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FIELD REPORT

Public Space in Late Antique Ostia: 
Excavation and Survey in 2008–2011 

LUKE LAVAN

Abstract
This article presents the work of the University of Kent 

section of the Late Antique Ostia Project, which since 
2008 has studied the evolution of public space in the cen-
tral area of the city, in conjunction with the Humboldt 
University of Berlin. This research has sought to detect 
and document Late Antique remains within a clearance-
excavated classical site using minimally invasive methods. 
It has demonstrated that Ostia saw a level of investment 
in secular public buildings that surpassed other cities in 
Italy outside of Rome. Thus, Russell Meiggs’ view that the 
construction of Portus led to the demise of Ostia, in terms 
of its political and economic vitality, now seems unlikely. 
Until the mid fifth century, Ostia was still significant as a 
center of political representation that followed the urban 
fashions of the age, which now came from the eastern 
Mediterranean rather than from Rome. English sum-
maries of the work of the Berlin team are provided by its 
director, Axel Gering; that work is published in greater 
detail in a parallel report in Römische Mitteilungen.*

public space in the late antique city

In the last 30 years, archaeological fieldwork has led 
to a revision of negative generalizations about the Late 
Antique city. Excavations have shown that in much of 

the central and eastern Mediterranean, cities remained 
prosperous, although urban centers in other regions 
experienced contraction and dislocation. Studies of 
internal urban topography have tended to concentrate 
on fortifications, churches, and houses in cities of the 
first type, or on the abandonment and ruin of classical 
monuments in cities of the second type. In contrast, the 
last fully “Roman” phases of streets, plazas, and secular 
public buildings have been neglected. This is perhaps 
because scholars have preferred to study newly built 
architecture rather than the repair of earlier structures. 
Yet, from the 1980s, interest grew, first in the civic build-
ing inscriptions of the period in Africa, Italy, and Asia 
Minor, and later in pertinent structural remains. Since 
the 1990s, excavations in the eastern Mediterranean 
have fully documented late repairs to civic public build-
ings. Western digs also now record late repair and occu-
pation, though in a piecemeal fashion, while pursuing 
other objectives. No previous archaeological study has 
systematically reexamined a clearance-excavated clas-
sical city of the western Mediterranean to detect Late 
Antique repairs to secular public buildings that were 
missed or ignored by earlier excavators.

* The Kent division of the Kent-Berlin Late Antique Ostia 
Project was directed by Luke Lavan from 2008 to 2011, in col-
laboration with A. Pellegrino, director of the Soprintendenza 
of Rome, Ostia section, and A. Marinucci, head of the works 
on-site. We are grateful to A. Gering for arranging the per-
mit in 2008–2010. In the Ostia site archive we benefi tted from 
the kindness of E. Angeloni and in the depot from the help 
of P. Germoni. Trenches supervisors were H. Harrington, V. 
Reilly, K. Madigan, J. Fides, Z. Magyar, S. Matz, J. Hutchins, 
D. Jackson, B. Harp, and M. Mulryan. Assistant supervisors 
were M. Joyce, B. Knapp, C. Collard, P. Maranzana, J. Wolf, 
A. Roder, and J. Williams. Finds were supervised by H. Har-
rington, assisted by A. Hammett and E. Blanning. Ceramics 
were studied by E. Pamberg, S. Costa, and especially E. Vac-
caro. S. Hamilton-Dyer studied faunal remains, and A. Rov-
elli studied coins. A. Sanchez, A. Fitzgerald, and S. Kamani 
analyzed building decoration and design. Wall photography 
was undertaken by L. Figg, L. Bosworth, and D. Underwood. 
Principal drawers were J. Williams, J. Measor, C. Murphy, E. 

Joergensen, and T. Manahai, while A. Bates, C. Spence, and 
D. Underwood undertook survey. E. Luby and L. Figg pro-
duced numerous digitized plans and sections, which were 
fi nished for publication by E. Boast. Spolia studies were un-
dertaken by R. Sadler and P. Maranzana. M. Mulryan pro-
vided archive support as well as excavation and recording 
on-site in a thoroughly dedicated manner. Logistical support 
was provided by B. Laing and S. French. The Kent part of the 
project was funded by a fi eld school grant from the University 
of California, Los Angeles, in 2009; fi eldwork bursaries from 
the University of Kent in 2008–2010; grants from the Faculty 
of Arts at Kent; and donations from Context Travel, Caroline 
Lawrence, John Osborn, and especially John Beale, without 
whom the 2010 and 2011 seasons would not have been pos-
sible. Gering wrote the English summaries on the work of the 
Berlin team (see the sections titled “Main Forum Portico” and 
“Architectural Work on the Foro Paving”); all other parts of 
the article were written by Lavan. Figures are by Lavan unless 
otherwise noted.
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ostia: a case study
The site of Ostia is one of the most extensively ex-

cavated Roman cities and certainly one of the most 
accessible as far as late antiquity is concerned. It pro-
vides an unparalleled opportunity to study the secular 
urban topography of that period. Although the city 
is dominated by buildings dating from the first three 
centuries C.E., there is much evidence for continued 
occupation and repair of public and private structures 
from the fourth to sixth centuries. The desertion of 
Ostia in the ninth century, along with the deposition 
of flood and dune sediment, means that the Late An-
tique levels of the city were, prior to excavation, well 
preserved. Unfortunately, field techniques of the early 
20th century were often primitive, especially those 
of the archaeologists working under Mussolini, who 
cleared huge areas on the west and south sides of the 
city on a quest to reveal the glories of Roman civili-
zation. Many traces of the Late Antique period were 
brushed aside. Yet this work did leave some lenses of 
late stratigraphy untouched. Furthermore, it revealed 
such a large area that the city now offers considerable 
scope for research into Late Antique public space. 
Recent studies of the site, especially the habilitation 
thesis of Gering, have suggested that there was a great 
deal of secular public building in the fourth and ear-
ly fifth centuries, which demands to be investigated 
more closely.1

streets and squares in late antique ostia

One area of great potential is the network of streets 
and squares in Late Antique Ostia, which underwent 
considerable changes during this period, as Gering has 
described.2 The main part of this transformation saw 
the monumentalization of the Decumanus and the cre-
ation of major new plazas along its length. At the same 
time, minor avenues were closed, and walls were built 
along insula boundaries, dividing the city up into can-
tonments, sometimes focused on a large house.3 Similar 
developments have been seen in the eastern Mediter-
ranean, but they have never been studied on the scale 
possible at Ostia or interpreted in the systematic 
manner that the city permits. In the western Mediter-
ranean, the monumentalization of major avenues with 
colonnades and nymphaea was rare; these develop-
ments at Ostia seem to have more in common with the 
urban style of Constantinople than that of old Rome. 
Yet it is at Ostia that we have the best chance of seeing 

the representative aspirations of the—now lost—urban 
form of Late Antique Rome, which was becoming over-
shadowed by the eastern capital, culturally as well as po-
litically. In 2008, Lavan (University of Kent) and Gering 
(Humboldt University of Berlin) began a collaboration 
under the supervision of the Soprintendenza Speciale 
per i Beni Archeologici di Roma (Ostia section) to in-
vestigate these questions through a campaign of excava-
tion and survey in the central areas of the city, focusing 
on separate areas. The results of the work of the Kent 
team are presented in this article, and a detailed report 
of the work of the Berlin team has now appeared.4 For 
full details of architectural decoration and epigraphy, 
it is important to refer to the full German text.

methodology

Ostia offers an exceptional opportunity to investi-
gate the Late Roman urban style and to examine Late 
Antique mutations in public space within a stronger 
interpretative framework. Drawing on ideas I de-
veloped at Sagalassos in 2004–2006, the Kent team 
has explored field methods specifically appropriate 
to the urban evidence of late antiquity, as found on 
large clearance-excavated sites.5 Our work has focused 
on the survey, cleaning, and recording of clearance-
excavated public buildings, with selective excavation 
of surviving stratigraphy rather than deep open-area 
excavation. We have also carried out surveys of spolia 
use, stone surface markings, and decorative traces, in 
the city as a whole. Within excavated areas, we have 
carried out mortar analyses of walls along with ex-
tensive photomosaicing and laser scanning of deveg-
etated walls. Areas of high archaeological potential 
have been investigated using a grid of 1 x 1 m test 
pits every 5 m. These are cut through the topsoil but 
stop at the first archaeological layers. Where late sur-
faces are intact and the topsoil is shallow enough to 
permit hand digging, large-scale cleaning has taken 
place, with an emphasis on sequencing and evaluating 
deposits rather than digging them in their entirety, 
so long as the ceramics obtained can provide mean-
ingful support for dating. Our aim has never been 
total excavation, especially not of Early Imperial and 
Republican-period layers. 

These techniques are minimally invasive and quick 
to execute, and they fit within the definition of “site 
cleaning,” as they avoid trenches beyond 0.60 m in 
depth. Such methods provide, at minimal cost, a sur-

1 On secular building in Late Antique Ostia, see Gering 
2004, 2010, 2011a. On the habilitation thesis, see Gering 
2006, (forthcoming). 

2 Gering 2004.
3 For the report from the Humboldt University of Berlin 

team, see Gering 2011a.
4 Gering 2011b.
5 On the methodology developed at Sagalassos, see Lavan 

(forthcoming). 
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prisingly rich harvest of new observations on the urban 
history of the period. It is hoped that, from this work, 
the extremely fragile Late Roman repairs, which are 
often touched by tourists’ feet, are better presented and 
will not end up being removed by conservation efforts, 
which may not always detect the complexity of Late Ro-
man modifications to Early Imperial public buildings. 
We have also tried to interact with established methods 
of both classical archaeology (architectural decora-
tion and epigraphy, as practiced by our German col-
leagues) and Roman urban archaeology (study of finds 
and stratigraphy, according to the Museum of London 
Archaeology Service context-recording system). Thus, 
we hope to develop a methodology that might be used 
more widely in clearance-excavated sites to evaluate 
efficiently the Late Roman history of cities where the 
architectural imprint of the period has been slight but 
in which the traces of occupation are present and are 
easily accessible to survey.

introduction to the fieldwork

The fieldwork has to date been able to investigate 
three major civic plazas and three public fountains, 
along with various street blockings (fig. 1). The Kent 
team’s work has included excavation in the Main Fo-
rum “Sidewalk,” the Palaestra of the Forum Baths, 
and the Foro della Statua Eroica, along with the nym-
phaeum opposite and the Nymphaeum Bivium, and 
geophysical survey in the Magna Mater precinct. The 
works were brought to an end in 2011 with the clean-
ing of the nymphaeum in the Piazzale della Vittoria, 
itself a Late Roman square, and a sondage in the 
Temple of Hercules. The team from Berlin worked 
with the Kent team in the Foro della Statua Eroica 
(paving area) in 2008; in separate excavations in the 
center of the foro in 2009; and in the Via della Forica, 
the Casa della Basilica with the adjoining Aula del 
Buon Pastore, and the Main Forum in 2010–2011. 
We are especially grateful to the Soprintendenza di 

Roma, represented by the director of the Ostia sec-
tion, Angelo Pellegrino, for granting us permission 
to undertake our cleaning and record work, and to 
Alfredo Marinucci, for facilitating and encouraging 
our work on-site. All compass directions are set to the 
expedition site grid, in which site north is set 60° east 
of magnetic north. This was done to facilitate an initial 
alignment along the Decumanus and the excavation 
of the Foro della Statua Eroica.

main forum sidewalk

In the Main Forum (fig. 2), the Kent team investi-
gated the northeast corner of the plaza,6 opposite the 
Temple of Rome and Augustus; the area, uncovered 
by Calza, was also the subject of undocumented exca-
vation in the early 19th century.7 This area was mainly 
occupied by a portico, 4 x 23 m in size, thought to be 
Hadrianic,8 and by an associated monumental arch 
independently dated to the second century.9 The arch 
was blocked in antiquity, while the portico has seen sev-
eral recent changes designed to please modern tour-
ists; for instance, the portico’s rear wall was capped by 
prewar excavators, who reconstructed there the pedi-
ment of the Temple of Rome and Augustus. Our test 
pits across the forum revealed subsurface layers from 
beneath the paving, which itself was no longer extant. 
This caused us to concentrate our efforts on the portico 
and along the face of the arch (see the bottom right-
hand corner of fig. 3). We encountered no remain-
ing trace of the destruction layer of the temple, which 
earlier excavators had encountered; however, a single 
fragment of the pediment was uncovered, which had 
been missed by the restorers of 1924.10 The portico 
was also heavily denuded, stripped down by previous 
investigators to a robbed mortar layer of Early Imperial 
date. Nevertheless, we were able to make a number of 
observations from both stratigraphic archaeology and 
masonry that revealed continued investment in public 
building here in late antiquity.

6 The Main Forum Sidewalk area was supervised by S. Matz, 
assisted by J. Wolf in 2010.

7 Paschetto 1912, 508–14 (1803–1804 excavations), 528 
(1824–1825 excavations).

8 The portico is made of opus latericium and partly conjoins 
an arch of the same masonry. Assumptions have been made 
that the portico and arch were built as part of a wider pro-
gram of building work enclosing the Main Forum, and thus 
Trajanic/Hadrianic brickstamps found nearby can be related 
to this portico. The height of the portico surface is commen-
surate with other Hadrianic structures, and it fi ts within a re-
alignment of roads around the Main Forum seen at this time 
(Delaine 2002, esp. 93–9). See Calza et al. (1953, 130) and 
Pensabene (2007, 265–67) for discussion.

9 The dating of the arch is complemented by composite 
capitals for arches found in this area, stylistically dated to the 

Hadrianic period (Pensabene 1973, 107 n. 390). Opus Lateri-
cium walls on level with the level of the Cardo behind suggest 
a fi t with the wider Hadrianic works described above. A more 
secure date may be provided by two second-century inscrip-
tions, one mentioning works on the forum (CIL 14 353) and 
another describing the arches of the forum (CIL 14 375), thus 
providing a rough terminus post quem.

10 As archive photographs show, large amounts of the tem-
ple pediment were found in this area, probably for the fi rst 
time in 1802. (All photographs cited herein are from Archivio 
Fotografi co of the Soprintendenza Speciale per i Beni Arche-
ologici di Roma–Sede di Ostia Antica.) However, Calza’s exca-
vators restored the pediment before excavating down to the 
level at which we found our fragment (archive photograph 
B2288), which suggests that several pieces of the temple pedi-
ment lay in a destruction layer, without being reused. 
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Fig. 1. Map of Ostia with location of areas studied (ABP/CDB = Aula del Buon Pastore; CDT = Casa dei Triclini; 
FSE = Foro della Statua Eroica; FSEN = Foro della Statua Eroica Nymphaeum; MFP = Main Forum Portico; MFR = Main 
Forum Rooms; MFS = Main Forum Sidewalk; NBV = Nymphaeum Bivium; PDV = Piazzale della Vittoria; PFB = Palaestra 
of the Forum Baths; TH = Temple of Hercules) (drawing by E. Boast). 

