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...The double red rose 
is without a doubt the 
species most commonly 

found in ancient 
Pompeii, both in terms of 
pictorial representation 
and mentions by classic 

authors. It has been 
variously identified, 

in the past, as a plant 
related to the Gallic 

rose. But can we exclude 
the contribution of 

an Oriental rose in a 
red, reflowering and 
fragranced rose? The 

peach (Prunus persica) 
was widely cultivated in 
Italy in Roman times; it 
was originally a species 
of Chinese origin that 
the Romans discovered 
upon arrival in Persia, 

where it had been 
introduced some time 

before. Might the Ancient 
Rose of Pompeii not have 
travelled the same path? 

Currently these are 
hypotheses that require 
closer examination, but 
it is certainly possible to 

solve the mystery.
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Vii

his book represents yet another part of the growing collection of immense immaterial 
heritage from the ancient city of pompeii and enriches the series with a contribution 
dedicated to a flower that has been beloved and celebrated since ancient times. pom-
peii never ceases to fascinate, intrigue, attract and inspire travellers and artists. this 

excursus into the history of the rose, its origins and widespread presence in pompeii is detailed 
and enjoyable and leaves nothing out of its absorbing history from how the many species found 
in the mediterranean were cultivated right up to theories about the identity of the pompeian rose. 
ancient history scholars will be well aware that one of the most important locations for the cul-
tivation and production of roses in the mediterranean was campania. and in keeping with the 
age-old tradition of developing techniques and agriculture in this area, it would retain this posi-
tion for some centuries. the area was nicknamed Terra pulla by cicerone, since anything could 
be grown there and it was always of the most outstanding quality.
this book, compiled from the accounts of scholars who were asked to retrace the history of a 
flower that has caught the imagination of poets, authors and artists more than any other over the 
ages, examines the multiple uses of the many known varieties of the rose: from ornamental plant 
to ingredient in sophisticated recipes, medicine and even seductive and beautiful perfumes. the 
gardens of the rich pompeian domus were adorned with roses; the most common was the double 
red rose, which is found in many paintings and references by classic artists. But studies of the 
materials discovered so far in the stores and gardens of the ancient city clearly indicate that there 
was no specific variety in pompeii, and campania in general, but rather a rich group of plants that 
also included spontaneous species. 
an intelligent mix of scientific and botanic information alongside details of the traditions and 
customs make this book particularly compelling, as it transports the reader into a sphere of com-
munication where the intention is to testify to the importance of pompeii in its many, even im-
material, facets. the scent of the rose, which has its own dedicated contribution, has remained 
unchanged over the centuries and catapults us back to a past that no longer seems so distant. for 
those of us who are all too aware of the great challenges in popularising archaeology, this work, 
created with the “La rosa antica di pompei” association, represents one of the most fitting re-
sponses to the demands of an increasingly numerous and keen audience.

massimo osanna
director general, pompeii superintendence
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ultivation and representation of the rose had a great influence on the daily lives, com-
merce, religion, spirituality and economy of campania and, more generally speaking, 
the entire mediterranean area during the greco-roman period. it was a historic period 
in which great emphasis was placed on the figurative arts and their effect on the psy-

