�Q���� �Z�K�L�F�K�� �F�U�H�D�W�H�V���D�� �N�L�Q�G���R�I�� �³�P�H�W�D�V�W�U�X�F�W�X�U�H�´ 

(Caneva, 2010). A general interpretative hypothesi�V���Z�D�V���G�H�Y�H�O�R�S�H�G���W�K�U�R�X�J�K���W�K�H���S�O�D�Q�W�V�¶���V�\�P�E�R�O�L�F���Y�D�O�X�H��

in classical literature. 

 

 

IV Results  

 

The natural forms embedded in the external vestment of the Ara Pacis demonstrate a deep knowledge 

of nature and the highly developed observational skill of ancient people. The segmentation of the plant 

iconography in several elementary parts �J�H�Q�H�U�D�W�H�G�� �P�D�Q�\�� �³�F�K�L�P�H�U�L�F�D�O�´�� �I�L�J�X�U�H�V���� �D�V�� �W�K�H�� �V�R-called 

�³�J�U�R�W�H�V�T�X�H�V�´����A total of about a hundred species (mostly plants) have been identified, and some show a 

recurring role, while others are specific of the context in which they have been included (Caneva, 

2010). 

Many plants had a well known symbolic value derived from a system of analogical interpretations 

based on their morphology, habitat and ecophysiological characters: e.g., date-palms, as symbol of life 

and victory (Danthine, 1937) for their growing power, or the pomegranate as symbol of cyclical time 

(Bennett, 2011) for their phenology.  

The symbolic association as conceived by ancient people is summarized as follows:  

Observation of even the smallest natural details �o  recognition of the forms and discovery of analogies, 

or of associated processes �o  interpretation of the hidden suggestive meaning �o  attribution to details 

of such a meaning. 

�%�R�W�K���³�I�R�U�P�´���D�Q�G���³�I�X�Q�F�W�L�R�Q�´���R�I���D���Qatural phenomenon were the keys of interpretation, of the scientific 

(objective observation of Nature) but also spiritual (symbolic and divine association) way of thinking. 

Each plant was believed to hold �D�� �V�R�U�W�� �R�I�� �³�V�L�J�Q�D�W�X�U�H�´, and it was supposed that the morphologic 

appearance express plant �³function�  ́for humans.  

The plant Acanthus mollis L., which is frequently represented in classical sculptures (Vandi, 2002), is 

related to the �³rebirth�  ́ idea and symbolism. This plant has a specific life form and phenology in 

Mediterranean countries: the plant appears dead in summer, but grows back after the first fall. In the 
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same way, in the monument the recurring presence of Acanthus represents Rome in its rebirth (Fig. 1). 

 

    

Fig. 1 - Acanthus representing the rebirth of Rome in the Ara Pacis Augustae. 
 

In the monument, even the smallest plant details had a special function. These details were carefully 

selected for a specific reason, and their presence supports the idea that people used to observe Nature 

carefully. These small plant details were interpreted using shapes, positions, geometries, rhythms and 

analogies with specific ideas. Among the hundreds of examples to support this statement, we have 

selected a few relevant ones.   

What plant could represent at best th�H���L�G�H�D���R�I���W�K�H���³�V�R�X�O�´�����D�V���³anima mundi� ,́ and could also express the 

idea of the imperial power, and of the total conquer of space? 

The aquiline (eagle in English) fern morphology [Pteridium aquilinum (L.) Kohn], which emerges 

�I�U�R�P���W�K�H���³�Y�L�V�X�D�O���I�X�V�L�R�Q�´���R�I���G�L�Iferent elements, fits perfectly in these concepts. At first an evident shape 

analogy exists between its double pastorals and the heart, which represents the location of soul, and this 

shape is represented at a magnification of about 8-10 time the original size of the detail. Moreover, the 

arrangement of the plant fronds reminds the shape of an eagle with outstretched wings, and also the 

shape of a basal section of the fronds corresponds to a bicephalous eagle (Fig. 2). The eagle was a 

symbol of Zeus, chosen as banner of the Roman legions, and then, the eagle became the symbol of the 

empire and as such remained throughout the following centuries. Finally, this fire-lover fern spreads 

quickly and widely over the ashes of burned fields becoming a dominant species (symbolically after the 

wars); this process is well known in the pastoral world, where, atavistically, shepherds burned 

meadows for renewal. 
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Fig. 2 �± On the top: Heart-shaped structure of Ara Pacis freezes (left) and comparison with Pteridium 
aquilinum pastorals (right); on the bottom: comparison of the plant with the eagle shape. 
 