Fig. 2. Main Forum trench location map (MFP = Main Forum Portico; MFR = Main Forum Rooms; MFS = Main Forum 
Sidewalk; PFB = Palaestra of the Forum Baths) (drawing by E. Boast).
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The primary phase of the portico (phase 1a) was 
made up of a tuff foundation overlain by a mortar 
bedding, which supported a mosaic floor, now heav-
ily denuded. The few remaining tesserae were white. 
The portico’s colonnade, with an eroded stylobate in 
brick-faced concrete (seemingly opus latericium), front-
ed the Main Forum. A travertine block, 0.59 x 0.59 m, 
with dowel holes to support a column base of around 
the same size, was found in situ on this stylobate. An 
intercolumniation of about 3.5 m can be discerned 
from holes in the mortar where other blocks have been 
removed. Pensabene suggests, on slender evidence, 
that these columns may have been brick, with Doric 
capitals.11 The back wall of the portico, also in opus lat-
ericium, was bonded with the adjacent arch, although 
the north pier of this arch overlapped the colonnade 
stylobate, as if it were slightly later. We detected no 
decorative traces on the rear wall of the portico in this 
first phase, despite its proximity to the great arch that 
led out of the Main Forum into the Cardo.

Two minor phases were identified from within the 
life of the portico, representing both repair and decay. 
Unfortunately, it is not possible to establish the relative 
order in which these processes occurred. Repair can be 
identified in a pier (phase 1b; “RP” on fig. 3) faced in 
well-coursed reused brick, which was built against the 

east end of the portico stylobate. The pier was probably 
designed to reinforce the colonnade, along with others 
that are now lost. Decay can be identified in a wooden 
structure (phase 1c), perhaps a small cabin, which 
was established in the eastern end of the portico. Two 
square stake holes were found parallel with the por-
tico back wall, about 1.05 m apart, with another hole 
along the stylobate. A line of nails had been hammered 
between the back pair, into the mortar of the robbed 
mosaic. Just south of this line was the only late deposit 
found on the portico: a dump that contained several 
nails, some fused with tesserae.12 The deposit filled 
a patch of wear in the robbed portico floor and was 
composed of third-century pottery mixed with bones 
and small artifacts (a secondary rubbish deposit). But 
the tesserae fused with nails are likely related to the 
original floor and perhaps to the wooden structure. 
This “cabin” was built at a time when the portico was 
no longer used as a thoroughfare, when its mosaic was 
heavily damaged. The condition of this area was then 
utterly inappropriate for the place where the Cardo 
came out into the Main Forum.

This state of decay was brought to an end by com-
prehensive replanning. A second major architectural 
phase (phase 2a) was detected in the rear wall of the 
portico (fig. 4). This phase, which included some re-

Fig. 3. Preexcavation plan of Main Forum Sidewalk trench (drawing by E. Boast, E. Luby, J. Measor, C. Murphy, and 
R. Manahai-Mahai).

11 The ideas of Pensabene (2007, 267) seem to be based on 
fi nds of Doric capitals in this area and a lack of fi nds of col-
umns. Capitals from composite columns were found in the 
room behind the portico wall of the Main Forum Sidewalk 
and were dated to the second quarter of the second centu-
ry, although it is not certain that they belong to our portico 
(Pensabene 1973, no. 390). 

12 We are able to set aside the suggestion that the adjacent 

stake holes and nail line described above related to a mod-
ern scaffold for rebuilding the temple pediment on the por-
tico back wall, as archive photographs B2287 and B2288 show 
this was done when the earth was much higher. The dump is 
notable for the presence of large bronze coins (as yet unpro-
cessed), and the absence of modern fi nds confi rm that the 
layer is ancient.
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used brick, saw the upper part of the wall rebuilt in its 
western half, with marble revetment of gray and white 
marble with bronze pins. In contrast, the only possible 
traces of revetment from the eastern half of the wall 
are two iron pins. As part of the second phase, the wall 
connecting the arch to the portico was demolished, and 
the floor of the portico seems to have been raised. This 
latter development is indicated by several features: the 
demolition height of the connection wall; the height of 
the new portico revetment, which did not reach below 
about 0.50 m; and the level of one ceramic drain in the 
same wall. Two openings set within the rebuilt portico 
rear wall now led into the Forum Baths, the floor of 
which was now about 0.70 m higher than the original 
portico. This general raising of the portico floor should 
be dated in or after the third century C.E., on account 
of rubbish layer context MFS 5046. We might link this 
work to the time of Maxentius and Constantine or to 
the later 380s; brickstamps and inscriptions from each 
period show works taking place in the Forum Baths 
complex, which evidently benefitted from this new 
access. At around the same time, it was felt possible to 
seal the former main entrance to the baths from the 
Via della Forica and rely on this access and another 
entrance from the palaestra.13

Such great works seem to have sat within a compre-
hensive redevelopment of the wider area. The rebuild-

ing of the back wall of the portico in phase 2a would 
have necessitated a reroofing of the portico. However, 
it is more likely that the portico was in fact entirely 
eliminated in phase 2a, as implied by the poor sur-
vival of architectural fragments from the colonnade. 
Indeed, it is possible that the wider zone of the Main 
Forum, out onto the paving, was leveled to the same 
height; the +0.50 m threshold level of the portico co-
incides roughly with a drain within the blocking of 
the adjacent monumental arch. This would imply a 
coordinated program of works designed both to close 
the Cardo and to provide a monumental access to the 
Forum Baths from the main square. Yet the higher 
level seen in this area was not present elsewhere in 
the Main Forum, where the second-century occupa-
tion height persisted, as made clear by the excavation 
of the Berlin team, described below.

At an even later date, the access from the portico 
into the Forum Baths was improved. The threshold 
level of the doors leading into the complex was raised 
again, to a level of 1.35 m above the original portico. 
This phase (3) saw one entrance blocked with tuff and 
a second entrance raised up with well-sorted but re-
used bricks. Here sat a new elegant travertine thresh-
old, with marble revetment on its jambs, measuring 
some 2.85 m wide, wide enough to have served as a 
new main entrance to the complex. The raised thresh-

13 For building work of the time of Maxentius and Constantine, see brickstamps at infra n. 48. For a suggestion of building work 
in the 380s, see architrave of Ragonius Vincentius Celsus (praefectus annonae during the later 380s). One piece of this was found in 
the Decumanus Exedra/Sigma Plaza (CIL 14 4718) and another “in the room of the baths building overlooking the east [i.e., our 
north] side of the Forum” (described in Calza 1927, 399–400 nn. 48–9). It is important to point out that neither fragment was found 
in situ. See the discussion in Gering 2011b, 487–89; (forthcoming), 186–90. Theories of late renovation for the Forum Baths are 
proposed by Cicerchia and Marinucci (1992, 22–3, 44–51, 52–7), including a detailed discussion of Room 1 (Trajanic with fourth-
century work) and Room 2 (Antonine with fourth-century reconstruction). On the closure of the former entrance in opus vittatum 
mixtum A (not dated), see Cicerchia and Marinucci 1992, 22, 53.

Fig. 4. Elevation of Main Forum Sidewalk rear wall, with blockings (drawing by E. Boast).
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olds again coincided with a higher level inside one of 
the rooms of the Forum Baths behind. Here, a mosaic 
of large tesserae is visible (comparable to that in the 
frigidarium of the Porta Marina Baths, which is dated 
to the fourth/fifth century).14 We might date all of 
this phase of work in our area to the time of the reign 
of Honorius; an inscription found within the Forum 
Baths suggests repair work taking place in the complex 
at this time. Within the portico, the 0.5 m level prob-
ably persisted, as there is a level of whitewashing/mor-
tar that overlies both the blocking walls and the rest of 
the back portico but does not extend below the 0.5 m 
height. Furthermore, there is no structural trace of a 
higher floor level in the portico to match the 1.35 m 
height inside the baths. This implies that stairs must 
have been used to bridge the difference between the 
levels here. These must have existed already in phase 
2a to provide access from the east end of the portico 
to the area behind the blocked arch. Here, a set of 
possible brick stairs from phase 1a of the portico had 
been destroyed by phase 2a, creating a height differ-
ence that no recorded structure masked.15

The eventual robbing of veneer from the portico 
was probably undertaken while the building was fully 
intact, before a buildup of soil obscured any part of it; 
only a few marble dowels remain in the masonry. Such 
behavior would have been unthinkable before the 
middle of the fifth century, when secular monuments 
were still being repaired in the city center. Sometime 
later, when there was already deep soil in the area, 
further activity can be detected. Investigations in 
1921 recorded a rough wall—on top of the portico 
rear wall—made up of broken mortar fragments and 
other materials, in a single skin of brick, “un sol filare 
di mattoni.” This sounds very like structures we found 
in the Foro della Statua Eroica (which are possibly as-
sociated with metal recycling, as discussed below).16 A 
fragment of these layers may be represented by a layer 
with first–second century pottery, redeposited in the 

fifth century, without metal finds, found at the east 
end of the portico (context MFS 5040–5041). The fi-
nal event recorded on the site was the cutting of wall-
chasing trenches, which were dug either by recyclers 
or by early excavators along the portico back wall and 
along the line of drains coming from the baths.

 In front of the portico, we have searched for the 
late paving of reused blocks seen by Calza in 1921 
(“lastre di travertino in sito certamente del pavimento 
tardo del foro”), so far without success.17 A deeply set 
stone block in front of the portico (0.60 x 0.60 m)
is unfortunately not a possible foundation for a late 
statue base on the Main Forum paving.18 Yet the late 
fourth-century statue base of Ragonius Vincentius Cel-
sus (praefectus annonae during the later 380s) seems 
to have sat on the portico steps somewhere in this 
area. Although it is not now in situ, it was found in 
this part of the Main Forum in the early 19th century 
by Giuseppe Petrini; a notch was cut out of its base, 
as if to allow it to be set up over two steps. This sort 
of ungainly setting would not have been employed 
in the Early Imperial period but is known in the Late 
Antique period at other sites, such as the Forum of 
Caesar and Sagalassos.19 Elsewhere in the Main Forum, 
surviving statue bases are predominantly Late Roman, 
suggesting that forgotten civic leaders of earlier cen-
turies were removed by fourth-century city fathers, 
who undertook a conscious renewal of political and 
cultural display in the square. The most prominent 
base today is a fourth-century equestrian statue to a 
praefectus annonae and patron of the city, Manlius Rus-
ticus. Significantly, this base once had metal clamps 
to hold the split base together. These are comparable 
to the clamps found in the Forum Romanum on the 
statue base of Stilicho, which are now considered to 
be ancient.20 Finally, another base records the move-
ment of a statue from a “sordid place” into the Main 
Forum by another fourth-century praefectus annonae, 
Publius Attius Clementinus.21

14 A mosaic of similar large polychrome tesserae found in 
the frigidarium of the Porta Marina Baths was dated to the 
fourth/fi fth century based on the technique and design. A 
slightly later date was suggested by the discovery of brick-
stamps of Theodoric in the excavation of the baths in 1971–
1973 (Mannucci 1980, 130). The 1.35 m level is also the level 
of the Late Roman mosaic behind the adjacent arch, discussed 
later in this article. For the “Honorian” inscription, which cer-
tainly dates to the Late Antique period, see infra n. 48.

15 The earlier brick stairs were identifi ed by J. Delaine dur-
ing her visit to our excavation in 2011.

16 On late walls above the rear wall of the portico, see Calza 
1921, 50, 87, 88.

17 On late paving, see Calza 1921, 61; see also archive photo-
graph B2284 (1923).

18 The deeply set block, fl oating in soil, is shown on archive 

photograph B2288 to be a foundation for a modern crane.
19 For the statue base of Ragonius Vincentius Celsus, see 

CIL 14 4717 ( Jones et al. 1971, Celsus 9); Gering 2011b, 487–
89. For late statue bases standing on steps, (with a recess cut 
into base) in the Forum of Caesar and (with a support) at Sa-
galassos, see Meneghini et al. 2010; Lavan (forthcoming).

20 On Manlius Rusticus, see AÉpigr 1924, 112 (later fourth 
century). Clamps on the Stilicho base are considered ancient 
by the “The Last Statues of Antiquity” Project at the Uni-
versity of Oxford because they are systematic but partially 
missing, making a modern conservation effort unlikely (Ward-
Perkins, pers. comm. 2010).

21 “Ex sordentibus locis” (AÉpigr 1914, 0159; CIL 14 4721). 
On statues in Main Forum, see Gering 2011b, 458–61, 466, 
475–85, 491–93.
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main forum portico
In the adjacent portico, the following results (sum-

marized in this section by Gering) were obtained by 
the Berlin team in 2010, thanks to the interest of An-
gelo Pellegrino and the Soprintendenza. A large sec-
tion of the paving slabs, not documented before, was 
found below a thin layer of vegetation. This included 
several phases of Late Antique stratigraphy. Monumen-
tal spolia and inscriptions of second-century buildings 
were reused for the slabs, while the mortar bedding 
contained fourth/fifth-century coins. The late Main 
Forum was not—as previously thought—entirely lost 
during Calza’s clearance in 1921–1924. A detailed 
analysis of all slabs, foundations of bases, postholes, 
and finds from earlier excavations shows that the Main 
Forum’s biggest portico was a center of late statue dis-
play—on the one hand, for images of the prefect, and 
on the other hand, for sculptures of pagan gods and 
philosophers. Public seats have also been identified. 
Different layouts of the slabs illustrate the process of 
spoliation in its last monumental phases of the fifth 
century C.E., when monuments of the Egrilii, one of 
Ostia’s leading families of the first and second centu-
ries, were reused for a new marble floor. The portico 
was extended onto former street space, and its cen-
tral apse was redecorated in its late fourth- and fifth-
century phases. Thus, the size and level of public ame-
nities had increased in the Main Forum area in late 
antiquity instead of decreasing, providing an obvious 
parallel to the installation of two luxurious toilets in 
the Via della Forica and the fountain room in the Fo-
rum Baths. The portico itself seems to have gained its 
biggest extension and complete marble cover only by 
the massive use of spolia, which came from temples, 
arches, door pillars, and honorific monuments from 
the Main Forum. 

Several so-called second-century walls and floors in 
this sector appear to be products of late fourth/fifth-
century repairs. They are still preserved in their upper 
sections, and much of their marble veneer survives, in-
cluding porphyry. A similar sequence of sunken floors 
and relaid slabs was found in the curia, the adjoining 
portico, and three newly decorated public reception 
halls at the opposite side of the Main Forum (Aula 
del Buon Pastore, Casa dei Triclini, and Main Forum 
Rooms). Almost identical slab phases and slab pat-
terns seem to underline a continuing care for colorful 

marble floors in all these areas until the middle of the 
fifth century, if not longer, although the final repair 
slabs on top of the sunken older slabs were laid with-
out mortar. The slab surfaces finally show many traces 
of the collapse of the portico’s columns and capitals, 
after the partial robbing of the veneers. The scattered 
remains of stratigraphy on top of the latest slabs and 
the better-preserved material above the robbed mortar 
bedding, including late nummi and oil lamps of the 
fifth/sixth century, seem to prove that spoliation did 
not take place before the late fifth century at least. Un-
til then, the Main Forum obviously remained in use as 
a civic center with a rich display of statues, both reused 
examples concentrated here in late antiquity and new-
ly made portraits of magistrates and emperors, along 
with repaired late sacella. The Main Forum’s monu-
mentality was not diminished, and its “pagan” furni-
ture was never systematically robbed but rather buried 
under a now completely lost Early Medieval filling. 
This fill raised the unusually low level of some parts of 
the Late Antique Main Forum (Main Forum pavement 
+2.40 masl; Foro della Statua Eroica pavement +3.60–
3.80 masl; latest doors of the Forum Baths +3.60 masl). 
Thanks to this fill, many traces of the fifth-century 
Main Forum remained at least partially untouched 
until the excavations of 1802–1804 and 1921–1924, 
and some even remain so today.

the palaestra of the forum baths
The Cardo Arch

Immediately east of the Main Forum portico exca-
vated by Kent,22 there is a second-century arch (fig. 
5), built in brick-faced concrete, for which parts of 
the thick (4.5 cm) white marble revetment survive, 
covered by the blocking wall that seals this great open-
ing.23 The closing of the arch is of great interest, as this 
route was the main entrance from the Cardo into the 
Main Forum. The blocking of such a major avenue 
represents a serious change in urban organization. It 
is significant that this event seems to have coincided 
with the creation of a new Late Roman monumental 
entrance, for the adjacent palaestra was opened up 
from the Cardo on this side by the removal of a bound-
ary wall. To investigate, the Kent team opened a trench 
immediately behind the arch and along the facade 
of the monumental late entrance. The area had two 
main late phases. In the first, the level east of the arch 

22 The Palaestra of the Forum Baths northeast portico was 
supervised by J. Fides, assisted by C. Collard, in 2009. M. Mul-
ryan supervised the small temple trench in 2009 and further 
work in the interior in 2010 and 2011. The Late Roman en-
trance area was managed by S. Matz, assisted by M. Mulryan 
and M. Joyce. A further trench in the interior was supervised 

by S. Matz in 2011, assisted by J. Wolf. Archive research was car-
ried out by M. Mulryan.