chophysical wellness of mankind.
Various historical sources reveal how human ingenuity tackled the ornamental plant sector and 
roses in particular, managing to develop growing techniques that even anticipated modern prac-
tice in some ways. the methods used for extracting essences, for example, which achieved pre-
industrial levels of yield, were so sophisticated that we might assume that the roman perfumers 
were familiar with the chemical reactions that regulate the processes of extraction, purification 
and solubilisation of the aromatic compounds and their molecular characteristics in terms of 
polarity, stability or volatility. the same might be said of the use, widespread in ancient times, of 
the active ingredients of the rose to formulate what would today be known as functional or nutra-
ceutical supplements, combining gastronomic properties with the prevention or cure of various 
afflictions, including the negative effects of excessive alcohol consumption and different types of 
inflammation. from an agronomic perspective, it is also interesting to note how concepts such as 
agricultural sustainability, of particular relevance nowadays, connected to the protection of soil 
fertility might have been applied to the mass cultivation of roses, as pliny the elder leads us to 
believe when he describes how a field that is left to rest during spring produces better-smelling 
roses. nevertheless, the association of these flowers, their scent and portrayal with human well-
being and attainment of a state of interior peace that facilitates the development of the arts and 
human emotions, is probably the most important aspect pf the positive role this plant played in 
the development of ancient society in campania.  
it is little known nowadays just how important the production of roses and their derivatives in 
campania, especially paestum, capua and pompeii, was to the mediterranean overall. there 
were one or more varieties that might have been ‘typically’ produced and/or represented in the 
pompeii/Vesuvius area. it is an attractive concept, although not yet supported by dedicated stud-
ies and therefore lacking in clear scientific proof. if this were the case however, the modern defi-
nition of protected designation of origin or protected geographical indication could be applied 
to specific cultivars of roses and/or the cosmetic or gastronomic products derived and developed 
from these in ancient pompeii. We might perhaps combine the information gleaned from paint-
ings and other historical sources with the application of new dna analytical techniques to carpo-
logical and ligneous samples from the era in which the roman markets were flooded with roses 

c



from campania in order to label a ‘centifolia’ variety from pompeii or paestum as the first pdo/
pgi flower of perfume from campania. 
the attraction that the pulcherrima rosa has forever borne for the human race is not limited 
solely to aesthetics, cosmetics and spirituality. during a historic period that leaned toward the 
genetic and qualitative uniformity of the main on a global scale, the commercial production of 
roses benefited from a germplasm that was estimated at 20,000 varieties. this figure continued 
to grow constantly thanks to widespread research and development aimed at creating new hybrids 
that were more resistant to biotic and abiotic stress, more beautiful, with richer scents or more 
useful for producing perfumes. in fact, the rose soon became the first ornamental plant of great 
economic value whose entire genome would soon not only be entirely sequenced but also studied 
in-depth to identify its most important genes (see rose genome sequence initiative). in any case, 
new ‘genetic tools and markers’ are already available to facilitate the selection of cultivars with 
the best characteristics in terms of flowering, flower morphogenesis and production and emission 
of scent, as well as for studying the incredible diversity and genetic evolution of the Rosa genus 
and the large Rosaceae family. this latter includes 90 genii and 3000 species, as well as crops 
of great commercial importance such as the apple, pear, cherry, peach, almond and apricot trees 
and strawberry plants. in conclusion, history presents us with a complex mystical and artistic, 
as well as economic and productive, connection between one of the most popular products in the 
world’s natural evolution and our ancestors from the greco-roman period. those legendary roots 
that still capture our imagination today, the images and scents that make life a little sweeter, the 
technology that has supported our development and traditions that enrich and consolidate our 
social bonds. 

matteo Lorito

Tenured Professor of Plant Pathology
Head of the Department of Agriculture

University of Naples Federico II
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ernesto de caroLis

mYthicaL aspects and portraYaL of the rose in 
VesuVian painting 

“See, Aurora, awake in the glowing east, 
opens wide her bright doors, and her rose-
filled courts”
ovid, met., ii, 113

INTRODUCTION

omes in roman society might originally have had a green area comprised of a mod-
est hortus, located behind the tablinium and delimited at the outer edge by a high 
perimeter wall. the space was used to grow the vegetables needed for the daily diet. 
subsequently however, and due to the increasing influence of hellenic culture as 

