
The apparent references to Pompeii and 
Herculaneum in lines 5 and 6, respec-
tively, usually draw attention2. What 
strikes me, however, is not that the cit-
ies are evoked, but how–by the sacred 
shorthand of the deities most readily as-
sociated with, and venerated by, them. 
That Martial could expect an audience in 
Rome to understand these allusions sug-
gests how deeply the connections be-
tween gods and cities ran.

What are the contours of this identifi-
cation? How did it play out on the ground 
in what Campanians built in their cities? 
Can we get a sense of the dynamics of 
these connections? This article explores 
issues relating to Campanian cities’ sa-
cred identity by examining a delimited 
group of monuments from one city: pub-
lic fountains at Herculaneum. Though 
ornamented water troughs might not 
seem a particularly sacred point of inter-
est in a cityscape, my close reading of 
the fountains—their location, form, and 
low reliefs of deities—suggests first that 
they testify to Herculaneans’ deep en-
gagement with several divine figures, es-
pecially venus, in addition to Hercules. 
Moreover, this study demonstrates the 

fountains’ multivalence. Locally, in their 
choice of subjects and their placement 
within the city, they drew on Hercula-
neum’s religious heritage, echoed the 
personal devotional practices of its citi-
zens, and tied into its sacred landscape 
through a system of topographical refer-
ences. Yet at the same time they both al-
luded to the principate through the dei-
ties they depicted and also mimicked 
monuments in Rome showing those 
same gods. Thus, even these essential-
ly utilitarian features of the cityscape re-
flected and encouraged a sacred and civ-
ic identity that maintained feet in both 
Herculanean and Roman camps.

BACKGROuND

During the reign of Augustus, Hercula-
neum, along with other Campanian cit-
ies, became the beneficiary of an impor-
tant public works project, an aqueduct 
leading water into this region from a 
mountain spring at Serino, more than 45 
kilometers to the east3. The effects of this 
amenity were keenly felt throughout the 
city. Earlier, urban dwellers had chan-

neled rain into underground cisterns and 
dug deep wells down to the water ta-
ble4. Now, with the aqueduct and the 
construction of the urban water system, 
fresh water flowed into street-side foun-
tains and into many houses in copious 
quantities, supporting luxuries like water 
triclinia and attending to more mundane 
but essential uses such as drinking and 
cooking5. On an urban scale, too, Her-
culaneans reaped the benefits. One set 
of baths, the Terme del Foro, was im-
proved, while another, the Terme Subur-
bane, was constructed de novo. A swim-
ming pool would soon become part of 
the grand palestra complex at the city’s 
eastern end6.

Augustus and Agrippa were re-
nowned for caring for the water supply 
elsewhere and here they appear to have 
permitted water to be diverted to Her-
culaneum from an artery meant prima-
rily for the imperial fleet at Misenum7. 
On account of this, they likely received 
some recognition for this transformation. 
But it is otherwise unclear who paid for 
the urban water system and whom Her-
culaneans would have credited for the 
jump in their quality of life. No local evi-
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INTRODuCTION*

In a poem often cited by scholars of Campania, Martial writes of the post-eruption landscape (4.441):

Hic est pampineis viridis modo vesbius umbris,
 presserat hic madidos nobilis uva lacus:
haec iuga quam Nysae colles plus Bacchus amavit,
 hoc nuper Satyri monte dedere choros.
haec veneris sedes, Lacedaemone gratior illi,
 hic locus Herculeo nomine clarus erat.
cuncta iacent flammis et tristi mersa favilla:
 nec superi vellent hoc licuisse sibi.

This is vesuvius, but lately green with shade of
vines. Here the noble grape loaded the vats to over-
flowing. These slopes were more dear to Bacchus
than Nysa’s hills, on this mountain not long ago
Satyrs held their dances. This was venus’
dwelling, more pleasing to her than Lacedaemon,
this spot the name of Hercules made famous. All
lies sunk in flames and drear ashes. The High
Ones themselves would rather this had not been in
their power.