23 Mortar traces on the arch pier closest to the temple are 
visible on early photographs (e.g., B2284 [1923]) and likely 
also relate to veneer.
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was raised by about 0.60 m through the deposition of 
a thick dump of mortar into which were set basalt pav-
ing slabs. This new level coincided with the blocking 
of the arch, which is unlikely to postdate the time of 
Maxentius (on account of its lack of reused bricks).24 
Furthermore, the presence in the blocking of a drain, 
relating to the +0.50 m height within the adjacent fo-
rum portico, suggests a provisional terminus post quem 
of the third century C.E. This new level was built over 
a third-century C.E. rubbish layer (context MFS 5046).

The Late Roman Entrance
The second phase behind the arch coincided with 

the installation of a new entrance to the palaestra 
from the Cardo, which involved a further raising of 
the floor by about 0.20 m above the basalt, with a thick 
layer of mortar, to support a new mosaic (figs. 6, 7). 
This higher level was accessed by brick steps (wdth. 
2.80–2.90 m), leading up from the Cardo to the south, 

which were set on a brick-concrete foundation that 
cut through the basalt mentioned above. Flanking 
the steps were set two large, reused blocks (ca. 1.40 
x 1.0 m) with dowel holes for column bases. These 
likely supported some kind of reused pediment, as 
seen in other Late Antique cities, thus creating a new 
propylon for the palaestra.25 The new mosaic in the 
entrance passage seems to be of the same style as that 
of the palaestra proper: a white mosaic of crudely cut 
tesserae with a black border (wdth. 0.65 m) running 
along the edge and another black ribbon set about 
1 m forward from the first.26 Within the palaestra 
proper, this same mosaic extends right across the 
plaza, without any obvious phasing. It is certainly not 
the original (travertine) floor of the square, which we 
uncovered in a few places in front of the northeast 
portico, bonded into its travertine drain.

The dating of the great mosaic of the palaestra is 
not straightforward. Its tesserae overlap/lap against 

24 On the arch (without discussion of date), see Calza 1928, 
160; Cicerchia and Marinucci 1992, 138. The arch blocking is 
not described in original published material but is discussed 
in Calza 1921, 87–8, 91–6. On Maxentian building using new 
bricks, see Heres 1982, 103–6, 223–32, 238–44. Below the 
blocking was an earlier raising of the threshold above the 
great stone threshold of the arch, which had involved the in-
sertion of a single tuff step. It was not possible to connect any 
stratigraphy behind the arch to this phase.

25 A propylon with a reused pediment at Corinth is thought 

to have been rebuilt in late antiquity because large recut 
blocks found in the area are of a size appropriate only for pro-
pyla (Scranton 1957, 14). A possible nymphaeum with a re-
used pediment appears at Aphrodisias (Smith 1996, 23–7).

26 Admittedly, in the palaestra, the mosaic has a second 
black band, 0.20 m wide, that is set 0.35 m in front of the black 
border, but this would not have been necessary in the much 
narrower confi nes of the new entrance passage behind the 
blocked arch.

Fig. 5. Elevation of blocked arch from the Main Forum into the Cardo (drawing by E. Boast).
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Fig. 6. Levels behind the arch of the Cardo, showing basalt level (contemporary with blocking 
of arch) and higher mosaic level.

Fig. 7. Preexcavation plan of entrance to the Palaestra of the Forum Baths (drawing by 
E. Boast, E. Luby, C. Murphy, and J. Measor).
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some features relating to the late transformation of a 
fountain into a temple (see below). One must remain 
cautious in generalizing the sequence, as such mosaics 
could have been developed to the same design over 
an extended period. Perhaps more reliable is an ob-
servation that the mosaic with its “border band” was 
carefully laid (with a finished edge) to respect a series 
of late basins set secondarily against the northeast por-
tico of the square. These basins (only one of which 
remains) were placed directly onto the original traver-
tine paving, which survives only beneath them. Rough 
round holes were cut through the old paving into the 
drains below to provide an outlet. These awkward fea-
tures were thus installed before any mosaic reached 
this area, suggesting a late date. Furthermore, a third-
century rubbish layer (context PFB 5301) found a few 
meters away was probably part of the leveling layer 
for the black-and-white mosaic. It is hoped that coins 
(once cleaned) from within the fill layers of the Late 
Roman entrance area will provide further precision.

Palaestra Interior
The area of the palaestra proper (see fig. 7) is an ir-

regular trapezoid, some 50 x 77 m at its widest points, 
bounded by the Forum Baths to the northwest and 
a vaulted portico to the east. The portico seems to 
have been arcaded, judging from archive photograph 
B3134 of the collapsed ruins, from the Archivio Foto-
grafico of the Soprintendenza Speciale per i Beni Ar-
cheologici di Roma–Sede di Ostia Antica (all other 
archive photographs are from this source). Late piers 
reinforcing the portico suggest the columns carried a 
vault, which certainly existed farther along the walk-
way, within the adjacent Forum Baths. The west side 
and center of the plaza were excavated in 1927–1928, 
and the portico and its rooms in 1939–1940.27 From 
the back wall of the portico are openings into shops, 
a latrine, a possible collegium, and the original main 
entrance (wdth. ca. 5 m), coming off part of the Cardo, 
farther away from the forum. Most of these walls likely 
date to the second or early third century, based on 
the uniformly high standard of the work: well-leveled 
and closely bonded courses of bricks of a regular size. 
In places, one can detect traces of a thick (ca. 3 cm) 

white marble revetment well doweled into the wall, 
covering a height of up to 1.5–1.8 m from the floor. 
This was not original but was added after two phases of 
secondary blocking, within openings in the rear wall. 
The palaestra portico appears to have been built in a 
single architectural program, to the same standards as 
the rear wall of the portico. However, this is not true 
of the two temples within the square, which were not 
aligned with any other walls.28 The entire plaza was 
sampled by a grid of 1 x 1 m topsoil test pits, which 
revealed intact surfaces within the portico along the 
east side of the square and around the two small tem-
ples. Large excavation areas were thus opened here, 
with outlying trenches to evaluate key features (fig. 8). 
Unfortunately, roots prevented an examination of the 
boundary wall of the palaestra at the point where it 
had been demolished to permit access into the plaza 
via the new entrance.

There are numerous Late Antique modifications 
within the plaza. We cannot give an absolute date for 
these; their dating mainly relies on one of two facts—
that they cut through the rough white mosaic or that 
they reuse building materials. The portico saw a num-
ber of changes (fig. 9). First, some nonmatching col-
umns may have been inserted into it; at present, there 
are Aswan red granite, cipollino, and Africano Rosso 
monoliths in the restored colonnade, with the granite 
set in the corners. Nonetheless, any hypotheses of re-
use remain speculative, as only one column certainly 
survived in situ when the area was excavated (archive 
photograph B2903 of 1940). It has since been moved 
elsewhere. A group of Ionic capitals now reset into 
the colonnade (which do not have a clear notebook 
provenance) might date to the fourth century. Cicer-
chia and Marinucci assert this dating, without speci-
fying why.29 Yet the capitals need not date the portico 
itself: the solid stylobate supports well-cut Ionic bases 
with no trace of reuse, and a travertine drain run-
ning along the stylobate forms an integral part of the 
original travertine paving of the plaza.30 It is perhaps 
likely that, because of the solid vault, one or two of 
the columns failed over time and that replacements 
were necessary. However, in no case do columns seem 
to be obviously reused or seem not to fit their bases.

27 For excavation in 1927–1928, see archive photographs 
A2173 and A2217. For excavation in 1939–1940, see Soprint-
endenza Speciale per i Beni Archeologici di Roma–Sede di 
Ostia Antica 1939–1940. There seems to have been some early 
19th-century work in the far southwest of the plaza, as shown 
on the plan of Holl 1805; Marini 1998, 78.

28 On previous work on the palaestra, see Soprintendenza 
Speciale per i Beni Archeologici di Roma–Sede di Ostia An-
tica 1939–1940. Mar (1991, 97–103) argues that it was already 
a public space before the Forum Baths were constructed, al-

though structurally the present arrangement seems to post-
date the fi rst (second-century) phase of the Forum Baths. 
Geophysical work by the British School at Rome in 2005 re-
vealed a row of cellular rooms under the palaestra defi ning 
one side of an open space on a different alignment (Strutt 
2005).

29 Cicerchia and Marinucci 1992.
30 Cicerchia and Marinucci (1992, 138) date the portico 

columns to the fourth century.
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31 Contra Cicerchia and Marinucci 1992.
32 Piers inside the corridor of the Forum Baths (i.e., fi ve 

piers of portico coming out from the baths in the palaestra) 
have been tentatively suggested as third century, but not on 
very strong grounds. Heres (1982, 398–99, 401) argues from 

their style of construction: opus latericium with mainly regular 
facing and both new and reused bricks. Cicerchia and Mari-
nucci (1992, 23, 138) argue for a phase of Severan piers fol-
lowed by an early fourth-century insertion of columns, on the 
basis of Ionic capitals found here (no reason given—style?) 

Fig. 8. Palaestra of the Forum Baths trench location map (drawing by E. Boast, 
E. Luby, and L. Figg).

At a later period, a series of brick-faced piers was in-
serted, hugging the columns, to reinforce the vault of 
the portico; the piers were arranged irregularly along 
its full length, leading into the Forum Baths proper 
(fig. 10). These piers, all of which contain reused brick, 
seem quite ugly compared with the portico and are 
irregularly spaced and shaped. Even so, they contain 

traces of veneers, attesting to a surviving aesthetic 
pretention (fig. 11). It can be affirmed that the piers 
postdate the colonnade:31 the earlier examples were 
built to fit around columns in each angle of the plaza 
and also to fit around a column that is now missing 
(at context PFB 2089).32 The piers were inserted in 
at least two different phases, suggesting incremental 
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Fig. 9. Preexcavation plan of the northeast trench of the palaestra portico (drawing by E. Boast, J. Fiddes, and C. Murphy).

repair as the vault became more and more unstable. 
The first group of piers has a style of revetment associ-
ated with the finest late buildings, with white marble 
dowels and bronze tabs set in the wall, while a second 

group is undecorated. The first group was constructed 
at the level of the portico stylobate. One of these piers 
pierced the portico mosaic, which was then patched 
with an unsightly mix of black and white tesserae (see 

(see also Pensabene 1973, 44 n. 140) and Constantinian brickstamps found in rooms behind the portico, of imprecise provenance 
(Cicerchia and Marinucci 1992, 244–49). Two piers on the western (our southern) side of portico have also been regarded as se-
curely Severan (no reason given) (Cicerchia and Marinucci 1992, 23, 138). On the piers as predating the colonnade, see Cicerchia 
and Marinucci 1992, 138.
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fig. 11). In contrast, the second group of piers seems 
to have been set into a (now lost) higher floor level, 
which covered the portico mosaic and was possibly 
composed in part of reused slabs, now stripped away.33 
Surprisingly, most piers of the second group were built 
after a robbing trench was dug along the portico to 
extract a lead pipe. The fill in this trench produced a 
fourth-century coin, providing a terminus post quem 
for the higher piers. Thus, the piers attest to succes-
sive Late Antique attempts to preserve the portico, 
alternating with periods of neglect.

Over time, the portico decoration became a mix-
ture of new and old. It is surprising that the first set of 
piers were veneered, even if the marble revetment was 
only 1 cm thick. It is remarkable that any decorative 
impulse still remained to Late Antique builders, who 
created so much visual disjuncture; they used different 
marbles to cover ill-spaced piers and were, from the 
beginning, prepared to refill holes cut in the mosaic 
with tesserae of mixed colors. There is no trace of any 
new decoration on the back wall of the portico that 
might date from late antiquity, except in one spot: 

an opening was closed by a new wall in opus vittatum 
mixtum B, which was built on a foundation level some 
25 cm above the floor of the portico. At the base of this 
new wall, pieces of dark-red painted wall plaster with 
thin white lines were found in a disturbed fill (con-
text PFB 2049, 2051). Elsewhere, along the back wall 
of the portico, the thick white Early Imperial marble 
revetment seems to have been retained, for a while: 
the earliest reinforcement piers (that cut or stand on 
the mosaic) were built covering the original veneer. 
Yet the later piers were installed when this original 
veneer had already been stripped. Thus, the palaestra 
was plundered for its high-quality veneers and lead 
long before the city lost interest in maintaining its 
superstructure.

Within the plaza itself, earlier excavators found a 
range of statuary, both Early Imperial and, in one case, 
Late Antique. We do not know what the first excava-
tors found in 1927–1928, as their diaries are lost. The 
1939–1940 excavation uncovered a bearded consular 
statue, probably an urban prefect of the fourth cen-
tury (found in a taberna in our northwest corner of the 

33 Several inscribed marble slabs were found by the fi rst excavators on the south side of the palaestra and its rooms, suggesting 
a higher fl oor; in one case, a slab was reused as a socle (Cicerchia and Marinucci 1992, 223–28, cat. no. C125). While some of this 
mainly (white marble) may have been used as veneer for the fi rst phase of piers, one slab came from a pavement overlapping (sovrap-
posta) a black-and-white mosaic from the room with two columns in our east side of the palaestra (Soprintendenza Speciale per i 
Beni Archeologici di Roma–Sede di Ostia Antica 1941–1950, 22). This recalls mortar layers seen on top of the white mosaic in front 
of the small temple, within the plaza itself.