rome progressively expanded into the western and eastern mediterranean, the utilitarian func-
tion of the hortus dictated by the demands of everyday life diminished somewhat and was trans-
formed with the insertion of decorative bushes and flowers, making it a garden area that complet-
ed and enhanced the home aesthetically (JashEmski 1979-1993; DE Carolis 2007c, pp. 54-67; 
Ciarallo 2012). the green area was also expanded; almost always rectangular in shape, it would 
be bordered completely or in part, depending on the owner’s tastes, by a peristyle (peristilio) that 
opened onto the living areas and rooms for entertaining (fig. 1-3). evidence of the striking taste 
of the upper echelons of Vesuvian society in the first century a.d. is also revealed by the fashion 
of adding sculptures and complex fountains to these spaces, inserted into the corners of the lawn 
and clearly designed to imitate the parks of suburban villas in the urban home. these villas rep-
resented a real status symbol until the late republican age, such emblems of wealth and power as 
they were. the gardens were decorated with fountains, nymphs, baths and euripi as well as ‘min-
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iature’ marble and bronze stat-
ues, occasionally used as part 
of the fountains. these trans-
formed the space not only into 
an area to show off to guests 
and in which to socialise with 
them, but a place to stroll away 
from prying eyes or to spend 
time studying and reading in 
utter tranquillity (fig. 4). dur-
ing the excavation projects 
that started in 1748, which in 
some cases revealed a large 
sector of inhabited pompeii, 

fig. 1: house of M. Olconio (house of the postumii), peristyle (Viii, 4, 4.49). photo: domenico anderson, 1923-1925 approx.

fig. 2: house of the golden cupids (Vi, 16, 7), peristyle.
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careful interpretation of the surface level made it possible to identify the geometry of the lawns 
and boulevards that were reconstructed, since it was impossible to know what kind of vegetation 
would have grown there in 79 a.d., with plants, shrubs and flowers that resembled those shown 
in Vesuvian paintings (ComEs 1879, pp. 177-238; Ciarallo 2012, pp. 175-183, 205-221).
one important discovery was the viridarium, marked by a peristyle with rectangular pillars on 
the lower level of the Villa of diomedes and outside the herculaneum gate. it was stated in the 
excavation report of 17th august 1771 that “It is curious to see charred trees in the same garden; 
by which we can work out how they were planted…” (Pah 1860, i, p. 257, table V). the original 
design of the internal repartition of the green space, which could not be recovered, was discov-
ered thanks to later drawings and photographs, if we assume that the garden was reconstructed 
and maintained in its original form from its discovery onwards. the likely presence of large rect-

fig. 3: house of the golden cupids (Vi, 16, 7), peristyle with garden and sculptures. photo domenico anderson, 1923-1925. 



angular lawns separated by paths, conspicuous on the ground surface, can already be observed 
in an etching by georg hackett from 1793 and is then seen once more, with the same layout, 
in the work of other artists who visited the ruins of pompeii, including a watercolour lithograph 
by phippe Benoist from 1848 (Fino 2005, figg. 28, 71; fig. 5). it is also shown in photographic 
documentation produced after the late nineteenth century (DE Carolis 2013, pp. 42-44, fig. 71; 
fig. 6). 
one feature that particularly stood out was the orchard at the house of pansa (Vi, 6, 1.12), 
also known as Insula Arriana Polliana, which was first discovered in 1813 and completely 
uncovered in 1827. it is rectangular in shape with a series of lawns cultivated with plants 

fig. 4: house of D. Octavius Quartio (ii, 2, 2), the arbour overlooking the garden. photo: giacomo Brogi, early twentieth century reproduc-
tion.
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and water channels, perhaps used 
to nurture plants and/or flowers giv-
en its size and position behind the 
house (Pah 1860, 1, pp. 116-123; 
Pah 1862, 2, pp. 194-196: “only 
the plan of the ancient planted land 
have any sign of a pathway, corre-
sponding to the main opening of the 
portico” BrEton 1870, especially p. 
247).
We might also remember the two 
gardens surrounded by a peristyle 
at the house of the centenary and 
the house of the Vettii also found 
during the nineteenth-century exca-
vations of pompeii. the first home 
was uncovered by antonio sogliano 
between 1879 and 1880 thanks to 
careful investigations by pompeii’s 
gardener mr roncicchi and it was 
possible to establish the direc-
tion of the flowerbeds and internal 
pathways. it is also thought that the 
plan from 79 a.d. shows eight holes 
around the pool, which would have 
corresponded to poles with four fur-
ther corner holes from the roots of 
climbing plants. these belie the 
presence of an arbour that covered 
the pool and also reveals other holes, 
perhaps from shrubs, in front of ev-
ery column of the arbour (DE Caro-
lis 2015, going to press; fig. 7). the 