 

Moreover, which plant could best show the idea of fertility? It would be a plant with many ovules or 

many seeds (pomegranate, poppies, etc.). How could the idea of future fertility be expressed? In this 

case, details linked to fecundation mechanisms, and to the role of sexuality in the creation of life are 

the most suitable. The representation of an Arum specifically when the spadix-shaped inflorescence is 

withering and the feminine flowers changing into fruits may be considered an example of such idea. 

This choice supports the idea that a deep understanding of plant development was rooted into the 

ancient traditional knowledge, additionally the choice aims to select a precise phenological phase (Fig. 

3). 

 Another example is the representation of an orchid gynostemium with pollinia (Fig. 4). It proves the 

careful and fundamental observation of nature, as this element accurately symbolizes the idea of future 

life. This small and specific plant detail, in the original size of a few mm, is impressive, and proves the 

knowledge of pollination phenomena and fertilization power. This symbolism is strengthened by the 

other symbolic association of the two sub spherical rhizomes in orchids with testicles (orchis in Greek), 

�D�F�F�R�U�G�L�Q�J���W�R���W�K�H���W�K�H�R�U�\���R�I���W�K�H���³�V�L�J�Q�D�W�X�U�H�´���� 
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Fig. 3 - Evolution of Arum development: the sculpture (second image from the left) represents the 
spadix withering and the feminine flowers evolving into berries. 
 

 

 

Fig. 4 - Orchid gynostemium (with pollinia) in the Ara Pacis (left) and in the wild (right). 
 

 

V  Conclusion 

 

The natural forms observed in monuments of the antiquity, sometimes stylized and cryptic, were 

powerful symbols in the past and key elements of classical models, even though over the centuries their 

meanings and symbolism have gone lost. Ancient men had a deep knowledge of natural phenomena 

and many details of artistic representations contained a message linked to the goodness in the several 

shapes of their manifestations. This need to interpret divine messages produced both a powerful and a 

highly shared symbolic lexicon. 
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General conclusions 

The research about the Roman iconography performed in the context of this thesis has led to new 

and unique discoveries and offered some undoubtedly valuable confirmation regarding the 

iconography itself and the Roman naturalistic knowledge. ��

�x First of all, it has given an important contribution to the knowldge regarding the plant 

biodiversity in Roman iconography. The study presented in Chapter I shows very rich plant 

biodiversity (more than 200 different taxa) which in comparison to the previous knowledge 

about the plant diversity presents an increase of almost 50%. Analysis based on the reported 

frequency of plant species has highlighted a group of only 7 species (Acanthus mollis, Vitis 

vinifera, Phoenix dactylifera, Punica granatum, Ficus carica, Laurus nobilis, and Hedera 

helix) which can be regarded like very common species (with 50 and more recordings). 

Furthermore, the most numerous were very rare species, ie species with only one recording. 

This facts leads to a conclusion that the research should be continued; also because among 

these species there were some with important symbolical and mythological values (Daphne, 

Crataegus) and a higher frequency of their presence is expected.  

�x Topics in plant symbolism, especially in the case of orchids were discussed (Chapter II). It is 

explained how the symbols are created/born. In the case of orchids, the particular morphology 

of their hypogean organs made this group of plants a part of a series of mythological episodes, 

beliefs and popular uses. The uniqueness of this work was also in the fact that these 

representations present the first representations ever , and with this we moved the period 

considered for the first presentations of orchids back by 500 years. In this sense, the study has 

given an important contribution to the naturalistic iconography in general. 

�x�� Iconographic studies carried out have shown (testified, in fact) the impressive naturalistic 

knowledge of the ancient Romans. On one hand, it was confirmed by the high diversity of the 

represented species, and on the other hand, by the finesse and delicacy with which some 

details we observed were represented. Precisely the attention paid to small details suggests 

their importance in the symbolic message they carry. In the case of a representation of a orchid 

gynostemium with pollinia expresses the knowledge of natural phenomena linked to this form 

(pollination �Æ fertilization �Æ new life) that becomes the "indirect" symbol for new life, 

rebirth, transformation. 

�x In the case of Raphael's Lodges in Vatican, the connection between Roman art and 

Renaissance has been analyzed. The plant inventory of the Lodges showed almost hundred 

different species. The American species (Cucurbita maxima, C. moschata, C. pepo and Zea 

mays) found here resulted of particular interest. Together those found in the Villa Farnesina in 
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Rome in previous studies, they are the first evidences for the presence of American plants in 

Europe, after only a short period of time after the discovery of America. 
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