Fig. 10. The bracing piers of the palaestra portico.
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plaza), along with a statue of Isis, which was walled up 
on our north side of the square. The head of an athlete 
(thought to be a boxer) was found in a room on our 
eastern part of the plaza, while the head of a boy was 
found in our southeast corner of the square. In rooms 
adjacent to this area were found a head and torso of 
Eros and the trunk of a Hellenistic youth, perhaps 
Apollo; a statue group (a snake, Asclepius, and two 
goddesses); and a head of Severan date, identified as 
Julia Domna.34 In 1996, a second group was found by 
Marinucci on our western side of the palaestra, dur-
ing work on a drain of the Forum Baths. This group 
consisted of a head of Marcus Aurelius, a foot, a torso 
of Diana, and the head of a sheep.35

These statues all seem to have been found out of 
context, and all but two were fragments. A single statue 
base (uninscribed) was recovered from the plaza, sug-

gesting at the very least some disturbance.36 Notable is 
the absence of civic honorific statuary from the princi-
pate, for which period the statues are either imperial 
or religious figures mainly associated with youthful 
vigor (as might be expected for a palaestra that was 
also a sacred area); the boxer reinforces the athletic 
theme. The presence of the sheep’s head is less easy 
to explain. Some of the collection may have been 
brought from elsewhere, as part of the late renovation 
of the plaza or as building material.37 It is even possible 
that some examples were already broken when they 
were erected in the square, a phenomenon known 
at other Late Antique sites.38 We have not been able 
to locate any emplacements for these statues, except 
for one rough-hewn stone foundation about 1 x 2 m,
which interrupts the mosaic tesserae between the 
two temples. This fragment of the original travertine 

34 Palaestra statuary of 1940 included a consular statue (ar-
chive photograph B2894 [1939]; Soprintendenza Speciale 
per i Beni Archeologici di Roma–Sede di Ostia Antica 1939–
1940, 60–2); a statue of Isis on the east (our north) side of 
plaza, walled up, horizontal (64); the head of an athlete com-
parable to that of Lysippos’ seated boxer, from the room with 
columns in the central southern (our eastern) part of palaes-
tra (138); the small head of a boy from southwest of the piazza 
(our southeast corner) (64); the head and torso of Eros from 
rooms south (our east) of the palaestra, behind the room with 
marble niches (58); the trunk of a Hellenistic young man, per-
haps Apollo, in the same location, close to the Cardo (60); 
and the head of a boy in corner by the Cardo (60). For the 
statue group (votive with Asclepius, a serpent, and two female 
fi gures) found near the Cardo on the south (our east) of the 
piazza, along with the torso of an Ephebe, see Soprintendenza 
Speciale per i Beni Archeologici di Roma–Sede di Ostia Anti-

ca 1939–1940, 64, 66. For the head of Severan date, Julia Dom-
na, in one of the rooms on the east side of the Cardo near the 
corner (our southeast corner) of the palaestra, see Soprinten-
denza Speciale per i Beni Archeologici di Roma–Sede di Ostia 
Antica 1939–1940, 52. For the togate statue, see Cicerchia and 
Marinucci 1992, 153 n. 22, fi gs. 83, 84. For Julia Domna, see 
Cicerchia and Marinucci 1992, 154. For these and fi nds of an 
imago clipeata in the room with columns and other minor mar-
ble fi nds, see Cicerchia and Marinucci 1992, 153–57.

35 The palaestra statuary found in 1996 is visible on archive 
photographs R6411, R6413.

36 On the uninscribed statue base, see Cicerchia and Mari-
nucci 1992, 161, cat. no. B4.

37 A. Marinucci, pers. comm. 2009. See also the archive 
photographs cited in supra n. 35.

38 On the display of broken statues in late antiquity, see Myr-
up Christiansen 2010.

Fig. 11. Detail of a pier (first set), showing a cut into the earlier mosaic and decoration with thin revetment.
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paving was retained here when the mosaic was laid, 
perhaps to support an equestrian statue, which was 
erected, or already existed, at this time.

Palaestra Small Temple
The large temple of the palaestra was constructed 

of brick-faced concrete without any reused material 
and has produced second-century brickstamps.39 It is 
revetted in white marble attached with dowels. Un-
fortunately, the relationship between this revetment 
and the mosaic of the palaestra plaza has been lost 
to stone robbing. The small temple is a much more 
complex structure (figs. 12, 13). It has at least one 
Late Antique phase, unknown until cleaning by the 
University of Kent team in 2009.40 Here, our record-
ing revealed what seemed to have been a basin, which 
was transformed into a very small temple in the Late 
Roman period. The first phase of the building was a 
roughly square structure of brick-faced concrete, 3.6 
x 3.8 m, rising 0.83 m above the floor of the palaestra, 
with travertine blocks at its corners and upper parts. 
This square platform rests on a low foundation (opus 
caementicium with tuff caementa) that is a little wider 
(13.5 cm) than the building elevation. On the top 
of the travertine platform, we recorded attachments 
for columns and straight-sided grooves (9 cm wide in 
the west wall and 8 cm in the east, where it was 6 cm 
deep). These grooves could have held upright stone 
screens between the columns. The interior, covered 
by a layer of late mortar, was about 0.2 m lower and 
had a white marble lining of two layers, suggesting a 
basin that had been repaired on one occasion. Stone 
markings (pitting and calcination) consistent with 
the discharge of running water were detected in the 
stonework on the north side.

The dimensions and design of this primary structure 
proved to be very similar to a fountain on the Decuma-
nus (the Fontana con Lucerna), which has similar struc-

tural features and the same external decoration. This 
fountain has a final phase of decorative features similar 
to our own (with openwork stone screens set between 
columns), which has been dated to the third century 
C.E.41 A decorated fountain spout, found in 1939 in a 
late wall just behind the small temple, may relate to 
this structure.42 Thus, there once was a fountain in this 
so-called palaestra, the original functional character of 
which is far from certain. Such an attribution seems 
odd given the presence of shops and the first (larger) 
temple, although the statue decoration of the plaza 
partially supports this function. The external decora-
tion of the fountain/temple was in thin slabs of white 
marble revetment (probably Carrara marble) 0.75 m 
in height (as known from clamp marks). This may 
have been repaired in places, as some of the slabs are 
2.6 cm in width, while others are 1.6 cm, while others 
are between 1.6 and 1.9 cm. At least the thicker slabs 
are likely to represent the primary decoration of the 
fountain, as they match the basin lining inside. Small 
pieces of decorated tile found around the building 
seem to have come from the soffit of the roof. It is sig-
nificant that a terracotta antefix from the first or sec-
ond century C.E. was found at the small temple by the 
early excavators, showing a winged Victory killing a bull. 
This, like the other material, may have been reused.43

To convert the fountain into a small temple (see 
fig. 12), the interior basin was filled with mortar and 
raised to match the top of the basin walls; two steps 
were added to the front; finally, projecting elements 
composed of gutter blocks were added to the corners of 
the new front side, probably to support columns for a 
pedimental porch. The guttering may have come from 
the drainage of the primary structure or perhaps from 
nearby. The exterior of the structure was redecorated 
in places with thin pieces of white marble revetment, 
secured only by a thick layer of mortar. Directly in the 
front center of the temple, a roughly cut square stone 

39 A. Marinucci, pers. comm. 2010. 
40 Previous work on the temple is unpublished. The only 

source materials are archive photographs and a fi eld note-
book (Soprintendenza Speciale per i Beni Archeologici di 
Roma–Sede di Ostia Antica 1939–1940) that describes the pa-
laestra excavation but not the temple itself, as far as we could 
discern. 

41 On the dating of the Fontana con Lucerna, see Ricciardi 
and Scrinari 1996, 157–61 n. 150. This phase, the third of 
the structure, involved the addition of marble on the sides 
and marble columns that may have supported a pergola. The 
phasing of the fountain has been linked to the evolution of 
the portico and the caseggiato behind, as scholars regard it as 
being of a single connected space. Dating of earlier phases 
relies on wall type and the discovery of 114 C.E. brickstamps 
in the caseggiato (Calza et al. 1953, 227). The third phase is 
also dated based on the assumed evolution of the building to 

its rear (demolition of the north portico and widening of the 
Decumanus) and a believed connection with construction 
of the nearby forum outside the Porta Marina at that time. 
The capitals that were set above the columns of the fountain 
(now removed) have been classifi ed as Hadrianic Corinthian 
by Pensabene (1973, 146), although Ricciardi and Scrinari 
(1996, 157) see the decorative elements as being spolia, with-
out providing reasons.

42 The fountain spout was found “murato” (which I take to 
mean walled up in a late wall) between two collapsed arches 
(which can be seen on archive photograph B3134) (Soprint-
endenza Speciale per i Beni Archeologici di Roma–Sede di 
Ostia Antica 1939–1940, 62; see also Cicerchia and Marinucci 
1992, 154, cat. no. A23).

43 For the antefi x, see Calza and Floriani Squarciapino 
1962, 89; Cicerchia and Marinucci 1992, 153 n. 21, fi g. 83.
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block was set into the plaza (0.70 x 0.55 m). This, from 
its position, should have supported an altar. Within 
the building, an emplacement for the base of the cult 
statue (0.82 x 0.59 m) was established opposite the 
steps, over the mortar layer used to fill up the basin. 
This statue base was cut into the basin wall of the pre-
existing structure behind it. The very thin revetment 
of the base survives (only a few millimeters thick), as 
do fragments of the geometric opus sectile floor that was 

set inside the building into the new mortar layer. The 
surviving slabs are of cipollino, serpentine, and schist, 
revealing that although the temple was carefully deco-
rated, it was completed on a modest budget.

The transformation of the fountain into a temple 
could be dated on several grounds. First, the abun-
dance of reused material, especially very thin revet-
ment, with one inscribed face hidden from view, 
suggests a date after the mid third century.44 Second, 

44 For thin revetment reused in fourth-century contexts, see Heres 1982, 386–89.

Fig. 12. Preexcavation plan of small temple, showing surrounding stake holes (drawing by E. Boast, E. Luby, J. Measor, 
R. Manahai-Mahai, and A. Sanchez).
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the white mosaic surrounding it and lapping against 
the altar may date to the third or early fourth cen-
tury, as mentioned previously, tentatively providing a 
terminus ante quem for the temple phase. It is true 
that the mosaic may have been repaired to permit 
the temple to be inserted. However, the provision of 
oddly shaped basins on the plaza when the mosaic 
was laid may have been made to compensate for the 
contemporaneous loss of the temple fountain within 
a single comprehensive renovation of the square. This 
is credible if one considers the ambition of the great 
black-and-white mosaic that was laid from the north 
portico as far as the new entrance from the Cardo. Un-
fortunately, we cannot use for a terminus post quem a 
fourth-century coin (of 347/8 C.E.) found against the 
side of the foundation layer of the temple steps, since 
that layer was not sealed. We must be content with a 
mid third- to fourth-century attribution.

Final Antique Occupation
For the northeast portico, a study of archive photo-

graphs (B2903, B2943) from the 1940 excavation of 
the palaestra revealed some disconcerting facts (fig. 
14). When excavated, the colonnade was found to be 
blocked in three of its intercolumniations by a well-
made series of walls (at least one of which was opus 
vittatum mixtum B) and a doorway, set about 0.5 m 
above the present floor level, with a floor level visible 

at the same height. A fourth blocking wall may have 
existed between piers in the southeast corner of the 
portico (seen on archive photograph B2897). Thus, 
there was a Late Antique building set within the por-
tico, postdating the robbing of the veneers of the rein-
forcement piers. All traces of this late “privatization” of 
the portico were removed by the early excavators, who 
wanted to create the aesthetically beautiful palaestra 
that tourists experience today. This unmonumental 
“utilitarian” occupation of the palaestra portico after 
the robbing of the veneers cannot be dated, though 
ceramics from pits inside part of the portico await 
study. It may date from the later fifth century, if de-
velopments were similar to those in the adjacent Foro 
della Statua Eroica. Surprisingly, it seems that the 
late house still enjoyed a porch frontage reminiscent 
of the northeast portico: a line of shallow postholes 
between 10 and 12 cm in diameter and about 8 cm 
deep was found in front of the structure in the mor-
tar of the robbed mosaic. This may have represented 
a light lean-to porch built to compensate for the loss 
of the walkway.

Around the small temple, aerial photography by the 
German team alerted us to a line of much smaller post-
holes. A second line was also detected on our photo-
mosaic and confirmed on-site (see fig. 12). These 
postholes ran around the structure, 1.5 m away from 
the south side and 2 m away from the north side, and 

Fig. 13. Aerial photograph of small temple in 2010 (courtesy C. Krug).
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were spaced 1.5 m apart on the south side and 2 m 
apart on the north side. Like those in front of the 
northeast portico, these postholes were often ephem-
eral indentations on the ground, suggesting either that 
the soil level into which they were cut was found above 
the present mosaic or (more likely) that the structure 
was a lean-to relying on the extant temple building for 
support. The best defined posthole, cut 5 cm into the 
mortar, was context PFB 2182; this yielded a perfectly 
round hole 12 cm in diameter. The round profiles 
suggest timber posts, while the slender diameter of 
this and other holes points to a light porch with only 
a thatch or shingle covering. There are further inden-
tations in the mosaic between the two temples, which 
might indicate the presence of beams laid flat to take 
upright posts. That the surrounding porch seems to 
have been relying on the superstructure of the temple 
suggests that there had been no Christian destruction 
of the structure; it was allowed to stand and was even-
tually reused rather than demolished.

foro della statua eroica
Introduction

The Foro della Statua Eroica is a square plaza, some 
42 x 46 m. It is equivalent in size to the Tetrastoon of 
Aphrodisias, which is dated by epigraphy to the reign 
of Julian.45 It has a stepped facade of brick piers on 
the west leading up from the Decumanus, and it has 
two lateral porticoes of columns. Traces of a possible 
third portico are present in a line of piers on the west 
side, while the east side is made up of the Forum Baths, 
an apse of which protrudes onto the piazza. The pav-
ing survives in the southeast corner and in an isolated 
patch off the north portico, in which stone gutters sur-
vive, set about 1.15 m in front of the portico. There 
are two lesser entrances, one from a doorway into the 
Forum Baths and another from the Via della Forica, 
coming from the Main Forum. A current entrance 
from the Casa dei Triclini was blocked for some and 
perhaps all of late antiquity by a wall removed by the 
early excavators. The facade was exposed in 1913, and 

45 University of Kent excavation work on the Foro della Statua Eroica was supervised by H. Harrington, V. Reilly, and K. Madigan in 
2008, K. Madigan and J. Fiddes in 2009, and Z. Magyar in 2010–2011, assisted in different years by J. Williams, M. Joyce, B. Knapp, and 
D. Watson. Roueché (1989, nos. 20, 21) records the work on the Tetrastoon of Aphrodisias, which is dedicated to Julian (361–363 
C.E.) but has a matching inscription for Valens (364–378 C.E.).

Fig. 14. Archive photograph of palaestra portico in 1940, showing the colonnade blocked with 
an opus vittatum wall and a threshold (Ostia Archive Service; by permission of the Ministero per 
i Beni e le Attività Culturali, Soprintendenza Speciale per i Beni Archeologici di Roma—Sede di 
Ostia Antica, Archivio Fotografico, photograph no. B2903).
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the interior was excavated from 1927 to 1938/9; the 
republican roads beneath the site were exposed in 
1995. The history of previous excavation is described 
in full by Gering in his parallel report in Römische Mit-
teilungen,46 accompanied by an account of the archi-
tectural decoration of the facade and the excavation 
of the paving area, which was begun jointly by the 
University of Kent and Humboldt University of Berlin 
teams in 2008 but finished by the Berlin team in 2009.

Architectural Phases
At the Foro della Statua Eroica, the Kent team con-

ducted both cleaning and survey work (fig. 15) to re-
solve a confusing sequence of walls revealed by early 
excavations and to characterize the Late Roman layers. 
These are very thin in many areas and have been se-
verely truncated or removed over much of the plaza; in 
some places, the square can be detected only as a nega-
tive feature: a flat level cut into earlier structures, with 
its own architectural fabric now lost.47 The presence of 
a pine tree in the center of the plaza has limited our 
investigation, as did a very reasonable request from the 
Soprintendenza to leave the excavation of the baths 
below to Marinucci, who has already dug part of the 
complex. Aside from these areas, the whole plaza was 
sampled with 1 x 1 m test pits every 5 m to distinguish 
areas where surfaces and subsurface deposits survived 
that could answer questions about the date, decora-
tion, and character of the complex. These investiga-
tions not only established a chronological sequence 
for the construction and repair of the structure but 
also illustrated a clear narrative of declining techni-
cal competence in both the planning and execution 
of large-scale building work.