fig. 5: Villa of diomedes, lower peristyle with green space. phippe Benoist, 
watercolour lithograph, 1848.

fig. 6: Villa of diomedes, lower peristyle with green space. photo: robert rive, 
post-1858.



second home was revealed 
between 1894 and 1895 and 
we can precisely identify the 
route of the pathways and the 
design of the flowerbeds, just 
as we can observe the same 
species depicted in most of the 
fourth style wall decorations 
in the arbour in photographic 
documentation from the time 
(fig. 8). 
in the early twentieth cen-
tury, research led by Vittorio 
spinazzola focused on the 
eastern section of the town so 
as to complete excavation of 
Via dell’abbondanza towards 
the amphitheatre and this 
brought to light many different 
gardens, including that of the 
home of D. Octavius Quartio 
(ii, 2, 2) and the house of the 
moralist. attempts have been 
made at reconstruction thanks 
to the ever increasing focus on 
recognising the traces left on 
the land and the opinions of 
botanists of the time.
in the first domus, the green 
area stretches out behind the 
rooms of the house, on a slight-
ly sloping piece of land. it has 
a long, rectangular shape and 

fig. 7: house of the centenary (iX, 8, 3.7), peristyle with garden and central basin. 
edizione inalterabile, 1900-1915/20.

fig. 8: house of the Vettii (Vi, 15, 1), garden with marble features. photo: giorgio sommer, 
post-1895.
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is characterised by two canals or channels in a t-shape. during excavation, numerous holes re-
lating to poles and climbing plants were found along the longitudinal channel, allowing for the 
reconstruction of two pathways shaded by arbours (ambulationes tectae) as well as many fruit 
trees (sPinazzola 1953, especially pp. 396-418; Ciarallo 2012, pp. 208-210; fig. 9). thanks to 
careful excavation of each layer and small sector by spinazzola, we discovered the image: “not of 
any old garden in general terms or due to hypothetic discoveries or deductions from paintings, but 
with the definite style of the garden of an urban house, created in the first century, in the first fifty 
years even, of the Empire…”. this in turn allowed us to reconstruct “…a real vision of a large 
garden: its design, its shape and size, its plants and their arrangement, its wooden architecture…” 
(sPinazzola 1953, pp. 396-397).
While the owner of this abode had attempted a miniature version of the parks found in suburban 

fig. 9: house of D. Octavius Quartio (ii, 2, 2), garden with central channel and reconstruction of the ambulationes tectae.



