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In the Roman world, the provision of tempie precincts with 
groves and gardenswasprobablyfairiycommonpractice, but 
sacred gardens seidom have been investigated archaeoiogi-
caiiy, and oniy afeware known anywhere. 1  Even in Pompeil 
they remain rather elusive. Tempie gardens or groves have 
been postulated here, but never corroborated archaeologi-
cally, at the tempie of Isis arid around the Doric tempie in the 
Trianguiar Forum, as well as at the tempie of Venus ori the 
seafront at Hercuianeum. 2  The piantings around the subur -
ban tempie of Dionysos investigated in 1973  by Wiiheimina 
Jashemski i'emained the oniy archaeoiogicaiiy explored sa-
cred grove of Roman date in Pompeii untii excavations by 
the author at the tempie of Apollo in 1998. 

At Pompeii in-depth expioration of accessibie spaces 
such as atria and peristyies in Roman houses Is cieariy 
important for the information that can be gained on 
eariy Roman and pre-Roman occupatiori sequences and 
the processes of change, but the investigation of operi 
areas around tempies is also cruciai, as it Is here that 
we shouid expect to find the preserved remains of sacred 
groves and gardens. This most certainiy apphes to the 
sanctuary of Venus Pompeianawhich was first cieared of 
ancient pumice and ash between 1898  and 1900. 1  The 
primaiy focus of these and subsequent sporadic excava-
tions in the twentieth centuiy was to reveai the architec-
turai remains of the tempie and the coionnades around 
lt. 5  No effort had ever been made to expiore the sub-soii in 
the area between the tempie and the surrounding porti-
coes in search of evidence for a sacred grove, and, in fact, 
the existence of piantings on the site was questioned, if 
not denied, by modern schoiars. 6  Because much of the 
courtyard of the sanctuary was intact, and because Ve-
nus, as a goddess of fertihty, couid be expected to have 
had piantings associated with her cuit, the site presented 

itseif as an ideai iocation for an investigation into the 
existence and appearance of a sacred grove. 7  

A research project of excavation and survey was therefore 
designed to ciarify the foliowing: 8  

- the date of the earhest Roman tempie garden and its 
reiationship to the first Roman tempie; 

- the nature and type of piantings in the tempie garden; 
- changes in the design of the tempie garden between the 

time of lls estabiishment and the eruption of Vesuvius 
inA.D. 79; 

- the use of water in the sanctuary and the nature of dedi-
cated votive offerings and monuments. 

Seven trenches were opened on the west and east sides 
of the courtyard, avoiding the areas of nineteenth cen-
tury disturbance, the iarge basait biocks strewn around 
the site, and the modern pathway that overiies the most 
westeriy part of the courtyard and the foundations of the 
adjacent portico (Figs. 1-2). The foilowing is a preiimi-
nary report on the fieidwork carried out in 1998,  2004 
and 2006 by the University of Sheffieid. 

The iocation of this Roman sanctuary on the south-west 
edge of Pompeii's lava piateau meant that it spectacu-
iariy overlooked the valley below and wouid have been 
visible for some distance by anyone approaching from 
this direction. The Pompeian sanctualy is reiated to a 
group of impressive terrace sanctuaries in central Itaiy 
buiit between the mid- second and the mid-first centuiy 
B.C., such as, for exampie, the sanctuaries of Fortuna at 
Palestrina, of Jupiter or Venus at Terracina, of Hercuies 
Victor at Tivoh, or of Diana Nemorensis at Nemi. 9  As at 
these sites, the area chosen for the tempie of Venus in 
Pompeii underwent substantial alterations to accom-
modate the new compiex. In order to buiid on steepiy 
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recently excavations have been conducted by E. 
Curti to explore the pre-Roman remains on the 
sue and the reiationship between this quarter of 
the town and the harbour: CORTI 2005, and see 
this volume. 
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Venus, like Aphrodite, is most often con-

nected with pianta and growing things, so, for ex-
ampie, by Lucretius, de Rerum Natura 1.1, who 
refers to the earth spreading fiowers under her 
feet. For the connection between Aphrodite and 
gardens, see Pindar, Pythian Odes 5.24; Hesiod, 
Theogony 11.194-195;  Strabo, Geography 8.3.12, 
14.63; Pliny, Historia Naturalis 36.4.16; Pausa-
nias, Descrfption of Creece 1.19.2, 1.27.3. See 
also MorrE 1973, pp. 121-137; CARROLL-SPILLECKE 
1989, p. 24, fig. 7. venus at Pompeii also had the 
epithet 'Fisica'. In this guise, she may not have 
beenprimari1yferti1i' related, as she appears also 
to have had celestial and marine connections, 
and she acted as a goddess of mediation. CoAREIn 
2002, pp. 88-89, aligos her with the great Near 
Eastern goddesses, but one of these goddesses, 
Astarte, and her eastem Greek counterpart, Aph-
rodite, were deflnitely also fertility deities. On the 
cult of Astarte/Aphrodite with physical evidence 
far a sacred grove at Kouklia (Paphos) and Ki-
tion (Lamaca) in Cyprus, see Herodotus Histcay, 
1.105; KARAGEORGHIS and CARROLL-SPILLECKE 1998, 
pp. 142-146. On depictions of Venus at Pompeii, 
see SWINDLER 1923; SCHILLING 1954, pp. 285-289, 
pis. XIV, XV, XVII, AppendIx 1;JA5HEMsIU 1 979a, pp. 
124-13 1. 
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