Pre-Foro Levels. Below the level of the plaza is a second-
century bath building with Severan additions. It does 
not appear to be part of the Forum Baths, or those to 
the north, which are now beneath the fourth-century 
Decumanus Exedra/Sigma Plaza; our bath building is 
separated from these by two basalt roads on its east-
ern and northern sides. On the far side of the latter 
is a row of cellular rooms, probably shops. All these 
structures were demolished and filled in to allow the 

building of the foro. It has been hard to identify the cor-
rect stratigraphic sequence of these walls, as the baths 
and the foro were both made from similar brick-faced 
concrete (opus latericium and opus reticulatum for the 
baths and opus latericium alone for the foro). Further-
more, modern restoration has obscured the phasing. 
However, careful study of brick sizes and coursing, 
assisted by sondages, has resolved the sequence here. 
The basalt roads are the earliest elements at the site 
(covering even deeper stratigraphy), followed by the 
row of shops and the baths; these baths eventually 
encroached onto the northern road when a Severan 
piscina was built with an apse that projected into the 
street. A similar development took place on the east-
ern road when an apse of Maxentian or more likely 
Constantinian date was added to the adjacent Forum 
Baths and completely closed the roadway. The same 
road was also encroached on by a room built out un-
der a street porch, which narrowed the roadway, be-
fore being blocked with a wall of reused material. All 
these events predated the building of the foro, which 
cut through the baths and the shops and sealed both 
roadways under fill, mortar, and paving.48 

 The cellular rooms on the northern part of the site 
were 2.5 x 2.5 m in size and paved with white mosaic. 
Only one has been completely excavated, revealing a 
latrine. Of the baths below the plaza, the cleaning by 
the Kent team revealed a number of features that had 
not been recorded before: the perimeter wall, a brick-
floored room, a praefurnium, a hypocaust, and sunken 
compartments of varying depths. We initially thought 
that all the sunken compartments were cisterns, but 
their varied depth makes this unlikely, especially as 
one had an entrance with a doorjamb on a lower level. 
A round chamber with niches was discovered in the 
southeast corner in 2008 by both teams.49 Earlier ex-
cavation in 1995 by Marinucci (in the northeast cor-
ner of the complex) identified the Severan piscina50 
and an area of white mosaic similar to that located by 
the Berlin team on the south side of the site in 2009. 

 Foro Phase 1. To construct the foro, builders removed 
the front wall of the baths along the Decumanus. This 
was done to allow a wide new facade to be established, 

46 Gering 2011b, 419–20.
47 For previous work on the Foro della Statua Eroica, see 

Gering 2011b, 414–57.
48 The baths under the foro are tentatively dated to the Late 

Hadrianic period based on (1) generic dating of the inscribed 
cippi found there and (2) the dates of buildings on either side 
of the complex. These buildings include the Caseggiato dei 
Triclini, with brickstamps of ca. 120 C.E.; the Caseggiato della 
Cisterna, with brickwork of same period, for which see Calza 
et al. 1953, 132. The apse of the piscina is dated to the Sev-
eran period based on the style of the mosaic (A. Marinucci, 

pers. comm. 2008). The apse of the Forum Baths is dated to 
the Maxentian/Constantinian period based on brickstamps 
(Calza et al. 1953, 159, 218; Pensabene 1973, 100 n. 358; Her-
es 1982, 396, 401; Cicerchia and Marinucci 1992, 22, 104–5, 
137, 234). An inscription found in the Forum Baths, thought 
to be Constantinian (based on the language employed), may 
relate to this work (IG 14 1073a; Lazzarini 1983; Cicerchia and 
Marinucci 1992, 167, cat. no. C3). 

49 See Gering (2011a, 309–10; 2011b, 448–52) for full re-
ports on this work.

50 A. Marinucci, pers. comm. 2008.
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set back from the road and composed of brick piers 
(see figs. 15, 16, 17). Between the piers, well-cut trav-
ertine staircases were set, leading up from the roadway 
into the interior. The stairs themselves have survived 
in two places. Inside the plaza, the baths were demol-
ished down to a consistent level, over which paving 
was later set. In much of the complex, this involved 
dumping into the cavities large quantities of white 
mortared rubble and building debris, which were 
most likely derived from the demolition of the baths 
themselves. Elsewhere, the leveling dumps consisted 
of a layer of amphoras and tile, or domestic rubbish 
deposits, found in two other places; some of these 
deposits seem to date from a secondary phase of the 
foro (see below). The interior architectural arrange-
ment of the foro consisted of two columnar porticoes 
on the north and south sides of the plaza. The wall of 

the Forum Baths formed the eastern boundary of the 
plaza and was not porticoed. The site does not seem 
to have any internal public buildings. Away from the 
Decumanus entrance, it was possible to access the 
complex from the Main Forum through a gap in the 
wall in the southeast corner. A door was also cut into 
the Forum Baths at the east end of the north portico 
at a height that suggests it dates to the foro period. 51

 There seem to be two main phases to the foro, the 
first of which is divided into two subphases (phases 1a 
and 1b). The main element of phase 1a is represented 
by the piers of the street facade. These are well aligned 
but slightly irregular both in their dimensions (ca. 1.20 
x 1.40–1.70 m) and in their spacing (ca. 3.60–4.60 m 
apart). They are of a similar style—opus latericium piers 
faced with brick that was perhaps reused (as it is of 
different colors) but was well sorted and well leveled. 

51 A door in the south portico wall leading to the Casa dei Triclini was closed by a wall when fi rst excavated (archive photograph 
A2471). The photograph does not show whether it was in opus latericium or opus vittatum mixtum.

Fig. 15. Trench location map and phase plan of the Foro della Statua Eroica (drawing by E. Boast, E. Luby, L. Bosworth, 
and A. Bates).
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Significantly, its below-ground courses were construct-
ed to the same high standard as the above-ground 
parts. Between each set of piers were set well-cut trav-
ertine steps, which survive in two places. On the sec-
ond pier from the north, the foundation trench clearly 
cuts through the walls of the baths. This is also true of 
the southern end of the new facade, where the walls 
of the baths have been demolished and the piers of 
the facade rest directly on the brick floor of the bath 
building. At the north end, the facade crosses a void 
over the basalt road by means of two great concrete 
foundations, which each support a pier.

One short section of the south portico seems to 
be contemporary with the facade piers of phase 1a. 
This stylobate wall, which was not designed to be vis-
ible aboveground, rests against the first pier from the 
south and is built in the same style as the facade in well-
coursed opus latericium with bricks of the same sizes, 
though of mixed colors. Significantly, it cuts through 
an opus reticulatum wall of the baths complex. It is 
important to note that this part of the south portico 
stylobate, running for some 20 m, is not of the same 
phase as the rest of the portico given that it is set on 
a slightly different alignment. It was later widened to 
the north by two rows of bricks to reach the new line. 
It may be pertinent that the westernmost column-base 
emplacement, which has survived in situ on the por-
tico, is newly cut (unlike the others in spolia) and was 
not designed to extend over the full later width of the 
portico, only the first line of extra facing. Whatever 
the microhistory of this area, it seems that the south 
portico was begun in phase 1a, a time when there was 

Fig. 17. Wall of baths demolished to build the foro facade, 
showing brick floor of room inside baths.

Fig. 16. Facade trench phase plan of the Foro della Statua
Eroica, showing Decumanus piers and surviving steps (draw-
ing by K. Madigan, L. Bosworth, E. Boast, and D. Underwood). 
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no obvious reuse and when bricks were well coursed 
and stone elements were cut for the first time.

 Phase 1b includes the two lateral porticoes inside 
the complex and the plaza paving that is associated 
with it. The lateral porticoes of phase 1b are distinct 
from the Decumanus piers of phase 1a in terms of 
their building style and their stratigraphic relation-
ships. The north portico stylobate of phase 1b overlies 
a Decumanus pier of phase 1a and reuses the earlier 
line of the street frontage of the pre-foro row of shops 
(visible on fig. 18). The south portico of phase 1b is 
considered contemporary with the north portico based 
on their common characteristics: carefully planned 
alignment, symmetrical column spacing, and similarity 
of building materials. Both include reused nonmatch-
ing spolia set into concrete foundations that are faced 
with poorly sorted reused brick set in uneven courses 
(fig. 19). Similarly, the first phase of the paving across 
the plaza, which laps over the south portico of phase 
1b, contained many reused slabs.52 This is shown by 
the reverse imprints of inscribed blocks in the primary 
mortar layer, which were later reset at a higher level. 
This reset paving also contains a large monumental 
inscription with letters about 20 cm in width, similar 
in size to one reused for a column emplacement base 
in the north portico (unfortunately not shown in lim-
ited prerestoration photographs), though they are not 
carved into the same material. This spolia is not known 
elsewhere in the foro or in the vicinity. The existence 
of floor projections in brick from the rear wall of the 
north portico may belong to phase 1; they were above 
the demolished level of the earlier shops but below 
the final floor in this walkway. These projections prob-
ably indicate a brick floor for the portico in phase 1b.

 While it is tempting to place the Decumanus facade 
(phase 1a) in an earlier time period than that of the 
porticoes and the paving (phase 1b), the overall design 
of the plaza suggests that this is unnecessary. It can be 
observed that the architect of the facade definitely in-
tended to front the entire space of the later square. 
He also arranged for the baths to be leveled down to 
the top of his facade steps, which became the paving 
level of the new plaza. To achieve this, he demolished 
a row of shops quite distinct from the baths. These 
measures prepared the way for phase 1b of the plaza, 
which completed these works. Indeed, a short part of 
the south portico that belongs to phase 1a confirms 
that the conception of the project was, from the start, 
to build a porticoed square. Perhaps the project be-
gan in the late third or early fourth century but was 
suspended and only completed a decade or two later.

 Dating evidence for phase 1a is not yet fully pro-
cessed. However, a single amphora of third- to fourth-
century date (Dressel 20 or more probably Dressel 23) 
was found in the fill (context FSE 1076) of the founda-
tion trench of the facade. A large third-century rub-
bish layer (context FSE 1017) dumped over the bath 
floor inside the south portico, behind the stylobate of 
phase 1b, likely relates to the leveling for this phase. 
For phase 1b, dating evidence is copious. A sondage 
into the fill (context FSE 4002) of the north portico 
foundation trench has yielded some third-century 
ceramic finds (African Red Slip C). A foundation 
dump from the same portico, on top of the demol-
ished shops (the lower part of context FSE 1043 [FSE 
4049]), dates to the fourth century with no residuals. 
The foundations of the south portico have yielded an 
altar rededicated as a statue base of 285/6 C.E.53 We 
have also been able to confirm that the mortar layer 
for the first paving of our foro definitely does lap up 
over the Maxentian/Constantinian apse of the Forum 
Baths, thus providing a second terminus post quem 
for the complex. Furthermore, coins from the dump 
layers inside the demolished baths end with issues of 
Maxentius and Constantine. It is worth noting that 
the brickwork in the “Constantinian” apse, like phase 
1a, is well sorted and well coursed, even if its colors 
and lengths suggest it may comprise reused materi-
als. Thus, phase 1a does not, on style alone, have to 
date much earlier than phase 1b, which looks likely 
to be mid fourth century. The difference in building 
quality might be explained by a downgrading of the 
funds allocated to the project. It may have started as 
the preferred project of one praefectus annonae, only 
to be grudgingly completed by another.

Foro Phase 2. Signs of a second phase are evident in 
three disconnected areas that are assumed to be con-
temporaneous based on the style and coherence of 
the works. Phase 2a is evident along the street facade 
(see fig. 16). Here, a series of irregularly spaced bas-
es was established in front of the piers, two of which 
clearly cut into the flat level established by phase 1a 
when it demolished the baths, as the photomosaic 
reveals. Furthermore, the piers include, among their 
reused materials, two pieces of steps taken from phase 
1a. These steps came from somewhere between the 
facade piers of phase 1a, suggesting a remodeling of 
the access routes, at least for part of the facade. The 
bases of phase 2a seem to have supported an ambitious 
freestanding architectural screen, which was found 
here.54 The screen contained some irregular blocks, 
such as poorly cut Aswan granite columns and capitals. 

52 Gering 2011b, 431–46, 450–54.
53 Gering 2011b, 428–29, 496–97. 

54 For a detailed description, see Gering 2011b, 419–24.
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However, it seems unlikely that the projecting elements 
in this facade were originally commissioned for this 
project, given the wider quality of the work done on this 
screen. Thus, a projecting element cut from an altar of 
242 C.E. should be taken only as a very general termi-
nus post quem for this phase. A coin of Arcadius from 
the fill of the cut for the step should be ignored, as it 
provides a terminus post quem only for the robbing of 
the structure. However, an inscription of 418–420 C.E. 
recording the repair of a macellum by the urban pre-
fect Aurelius Symmachus was found by early excavators 

in the street in this area. This likely relates to work in 
our complex, as Gering discusses in his parallel report 
in Römische Mitteilungen, though we cannot be certain 
that it relates to these projecting piers.55

A second phase of the complex (phase 2b) can also 
be clearly seen in the internal colonnade of the facade 
portico (fig. 20). The piers of the internal colonnade 
are of either brick-faced concrete or irregular stone 
construction with some spolia. The third pier from 
the north (in stone), removed by earlier excavators, 
contained not only the heroic statue that now stands at 

Fig. 18. South-facing section of north portico (west end) of the Foro della Statua Eroica, showing reuse of the “shops” wall as 
a foundation for the colonnade stylobate in phase 1b (drawing by E. Boast, E. Luby, L. Figg, L. Bosworth, and A. Fitzgerald). 

Fig. 19. South-facing section of south portico (east end) of the Foro della Statua Eroica. Note the poor leveling and irregular 
sizes of bricks used in phase 1b (drawing by E. Boast, E. Luby, R. Manahai-Mahai, J. Measor, and J. Wolf).

55 For the macellum inscription, see CIL 14 4719 (prefect in offi ce December 418–January 420 C.E.); Gering 2011b, 442–45.
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the center of the square but also part of the Temple of 
Rome and Augustus.56 The piers are of irregular sizes 
(ca. 0.80–1.00 x 1.00–1.20 m), are not aligned with one 
another, and are very poorly spaced (2.0–2.5 m apart). 
A masonry lump on top of the stylobate of the north 
portico, visible in an early photograph (B2374) and 
generally aligned with the piers, may itself belong to a 
pier in the line. If so, the piers must belong to a later 
phase than that of the north and south porticoes. Un-
fortunately, early excavations that “chased” the walls 
removed stratigraphy from around the piers. How-
ever, we were able to connect the northernmost pier 
(of brick) with a stratigraphic sequence in the north 
portico. Here, the northernmost pier was clearly a sec-
ondary addition, not part of the original portico. The 
floor fill that covered it (context FSE 1075) contained 
late fourth- to mid fifth-century ceramics, providing a 
rough terminus ante quem of the mid fifth century. 
Our cleaning of old excavation trenches around the 
fourth pier from the north (in stone) demonstrated 
something of the architectural character of the west 
portico: the foundations were very shallow (ca. 20 cm 
deep, built of one course of blocks). The third pier 
from the north (in stone), seen on early excavation 
photographs (e.g., B2374), was slightly deeper, about 
50 cm deep. Thus, if the piers supported anything (ir-
regularly spaced as they were), it was either a wooden 
portico or, less likely, a row of statue bases (fig. 21).