villas, the fervid imagination of the tenant at the house of the moralist had given the modest 
green space there the appearance of a sacred garden. the green area was transformed into a 
lucus (holy wood) with a marble statue of artemis on a pedestal with a nearby bronze brazier sur-
rounded by tall trees. it was possible to cast the roots of the trees with plaster (sPinazzola 1953, 
pp. 759-762.). 
there has been a fundamental change to the garden restoration system following investigations 
in recent decades that has used the very latest paleosol technology, which has allowed the philo-
logical reconstruction of the gardens in the newly uncovered areas of the city (JashEmsky 1993, 
passim; Ciarallo 2012, pp. 212-221). the most relevant example was the discovery of the viri-
darium at the house of the painters at Work (iX, 12, 9) which was entirely reconstructed both in 
terms of architecture and vegetation, thanks to the position and examination of the cavities left 
by roots in the land and the identification of pollens and seeds (Ciarallo 1991- 1992, pp. 204-
208; fig. 10).
compared to the numerous green spaces discovered in the city of pompeii, the unquestionable 
presence of rose plants can only be found in the areas discovered since the 1870s, for the reasons 
previously explained. the two examples are found at the house of the painters at Work and the 
house of the garden of hercules. Within the flowerbeds of the first house, separated by packed 
earthen pathways, rose bushes were planted in alternation with juniper trees, while numerous dif-
ferent essences, including roses, were found at the second home, as well as various cavities from 
vines and olive trees. the discovery in this latter abode of large numbers of small and medium 
glass containers makes us think that the area was used for the artisanal production of unguents 
and perfumes in the city’s final years. it is also well-known that campania, especially the paes-
tum area, was famous for the intense cultivation of roses, from the petals of which they extracted 
a popular perfume and unguent as well as using them in the kitchen, to flavour wine and prepare 
medical recipes. “In other respects, Egypt is the country that is the best suited of all for the produc-
tion of unguents; and next to it, Campania, from its abundance of roses”, “Yet in spring the fields 
having had an interval of rest produce a rose with a sweeter scent than the garden rose… hence 
there is a common saying that the Campanians produce more scent than other people do oil.…”, 
“The most famous kinds of roses recognized by our countrymen are those of Praeneste and those of 
Campania.” (Pliny thE ElDEr, nat. hist., Xiii 16-17, XViii 111-116, XXi 16-17); “… the rose-
gardens of gentle Paestum” (oviD, met., XV, 708); “…the twice-flowering rose-beds of Paestum…” 
(virgil, Georg., iV, 119); “I saw rose gardens that rejoice in Paestum-style cultivation” (aPP. 
vErg., De Rosis…, 11); “Under what star the flowers first come to birth; And Paestum’s rose-beds 
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bud” (ColumElla, De Re 
Rustica, X, 37); “…the 
beauty of spring and the 
charm of fragrant Flora, 
so rich the glory of Paes-
tan fields…” (martial, 
Epig., 80). 
in the other Vesuvian 
sites to the east of Villa 
a of Oplontis, known as 
torre annunziata today, 
the cavities discovered 
in the ground of modest 
garden no. 58 were iden-
tified as having belonged 
to rose plants and other 
flowers, probably used to 

decorate garlands and crowns, rosariae and coronae (JashEmsky 1979, p. 306), which in roman 
times were widely used at private banquets and public ceremonies both sacred and civil to adorn 
guests, furniture and rooms, as testified to by various excerpts from classical literature (martial, 
epig., Xiii, 127: “Winter, O Caesar, offers you a forced chaplet; formerly the rose was a flower of 
spring, now it comes at your bidding.”; oviD, met., X 123, XiV 708, Xii 410: “…entwine it with 
rosemary, now violets or roses…” ; suEtonius, nero, XXVii, 3: “…one of whom spent four million 
sesterces for a banquet at which turbans were distributed, and another a considerably larger sum 
for a rose dinner”; Pliny thE ElDEr, nat. hist., XXi, 8, 14; app. Verg., copa, 132). the par-
ticular beauty of the rose, both for its various coloured petals and intense perfume, was the basis 
for their status as a symbol of luxury until the late republican age among the well-to-do levels of 
society. demand was so great that they were grown both in greenhouses and under glass to ensure 
their availability all year round, as well as importing them from egypt in the winter (Pliny thE 
ElDEr nat. hist., XXi, 8: “…Then they changed over to rose wreaths, and to such a height did 
luxuriousness rise that no chaplet was fashionable except those stitched together with genuine pet-
als only…”; horace carm., i, 38, 3: “Boy, I hate the Persian paraphernalia, the crowns composed 
with bast; Abandon pursuing, where of locations the late rose delays.” martial, epig., Vi, 80: “…

fig. 10: house of the painters at Work (iX, 12, 9), the garden ground surface with lawns marked out 
and holes for the fences.