Phase 2 is also visible in the north portico (phase 
2c) and on the plaza (phase 2d). On the plaza (fig. 
22), the second phase is visible as two distinct mortar 
layers for the paving, detected in the northeast and 
southeast corners of the foro. In the southeast corner 
of the square, traces of this second phase are particu-
larly visible within the stratigraphy. Here, the paving 
was uprooted and then relaid at a higher level in a 
new mortar, in a broken condition (see Gering’s sum-
mary below). The fill between the two paving levels 
includes a destruction layer, recorded against the por-
tico, which contained a number of roof elements (tiles 
and lead). This may indicate that the south portico was 
partially restored at the same time. Ceramic dating is 
pending. Finds have included coins up to the reign 
of Honorius, which provides only a general terminus 
post quem rather than a specific date, since at Rome 
coins became less common at this time. In the north 
portico, ceramics reveal that the fill immediately be-
low the last known floor is fifth century. These come 
from context FSE 1075 (as above) and context FSE 
1043 (2009 sample dating to the last quarter of fifth 

56 The internal portico pier with spolia from the Temple of Rome and Augustus is visible on archive photograph B2373. 

Fig. 20. Archive photograph, showing internal piers of west 
portico (phase 2) of the Foro della Statua Eroica (Ostia 
Archive Service; by permission of the Ministero per i Beni 
e le Attività Culturali, Soprintendenza Speciale per i Beni 
Archeologici di Roma—Sede di Ostia Antica, Archivio Foto-
grafico, photograph no. B2374).

Fig. 21. West portico (phase 2) of the Foro della Statua 
Eroica, east-facing section of fourth pier from the north. 
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century), under and mixed in with the plain mortar 
floor in the northeast corner of the complex. Here, 
it was directly covered by collapsed roof plaster. The 
floor may represent a slightly later event than the rest 
of phase 2 given that its foundation fill overlies the 
northernmost internal pier of the west portico. Final-
ly, early excavators recovered a group of very poorly 
measured blocks (phase 2e), including some arcaded 
elements.57 These might relate to a central roundel or 
some arcaded structure.

It is possible that the second phase described here 
represents a series of different initiatives. We are not 
able to connect all these areas stratigraphically be-
cause of robbing activity, rough early excavation, and 
the distances between different sections. However, the 
poor alignment of the piers, in both the facade and 
the west portico, can be compared with the very crude, 
even lazy, character of the second phase of the paving. 
The common style of these works makes it likely that 

they belong in the same building campaign, with the 
exception of the plain mortar floor in the north por-
tico, which is clearly later fifth century and seems to 
postdate the west portico. The other parts of phase 2 
recorded elsewhere cannot be securely attached either 
to the work in the portico or to the repair of 418–420 
C.E. recorded in the inscription. Nevertheless, so 
much late repair, of one phase or many, postdating 
the sack of Rome in 410 C.E. is significant.

Architectural Work on the Foro Paving by the Berlin Team
Following a first season of excavation with the Kent 

team in 2008, the Berlin team made detailed records 
of the surviving paving area in 2009 (their results are 
summarized in this section by Gering). All stone slabs 
were numbered and measured separately by recording 
the traces of Late Antique usage and repair on their 
surfaces, the original architectural decoration of their 
back sides, and their mortar bedding. Surface analysis 

57 See Gering (2011b, 419–27) on architectural blocks.

Fig. 22. Phase plan of plaza paving area in the Foro della Statua Eroica, as jointly excavated by the University of Kent and
Humboldt University of Berlin in 2008 (drawing by E. Boast, L. Bosworth, J. Williams, K. Madigan, and M. Joyce).
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allowed us to verify the functions of the building as 
an open plaza and macellum based on the postholes 
for wooden market tables. The presence of a cross-in-
circle game board attests also to social activity. Differ-
ent building techniques and “typologies” of the slab 
arrangements demonstrate a long and complex build-
ing history even after a fire collapse of the fifth cen-
tury C.E. and the late resetting of the older slabs in a 
new mortar level, sometimes 20 cm above the original 
level. The analysis of the architectural decoration of 
the spolia allowed us to trace their original contexts. 
By having a stratified context of spolia deriving from 
the Temple of Rome and Augustus, the fasti August-
ales, and some other guild temples, it is now possible 
to date and reconstruct the latest phase of Ostia’s 
secular building activities—namely, the creation of 
new plazas above intentionally demolished temples, 
which were once connected to the imperial cult or 
guild seats (Main Forum, Piazzale della Vittoria, plazas 
outside Porta Marina, Piazzale del Tempio Rotondo). 

Architectural Aesthetics
The architectural aesthetics of the first phase of 

the foro are mixed. The site is not a perfect square, 
either in its dimensions (41 x 44 m from the internal 
corners) or in the alignment of the back walls of the 
porticoes, which owe their position to earlier struc-
tures. However, the new portico colonnades were 
well aligned with one another, and the columns were 
fairly evenly spaced, every 4 m, giving a certain sym-
metry to the plaza. Though the portico stylobates do 
sit on top of earlier walls, an effort was made to ensure 
measured regularity—most obvious in the slight wid-
ening of the south portico in phase 1b—to suit a new 
line, as described above. Modern anastylosis work on 
the north portico does not seem to have altered the 
position of the column emplacement blocks: an early 
excavation photograph (B2374) taken before the res-
toration shows two column emplacements of spolia in 
the same position as they are in now. The bases on the 
south portico are today still in situ, as supported by 
an archive photograph (R883–2) of the main restora-
tion works on this wall. Above these bases, columns of 
the south portico (reerected by 1928 [archive photo-
graph A2210]) seem unlikely to be entirely invented. 
Excavation photographs of 1928 (e.g., A2471) show 
one column lying on this spot and another poking 
out of the unexcavated ground, suggesting that the 
columns were actually found here. Whoever restored 

them felt they should be kept here, in an incomplete 
colonnade, rather than saved for work elsewhere. The 
architectural elements present on-site today suggest 
an Ionic colonnade constructed of very ill-matching 
parts, with a wooden architrave, as no blocks of this 
kind have been found.58 The burnt layer found be-
tween the two layers of the paving of the foro, against 
the south portico, yielded a tile collapse with some 
leaden elements, suggesting a tile roof with lead gut-
tering in phase 1b. 

The main aesthetic disjuncture in phase 1 of the 
foro was produced by the apse of the Forum Baths, 
which awkwardly protruded into the east side of the 
site, where there was no portico. The steps ornament-
ing the first phase of the street facade were well cut, 
but in the south portico, the colonnades were com-
posed of mixed reused elements (Ionic bases with 
columns of granite or Africano Rosso of differing 
widths). They likely looked this way in antiquity, de-
spite restoration, because the plaza paving was com-
posed of reused slabs in its first phase, including many 
inscriptions; their imprints occur in the first phase of 
mortar in both the northwest and southeast corners 
of the plaza. A sequence of late mason’s marks in an 
undisturbed eastern area of paving shows that mixed 
colors of paving stone were laid together in this first 
phase. This is because the number sequence covers 
both types of stone, while a fracture line through the 
number XIIII shows that these marks were inscribed 
in the first phase; the same fracture line can be seen 
in the phase 2 mortar below, when the slabs were re-
laid as shattered fragments.59 The differences between 
the slabs may not have been obvious in the dust of a 
dry day, but in the winter rain the plaza would have 
looked terrible, a mishmash of multicolored spolia. 
Any attempt to hide the reuse of pieces was limited 
to placing inscribed and decorated faces downward.

The overall architectural aesthetics of phase 2, 
though ambitious, are poor. Despite the use of colored 
marbles and prestigious spolia, all sense of proportion, 
alignment, and symmetry is missing. Not only was the 
quality of the paving lamentable, but the piers of the 
internal west “portico” were not well spaced, even for 
an artisan working without a piece of string. The same 
can be said for the group of newly cut architectural 
blocks found within the complex, if they do relate to 
this phase. Viewing these elements and the irregu-
lar spacing of the facade bases, which are not really 
aligned with the piers or with one another, it is difficult 

58 No capitals were found in the south portico, either. These 
may have been robbed; more probably (in view of the pres-
ence of the columns), they never existed.

59 See Gering (2011b, 435–38) for full discussion of the 
number system and the slabs.
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not to pity the official who tried to oversee the project. 
Quite how structural stability was achieved, on either 
the internal portico or the ambitious facade, in the 
face of such inaccurate planning is difficult to com-
prehend. The workmanship on this phase evokes the 
ill-fated bridge of Quintus Aurelius Symmachus, who, 
as urban prefect, managed to assemble workmen and 
architects to span the Tiber in the 380s.60 Although 
the arch was completed at great expense, it collapsed. 
The specific skills of local artisans in large-scale con-
struction were no longer sufficient to maintain the 
political aspirations of its senatorial elite.

Decoration
It seems that the paving covered only the exposed 

part of the plaza, with tile and then simple mortar 
floors existing within the porticoes.61 Part of the paint-
ed wall plaster from both the north portico ceiling and 
walls fell directly onto the mortar floor, where it was 
excavated. The ceiling pieces compose a geometric 
pattern. The design is in red panels with green and 
black lines; white lines separate the panels. Other frag-
ments from this floor area (context FSE 1043) includ-
ed some motifs painted in white on an orange-brown 
background, which were too fragmentary to identify. 
Along the line of the south wall of the south portico, 
fragments of painted wall plaster were concentrated 
in post-Antique leveling contexts (FSE 1069 and 1079) 
against the portico stylobate and thus likely repre-
sent the Late Roman decoration. We excavated red, 
orange, and greenish-yellow plaster fragments, some 
of which were ceiling pieces; the red and orange oc-
curred on one fragment in bands. Study of the brick 
facing identified mortar adhering to the piers of the 
street facade; thus, as in other late renovations, they, 
too, were faced with marble veneer, applied directly 
to the brick without metal tabs. The north and east 
walls of the foro have comparable thick mortar traces, 
suggesting veneer here also. While no pieces remain 
stuck to this mortar, a survey of marble fragments dem-
onstrated that small pieces of green serpentine marble 
were concentrated along the facade, the decoration of 
which Gering has presented in more detail.62

Destruction and Spoliation
The robbing of the foro occurred in several phases. 

The process appears indirectly from the study of se-
lected architectural survivals (what was not robbed) 
and the composition of later walls (which incorporate 
fragments), since earlier excavators removed most of 
the robbing deposits from the square. One very ob-
vious point is that marble veneer was systematically 
removed from the whole complex. However, some 
of the paving survived, along with the some steps, 
columns, and projecting elements from the street 
portico (found on the street, as discussed by Gering 
in his parallel report in Römische Mitteilungen)63 and 
some elements of the interior colonnades. As in the 
Main Forum and palaestra, this suggests that the rob-
bing of the veneer took place at a time when the foro 
was not covered in deep debris. In contrast, the rob-
bing of the paving and high-value architectural blocks 
seems to have taken place when the foro was already 
obscured and comprehensive looting was difficult. 
Notably, in the southeast corner there was no robbing 
of either marble paving slabs or columns, perhaps 
because it was covered by collapse from the adjacent 
Forum Baths or by earth built up against its walls.64 
Photographs taken during the excavation of this side 
of the foro reveal that the overburden was particularly 
deep here (e.g., A2471 [likely 1928]). In the rest of 
the plaza, the stripping of architectural elements was 
unsystematic—some deep holes were dug, but much 
was left behind, including architrave blocks and col-
umns. The removal of architectural elements would 
have obviously contributed to the decay of the struc-
ture, if it had not already collapsed. 

 Post-Antique Occupation
Archive photographs A2476 (1925) and B2381 

(fig. 23) show that the entrance in the north portico 
from the Decumanus was crudely blocked with what 
looks like an unmortared wall made of stone frag-
ments. The blocking wall was established directly on 
top of a step, before any sediment could build up in 
the foro itself. This event probably dated from a time 
when the portico was still intact, although no veneer 

60 Symmachus, Ep. 4.70, 5.76; Relat. 25, 26.
61 The architectural decoration of the Foro della Statua 

Eroica was undertaken by A. Sanchez, who excavated the roof 
plaster and studied the mortar, assisted by A. Fitzgerald and 
S. Kamani.

62 Gering 2011b, 425–27.
63 Gering 2011b, 419–20, 442–43. 
64 The Forum Baths were occupied until the early fi fth cen-

tury C.E. (Cicerchia and Marinucci 1992, 167, cat. no. C3 
[likely Honorian]; see also supra n. 48). For the latest inscrip-

tion from the complex, possibly fi fth century, see CIL 14 5387 
(reusing an earlier funerary inscription, CIL 14 5389). Occu-
pation may have extended later, but so far this has not been 
proven. Masonry marks in late reused paving inside are the 
same as those from the adjacent paving of the foro phase 2 
plaza, but Gering (pers. comm. 2012) has suggested this may 
result from modern restorers using foro material for the baths. 
For fi fth- and sixth-century occupation of minor baths, see 
Gering 2004, 372–73, esp. nn. 162–63.

This content downloaded from 130.225.27.190 on Wed, 27 Mar 2013 13:07:33 PM
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions

http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp


EXCAVATION AND SURVEY IN LATE ANTIQUE OSTIA, 2008–20112012] 677

survived under the rubble wall, revealing that it had 
been built after stripping. In 2009, we found a pit cut 
into the final portico floor in one place, but without 
diagnostic finds. In 2010, we discovered further pits 
across the robbed plaza surface within the west por-
tico, which we hope ceramics will date. In the south 
portico, a wall of opus vittatum mixtum A postdates the 
removal of any veneer that the south wall of the foro 
may have had and also seems to postdate the removal 
of the floor. Its alignment suggests that it was part of 
a structure that was either occupying the south por-
tico by dividing it into rooms or occupying the west 
portico by closing its intercolumniations. Whatever its 
date, it is of a much better quality than the blocking 
wall mentioned above.

 The robbing of the structural elements of the com-
plex (columns, bases, walling material) was not the last 
phase of activity on the site. In the south portico (fig. 
24), at some point after or during the robbing of the 
paving, the fill supporting the foro floor was dug out in 
an unsystematic manner, perhaps by people trying to 
recycle high-value items (e.g., metals) within the rich 
Roman rubbish that covered the floors of the bath 
building below. Some of these floors were more than 
80 cm below the present surface (and so not reached 
by our hand-dug slots), while others were only 30 cm 
down, allowing us to excavate a whole section of the 
portico. A thick layer of dark earth (contexts FSE 1006, 
1008, 1009) was found covering the uneven remnant 

fill. This was a large, homogenous deposit with rela-
tively few finds. Two crude retaining walls were found 
within it, running roughly parallel with the south por-
tico (fig. 25). One of these walls was covered by a mor-
tar floor (FSE 1086) of a type that was found on the 
portico wall (FSE 4084) overlying the exposed mortar 
of the robbed paving of the stylobate. It is not certain 
whether the tile retaining walls within the dark earth 
were structural or whether they were designed simply 
to stabilize earth for structures built above; the latter 
is likely, as they are single-faced (to the south) with a 
skin of blocks set directly into the earth to the north. 
Unfortunately, any occupation levels from these struc-
tures, from above the level of the floor FSE 1086, were 
entirely lost during early excavations.

The tile retaining walls were laid down after the 
partial demolition of the opus vittatum mixtum A wall 
that closed the portico and so belong to a postclassi-
cal phase, when the so-called Final Antique utilitarian 
structures occupying the shell of the foro were being 
ruined. Thus, there were buildings in this area that 
were largely unrelated to the alignment of the Ro-
man structures, which have now been eroded away. 
Further robbing trenches did, however, cut through 
these late structures. These so-called medieval walls 
are very distinctive and homogenous in design: they 
are unmortared, single faced, and irregularly coursed, 
and they are only a single skin of blocks thick, relying 
for their strength on the earth into which they are set. 

Fig. 23. Archive photograph showing unmortared wall blocking the steps of Foro della Statua Eroica 
facade entrance into north portico (Ostia Archive Service; by permission of the Ministero per i Beni 
e le Attività Culturali, Soprintendenza Speciale per i Beni Archeologici di Roma—Sede di Ostia An-
tica, Archivio Fotografico, photograph no. B2381). 
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The outward face is always south, away from the por-
tico. They include reused brick, bits of pottery, tile, 
and many broken mortar fragments as blocks in their 
wall. This is a typical post-Antique mix, with walls no 
longer made of carefully selected spolia or of sorted 
reused brick but of “broken bits” of anything available. 
They are surprisingly deep, some going beyond the 
level we could safely excavate.65

Although it is tempting to see a series of phases in 
these retaining walls, the homogenous character of 
both the walls and the fill surrounding them makes 
it look like a single operation. It is not easy to see any 
immediate relationship between the walls and possible 
overlying architectural structures. Only in one spot are 
there clearly two phases in the rough tile and mortar 
walls: against the south face of the south portico, by 
the first column emplacement from the west. Here, 
the northernmost tile wall ran parallel with the por-
tico, 1 m south of it. However, it eventually swung in to 
join the stylobate wall, as if it formed part of an apse. 
Strangely, this apse was later extended with a second 

curved wall; it had the same function and shape as 
the first apse but terminated 1 m west of it (fig. 26). 
Inside the first apse was a fill (context FSE 1079) with 
much more rubble than elsewhere in the dark earth, 
as if an attempt had been made to improve the struc-
tural stability of this area. Inside the second apse was 
a friable, sandy silt of light brown-gray (context FSE 
1069), entirely unlike the dark earth, and evidence for 
a different dumping operation.66 If any structure did 
sit above these curving walls, it probably reused the 
stylobate of the south portico to bear some of its load.

The date of these post-Antique phases is likely to be 
later fifth and just possibly early sixth century; ceram-
ics from the earth that surrounds them (specifically, 
contexts FSE 1008 and 1009) contained (along with 
residual third-century material) sherds of fifth-century 
African Red Slip Ware, including a base of “polished 
pattern” Hayes Form 87a, which was the latest piece 
found in these deposits. Context FSE 1069 was dated 
to the late fourth and fifth centuries based on ce-
ramics (reliability 1–2 out of 4), suggesting no great 

65 Identical unmortared single-faced walls have just been 
excavated under untouched topsoil at the Porta Marina exca-
vations of the University of Bologna. M. David (pers. comm. 
2011) places them more toward the seventh century, although 
no dating evidence has yet been published.

66 The high concentration of painted wall-plaster content 

in context FSE 1069 suggests that the deposit may have de-
rived from a dump of collapsed elements of the portico. It is 
not the only context along this portico to have painted wall 
plaster concentrated in it and thus is unlikely to represent a 
dump from very far away.

Fig. 24. Phase plan of south portico (west section) of the Foro della Statua Eroica (drawing by E. Boast, E. Luby, K. Madigan, 
C. Murphy, R. Manahai-Mahai, and J. Measor). 
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divergence in time for this slightly earlier subphase. 
Although we may feel that these walls ought to date 
to the seventh century, no such ceramic material was 
recovered, despite it being detected in disturbed lev-
els in the Late Roman entrance area of the palaestra 
(context PFB 5106).

temple temene

The Kent team examined two temple temene to 
determine what role the end of pagan cult played 
in the reorganization of public space at a time when 
a number of new secular public squares were being 
created. The great enclosure ought to have provided 

ideal locations for a new secular plaza, so their fate is 
significant in terms of the evolution of public space. 
Surveys of the Magna Mater temple (magnetometry) 
and the Temple of Hercules temenos (laser scanning 
and limited excavation) were undertaken in 2010 and 
2011, respectively.67 The results of this work have not 
yet been finalized. Reports on animal bones, ceram-
ics, coins, glass, mortar, and decorative elements from 
various deposits across the city are being prepared.

the nymphaeum opposite the foro della 
statua eroica

Just opposite the foro, on the Decumanus, is a monu-
mental fountain (fig. 27).68 This semicircular structure 
occupies 11.5 m of the street frontage. Its radius mea-
sures 6.2 m from the center of its facade to its outer 
wall, while the internal basin has a radius of 4.5 m.

67 Magnetometer survey in the Magna Mater temple was 
undertaken by D. Underwood, while the sondage in the Tem-
ple of Hercules was supervised by L. Lavan.

68 The Foro della Statua Eroica nymphaeum was surveyed 

in 2009–2010 by C. Spence, L. Bosworth, and L. Figg, who 
produced the photomosaic. It was excavated in 2010 by Z. 
Magyar. A. Sanchez studied its decoration and mortars. A. 
Fitzgerald studied the masonry contexts.

Fig. 25. Dark earth and unmortared single-face walls in the 
foro south portico. Note also the original and extended face 
of the portico stylobate from phases 1a and 1b of the com-
plex. Rooms of the bath complex cut by the portico stylobate 
of phase 1a are also visible.

Fig. 26. Detail of the unmortared walls in the south portico 
of the foro, showing the first “apse” (containing context FSE 
1079) covered by the wall of the second “apse” (containing 
context FSE 1069).
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The Decumanus Exedra is a brick-faced concrete struc-
ture, with five niches for statues (three square and 
two semicircular) at a higher level, each about 1.4 m 
wide. Framing the niches are six ribs/pilasters reach-
ing up from the basin floor to about 20 cm below the 
level of the niches. These likely supported columns. 
Water for the nymphaeum probably came from the 
rear of the Decumanus Exedra through two pipes, 
now represented by two round holes about 20 cm
across, set about 1.25 m above the present ground 
surface. They have been partially obscured by resto-

ration. It is not known how water entered the basin. 
Water left the pool from a drain outlet that was carved 
into a single stone block set on a front corner of the 
structure. The survey of the nymphaeum revealed two 
phases of a very carefully designed structure. We think 
that it may date to the fourth century because of the 
level at which it is constructed and its position overlying 
a bakery destroyed in the 250s. However, no finds were 
recovered within the structure that confirm this date.69

The perfectly measured first phase of the fountain 
was of opus latericium, in what appears to be first-use 
brick; it was followed by a rebuilding in opus latericium 
with reused brick and (perhaps at the same time) in 
reused revetment (fig. 28). This reused revetment 
was detected inside the basin: one piece had carved 
decoration on the side facing the wall; some first-use 
revetment was also detected, but there were two dis-
tinct mortar layers relating to these two phases. Clean-
ing also revealed two floor levels but no datable finds. 
Excavations recovered a hexagonal white marble tile 
loose inside the basin and some external veneer on 
the exterior (road) side of the basin wall, as well as the 
drainage system and large holes cut in the opus signinum 
basin floor. These holes could, from their position, in-
dicate where internal features such as pressurized foun-
tains or statues stood. The structure was decorated in 
cipollino and other white marble (possibly Pentelic). 
Above the top of the basin parapet, there is no trace 
of veneer or fresco decoration, as restoration has re-
moved their traces. The floor of the nymphaeum was 
probably covered in cipollino (identified by the pres-
ence of thicker slabs, up to 40 mm thick, though not 
in situ). The facade decoration was also in cipollino. 
Most of the marbles were thinly cut (1.0–2.1 cm thick). 

Excavation uncovered very few traces of post-Antique 
activity. A single post pad of unmortared earth and 
stone, measuring about 18 x 18 cm, was found against 
the inside of the basin wall that lines the street. This 
had been installed directly on top of the nymphaeum 
floor after robbing and likely carried a beam that sup-
ported a roof structure, which converted the fountain 
into a closed building. Excavation also uncovered 
post-Antique pitting in front of the nymphaeum that 
cut into the old roadway. No dating has yet been es-
tablished for this poorly preserved phase. Finally, a 

69 On the dating of the Foro Nymphaeum, previously thought to be fourth century based on the type of mortar and the coursing 
of bricks in uniform opus latericium, see Calza et al. 1953, 159, 238; Neuerburg 1965, 178–79 n. 109; Heres 1982, 369–71. However, 
Gering (2004, 344 n. 111) notes that the nymphaeum encroaches on a bakery to its rear, which was installed in the Caseggiato del 
Balcone Ligneo. Gering (pers. comm. 2012) believes that this, along with the other adjacent bakeries in this area, was destroyed in a 
major fi re of the later third century, which covered the area in destruction debris up to 3 m deep. The Caseggiato del Balcone Ligneo 
was largely excavated in or prior to the early 19th century (as shown on Holl 1805). However, in the Caseggiato dei Molini, the fi re is 
given a terminus post quem by mid third-century coins described in Bakker 1999, 90; 2001, 179. The bakery under the Decumanus 
Exedra/Sigma Plaza produced similar results (see infra n. 82), supporting the idea of a general destruction in the area, on which see 
Gering 2011a, 309–10. The nymphaeum thus should date to after this destruction.

Fig. 27. Preexcavation plan of the nymphaeum opposite 
the Foro della Statua Eroica (drawing by E. Boast, E. Luby, 
C. Spence, D. Underwood, and Z. Magyar). 
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considerable amount of undocumented reconstruc-
tion work in the upper part of the structure has been 
identified from analysis of the brickwork, mortar, and 
decorative traces; reconstruction likely happened in 
1915 (date of restoration stamp), a year after Roberto 
Paribene mentioned elements of the nymphaeum be-
ing put back up into their original positions.70 This is 
also true of a second nymphaeum, the Nymphaeum 
Bivium, which formed the focus of our more substan-
tial excavation. Early photographs (B2845/6 [1939]) 
show fragments of arcades seemingly within its basin. 
Here, the upper parts of the facade wall also have an 
upper section with no decorative traces, which is prob-
ably undocumented restoration.

the nymphaeum bivium

The Nymphaeum Bivium (fig. 29) is a far larger 
structure than the Foro Nymphaeum, measuring some 
26 m wide.71 It seems to be entirely Late Roman.72 Its 
position at a major road junction—the bifurcation of 
the Decumanus and the Via della Foce—provides a 
superb setting for a major street ornament, which was 
intended to hide a bad corner and to flatter the eye 
with a display of water, statues, and marble. Previous 
commentators have interpreted the low wall enclos-
ing the foreground of the nymphaeum as a giant pool 
or as part of a fountain house, an interpretation that 
considers the square and cross-shaped piers within 
the enclosure as features of the “pool.”73 Scholars 

have made observations concerning the water supply 
of the structure and especially the function of rooms 
(interpreted as cisterns) behind the facade wall.74 How-
ever, our investigations have been limited to the front 
of the structure and have not yet reached these back 
rooms or considered the supply of the main fountain.

A survey was carried out in 2010 by the Kent team 
(fig. 30), with excavations in 2010–2011. The largest 
trench uncovered about one-third of the anticipated 
“pool” of the nymphaeum, on the southern side. The 
trench revealed that the supposed pool wall was neither 
complete nor waterproof and was designed in a single 
phase. Indeed, the overall plan of the “basin” did not 
cover the whole facade and was badly aligned with key 
decorative features on one side. This is strange given 
the design of the nymphaeum facade, which, despite 
imperfections, was carefully conceived and lavishly 
decorated. A second important discovery was that there 
was hardly any extant floor associated with the nympha-
eum. Rather, the trench exposed the floor surface of a 
potentially Republican house, with tuff walls and three 
differently orientated opus spicatum floors, which includ-
ed a contemporary small basin and associated drains. 
Upstanding features of this phase had been cut down 
to the level of the nymphaeum, the back wall of which 
lay directly over the opus spicatum floors. The same floor 
was also used to support postnymphaeum structures, 
meaning that apart from the facade, the fountain itself 
was largely absent from the stratigraphy of the area.75

70 On the restoration of the Foro Nymphaeum, see Calza 
1914, 70. 

71 The Nymphaeum Bivium excavation was supervised by J. 
Hutchings in 2010 and by D. Jackson in 2011.

72 For previous work on the Nymphaeum Bivium, see Calza 
et al. 1953, 160; Heres 1982, 411–13; Ricciardi and Scrinari 
1996, 195–96; Gering 2004, 360–68; see also Schmölder 2010.

73 On the enclosing wall as a pool, see Neuerburg 1965, 179 
n. 110. 

74 On the cisterns and the rear wall, see Ricciardi and Scri-

nari 1996, 195; Gering 2004, 360–61.
75 Dating comparanda include brickstamps on the opus spi-

catum fl oor in the Hadrianic porticoes (Calza et al. 1953, 216) 
behind the Capitolium, in the Hadrianic basement (Calza et 
al. 1953, 215) of the Capitolium itself, and in the Hadrianic 
portico (Calza et al. 1953, 217) of the Insula dei Triclini. Tuff 
walls and opus spicatum fl oors were found together in the area 
of the so-called Four Temples, which are Late Republican 
(CIL 14 375, 14 376).

Fig. 28. Flattened elevation of curved rear wall of the Foro Nymphaeum (drawing by E. Boast, L. Figg, and L. Bosworth).
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The facade wall of the nymphaeum was not straight, 
as it was set into a number of earlier structures (fig. 
31). However, this was masked by building a winged 
concave facade of three conjoining straight sections, 
which closed off the adjacent porticoes. The bricks 
facing the opus latericium wall were all reused and not 
laid in well-leveled courses. However, the facade was 
covered in white marble, including some white marble 
with orange veins (possibly giallo antico). This was 
attached in the old style by using marble dowels with 
iron clamps, a technique suitable for thick pieces of 
marble, which would indicate that, despite relatively 
poor wall construction, no expense was spared in its 
decoration. The upper part of the facade included two 
semicircular niches (diam. 1.7 m) framing a central 
square niche (2.1 m across). An archive photograph 
(B2846) shows that these niches were arcaded. This 
part of the structure was probably decorated with wall 
plaster; analysis of the fragments is currently under-

way. The basin (indicated by a line of opus signinum 
at the base of the facade wall and by a few brick tiles) 
had been removed during late antiquity. However, a 
parallel tuff-faced concrete wall (now demolished) 
that runs about 2 m in front of the facade may rep-
resent the basin front. The dating of the structure 
awaits analysis of the ceramics. For the moment, we 
can note that a leveling fill in a drain cut by the basin 
wall has been dated to the third century C.E. based 
on ceramics (context NBV 6060, reliability 2 out of 4); 
a small leveling deposit (context NBV 6041) lying di-
rectly over the demolished house has revealed a Keay 
52 amphora from southern Calabria (which dates be-
tween the fourth and sixth–seventh centuries). Ger-
ing has suggested that a sculpture of a putto riding a 
dolphin found in the general area of the Nymphaeum 
Bivium might have been reused in the decoration of 
this structure; this is possible, although where exactly 
cannot be determined.76

76 Ricciardi and Scrinari 1996, 196; Gering 2004, 364–65.

Fig. 29. Trench location map of Nymphaeum Bivium, with phases as understood by Gering (black = Early Imperial; 
light gray = secondary modifications; dark gray = nymphaeum structure) (drawing by E. Boast; after Gering 2004, 351).
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The destruction of the nymphaeum involved the 
demolition of all structures except for the rear wall of 
the fountain (fig. 32). It is possible that there was a re-
turn to the use of the opus spicatum floor or something 
at a similar level of which no trace now remains. A low 
scruffy brick wall with several subphases (ht. ca. 0.40 m)

established an enclosure around the forecourt; a se-
ries of short brick piers of roughly the same height 
were installed within the enclosure. One seems to cut 
through the demolished “front wall” of the basin. The 
rectangular piers were about 0.80 x 1.25 m on average 
and set about 5 m apart; one was cross-shaped.77 The 

77 Although the perimeter wall does not touch the surviving parts of the nymphaeum, it is not likely to predate the fountain, as its 
construction on one side anticipates that the portico is already blocked. This blocking was done only when the nymphaeum itself 
was built.

Fig. 30. Preexcavation plan of Nymphaeum Bivium (drawing by E. Boast, E. Luby, D. Underwood, 
C. Murphy, and E. Jackson).
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common height and style of the perimeter wall and 
piers suggest they are connected. These features may 
have been associated with a now-missing earth floor 
or may have reused the opus spicatum house floor. 
Given the survival of adjacent buildings to two stories, 
it is likely that the walls of this “utilitarian” structure 
never stood higher; they were probably footings for a 

half-timbered construction. At least the external walls 
date to a time after the nymphaeum’s real basin was 
removed. Although the complex might have been 
a fountain house, its plan recalls a storage building 
(perhaps with a raised floor) comparable to late gra-
naries on the northern frontier.78 It is likely to date 
from the same utilitarian phase of the city as the house 

Fig. 31. Photomosaic elevation of rear (facade) wall of Nymphaeum Bivium. Targets are at 1 m intervals (L. Figg, D. Underwood,
and A. Wachtel). 

Fig. 32. Photomosaic plan of excavated area in Nymphaeum Bivium (L. Figg, D. Underwood, and A. Wachtel).

78 For the fountain house theory, see Heres 1982, 411–13. For a storage building parallel, see Popović, 1971, 129; Bošković et al. 
1974; Poulter 1999; 2007, 87–91.
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built within the portico of the palaestra, in the later 
fifth century or early sixth century, when the classical 
decoration was gone but the architectural structures 
of the classical city were still intact.

Another important observation is that the former 
projecting foundations, drawn on earlier plans and 
thought to support an architectural screen for the 
nymphaeum facade, do not appear to relate to the 
fountain. These features seem to have been optimisti-
cally interpreted; they are rough rubble platforms of 
mortared tuff that were installed after the stripping 
of ornament from the complex (see figs. 30, 32). 
Thus, they relate to the post-Antique occupation of 
the area, apparently from a time when even the utili-
tarian buildings had fallen into disuse. We know that 
early excavators found other very rough rubble walls 
partly blocking the road just south of the structure 
and removed them.79 These likely belong to the same 
phase. A structure that could be contemporary with 
the tuff platforms is a late wooden cabin approximately 
1 x 2–3 m, distinguishable by two perpendicular cuts 
made in the opus spicatum floor. The presence of this 
structure, a lean-to that rested against the perimeter 
wall of the utilitarian phase, makes it likely that the 
latest occupants of the area reused the early floor, hav-
ing dug through the fourth-century phase.

the nymphaeum in the piazzale della 
vittoria

This nymphaeum is a large structure loosely dat-
ed to late third century based on its construction 
height and its masonry style.80 It has two basins, one 
23 m wide on the front and another 4 m wide on the 
back, and thus serves both the Decumanus and the 
Via della Vittoria. In 2011, during cleaning work, we 
were able to document two phases of mortar in the 
front (Decumanus) basin, which was decorated in 
cipollino, and two phases of painted wall plaster on 
the exterior at ground level, suggesting minimal re-
vetment. This structure is still under study following 
laser scanning, and mortar analysis is planned for the 
near future. It can be noted that the maintenance of 
this building—with at least one phase of repair—at-
tests its importance in the city. It is highly likely that 

the late third-century plaza that fronted it served as an 
assembly point for city councilors welcoming incom-
ing dignitaries, such as the praefectus urbis Romae, dur-
ing the adventus ceremony; they would have arrived 
in the city from Rome, passed the old pomerium, 
and headed down the Decumanus.81 The observation 
of Cassiodorus (Var. 6.18) that the praefectus annonae 
had the right to sit in the carriage of the urban prefect 
(an imperial carpentum) suggests that any visits to Ostia 
from either governor would have been undertaken as 
a formal adventus ceremony.

street encroachment

The survey work of the Kent team at Ostia extend-
ed in 2010 and 2011 to the study of street encroach-
ment, building on the research of Gering on this 
subject. Relevant work took place at the Foro della 
Statua Eroica, the nymphaeum opposite it, and the 
Main Forum Sidewalk. It was possible to differentiate 
these developments in terms of both their character 
and their date. There are examples of street blocking 
for the purpose of public building, whereby the civic 
authorities decided to close a minor road in order to 
facilitate monumental construction. This can be seen 
during the later third–fourth centuries for the arch 
of the Cardo and during the fourth century for the 
macellum and the nearby Decumanus Exedra/Sigma 
Plaza.82 Alternatively, streets and porticoes might be 
narrowed for the sake of public amenity; thus, at the 
site of the Foro della Statua Eroica, baths encroached 
onto minor roads in both the third and early fourth 
centuries, while the fourth-century Nymphaeum Biv-
ium closed two street porticoes. There are also exam-
ples of ordered privatization: opposite the foro, a road 
was closed by a brick wall that included a closeable 
door cut out of a sarcophagus. This wall can be dated 
only on account of its poorly leveled reused bricks to 
sometime in or after the mid fourth century, although 
a reused marble tile perhaps suggests the fifth century 
or later. Such developments seem best interpreted as 
the assertion of patronal control over insulae already 
owned by a wealthy individual. The enclosure of por-
ticoes, as opposite the Nymphaeum Bivium, to ex-
tend a set of shops in an ordered manner suggests an 

millstones). That the bakery was set within a bath building 
destroyed in or shortly after the time of Probus (r. 276–282 
C.E.) is suggested by a terminus post quem of coins from de-
struction levels in this area. Gering associates the Decumanus 
Exedra with a generalized fourth-century rebuilding level in 
this area, though this theory is more suggestive (Gering 2004, 
326–42, esp. 332–34 [reuse of bakery material], 335 [coins 
from destruction levels]; see also Calza et al. 1953, 159; Pensa-
bene 2007, 477–79).

79 For walls blocking the adjacent street, see Gering 2004, 
342–49, fi gs. 22, 23.

80 The excavation was supervised by B. Harp, assisted by A. 
Roder. For previous work on the nymphaeum in the Piazzale 
della Vittoria, see Gering 2004, 314–18.

81 On the adventus of governors, see Lavan 2001; 2003, 
328–31.

82 The Sigma Plaza, dated to the fourth century, was estab-
lished using reused material above a bakery (by cutting the 
structure and employing some parts of the bakery—e.g., 
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official sale or planned act of extension rather than a 
lack of discipline.83 

In contrast, the partial blocking of a street through 
the encroachment of private building suggests usurpa-
tion rather than officially approved annexation and 
perhaps indicates lax urban regulation. We see this in 
the northeast corner of the foro site prior to the con-
struction of the macellum. It has also been identified 
on the Decumanus, adjacent to the Foro Nymphae-
um. In the latter case, two small rooms were built out 
onto the street with walls that were bonded into the 
Late Roman shop wall. Subsequently, they were re-
moved by being cut down to the early fifth-century 
street level. It is interesting to note that not all such 
scruffy encroachments are Late Roman or even fifth 
century. Encroachment did happen at Ostia, but it was 
a perennial problem, not just a Late Antique one. Fur-
thermore, much encroachment was public encroach-
ment, as with the third- and fourth-century apses of the 
baths at the Foro della Statua Eroica, although these 
are back streets and not major avenues.

Nevertheless, the closure of roads blocked by col-
lapsed buildings that were not cleared away does seem 
to signal decay, though this is confined to minor roads, 
not the main avenues. This occurred in the fourth and 
fifth centuries, as Gering has documented, and sug-
gests a change in priorities as major avenues contin-
ued to be decorated.84 However, the situation in the 
sixth–eighth centuries—whereby the level of the street 
was substantially raised above the last repaired surfaces 
of public buildings and a church was built right across 
the main street—reveals a city of ruins and suggests the 
usurpation of irrelevant property boundaries, in which 
the character of the classical city was definitively lost.85 

conclusions
The Significance of the Discoveries: Public Space

The sequence of new building and occupation iden-
tified at Ostia illuminates debates on the evolution 
of public space in late antiquity. It is unusual to find 
any newly built Late Roman public squares, especially 
in the western Mediterranean. Until this excavation, 
no examples had been systematically excavated, and 
only one or two others had been identified. The Foro 

della Statua Eroica, as a porticoed square plaza with-
out public buildings, is comparable to the Portique 
en Pi of Saint-Bertrand-de-Comminges, or (better) 
the Tetrastoon of Aphrodisias, or the late forum of 
Scythopolis, or the last phase of the forum of Conim-
briga. These forums are roughly the same size as that 
of Ostia: about 50 x 50 m. These simple squares were 
designed for stalls—as inscriptions from Aphrodisias 
demonstrate—and thus could reasonably be called 
macella.86 They show continued investment in com-
merce and in its regulation: they kept smelly meat and 
fish out of the Main Forum. This work to diversify and 
improve public plazas lasted into the fifth century and 
was a serious endeavor. 

The increase in the number of public squares seen 
in fourth-century Ostia is unique in the Mediterra-
nean. New squares are known in fourth-century cities 
elsewhere, but not many. This can be partly explained 
by the exceptional history of Ostia, which had only a 
very cramped forum, a legacy of its foundation as a 
compact defensible colony at the mouth of the Tiber. 
Thus, in the fourth century, the imbalance was re-
dressed with the creation of a new macellum and 
other squares within the city. At the same time, the 
number of new squares seems to have exceeded even 
the needs of the Main Forum. The Piazzale della Vit-
toria by the eastern gate and the plaza midway down 
the Decumanus more likely responded to the needs 
of civic reception (the adventus) and ceremony, rather 
like the forums lining the main street of Constantino-
ple.87  There is, however, no reason to think that the 
Main Forum was any less busy in the fourth century 
than in earlier centuries; care was being taken to up-
date its statues, to renew its paving and porticoes, and 
to improve its connection to the main baths of the city, 
which had been the subject of various renovations.

In the palaestra, it seems likely that the installa-
tion of a new entrance with a proper facade indicates 
a change in function, tying it much more closely to 
events in the forum. The presence of a second temple 
makes one think that functions other than athletics 
were being developed there, as does the presence of 
a fourth-century consular statue. This is unsurprising, 
as the decline of athletic games is well documented 

83 On the portico opposite the Nymphaeum Bivium, see 
Kockel 1999; Ortisi 1999, 71–3; Kockel and Ortisi 2000, 
351–64.

84 For collapsed buildings blocking minor roads, see Ger-
ing 2004, 356, fi gs. 32–6; 372, fi g. 48.

85 On the church built across Decumanus (dated to the 
sixth–eighth centuries), see Vaglieri 1910a, 1910b; von Ger-
kan 1942; Pensabene 2007, 538–39; Boin 2010. On the De-
cumanus church dated to ninth century, see Paroli 1993, 

168–69.
86 On Late Antique macella and plazas with simple porti-

coes, see Lavan 2006, 2012. The size of 50 x 50 m appears also 
to be the size of the Forum of Theodosius in Constantinople, 
as identifi ed by Berger 1996, 18–19. On the excavation, see 
Naumann 1976.

87 On plazas along the Decumanus, see Gering 2006; 2010, 
936, 105–7; 2011a, 311–14. On linear plazas at Constantino-
ple, see Mango 2000.
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from the third and early fourth centuries.88 It is per-
haps easier to think of the palaestra as becoming more 
of an annex of the forum, with some religious, then 
administrative, functions, than continuing in an ath-
letic role. Whatever its function, the new entrance and 
great mosaic carpet made a great open space available 
to those within the forum area.

The new temple in the palaestra is of great histori-
cal significance as the only (confirmed) late third- or 
fourth-century temple within the city. It was produced 
cheaply, although it was externally impressive. It was 
also very small, like the new temple made out of spo-
lia on the agora of Argos (of some 4 x 3 m). As such, 
it compares unfavorably with temples of second- and 
third-century date in the city, which had been far 
larger. It does not seem to have been knocked down 
but rather to have rotted in situ, like many in Rome. 
In contrast, the Temple of Rome and Augustus in the 
Main Forum was demolished early, marking perhaps 
a reform of the imperial cult, as seen at Alexandria 
and Antioch, where Kaisareia were very quickly con-
verted to other uses. Thus, complex attitudes were at 
work—not simply a triumph of the Christian church 
but also a slow decline and relatively untraumatic end 
to paganism, seen elsewhere in central Italy.89

 The broader development of the Decumanus is of 
great interest. The Nymphaeum Bivium and the ex-
edra of rooms (which we now call the “Sigma Plaza”) 
studied by Gering in 2004 are exceptional features in 
Late Roman building for the western Mediterranean 
outside Rome, as is the street facade of the macellum.90  
The latter can best be paralleled by the facade of the 
plaza of the Palace of the Giants at Athens, although 
the late facade of the Basilica Aemilia offers a paral-
lel at Rome for a closed building.91 Overall, the im-
provement of the pedestrianized Decumanus reflects 
a trend seen elsewhere: arches and colonnades were 
increasingly built on main streets in the Late Roman 
western Mediterranean, though they were even more 
common in the eastern Mediterranean. Furthermore, 
the closing of side roads to permit the building of the 
macellum and the Sigma Plaza fits a pattern more gen-

erally observed in the eastern Mediterranean, as, for 
example, at Sagalassos in the fourth–sixth centuries.92  
Here, the development of the main axes coincided 
with the downgrading of smaller roads, a phenom-
enon also expressed in new urban foundations of 
the period, where the main axes were emphasized, 
while there was a commensurate loss of regularity in 
backstreets. Nevertheless, it cannot be said that Ostia 
developed regularly planned colonnaded streets, as 
did most major centers in the eastern Mediterranean. 

The Significance of the Discoveries: Building Quality and 
Monumental Degradation

Significant results have also emerged for the later 
phases of the city, which go beyond the specific re-
search interests that inspired this project. The decline 
in building quality seen in the fourth–seventh centu-
ries has been well studied by several scholars, including 
Heres and Santangeli Valenzani.93 Yet the stratigraphic 
excavations of the project have permitted us to fix ele-
ments of this story into chronological sequence. Build-
ings of different qualities can of course coexist at the 
same moment: different organizations could afford dif-
ferent artisans and different materials. Thus, some of 
the simpler walls in Ostia (in opus vittatum) actually date 
to the second century C.E.94  However, there are some 
striking differences even in monumental construction 
within the central area of the city. Thus, phase 1a of 
the Foro della Statua Eroica employs well-leveled brick 
facing, apparently in first use, as does the nymphaeum 
on the Decumanus opposite, though this is very well 
planned in contrast to the somewhat irregular piers of 
the foro. These structures belong to the fourth century, 
and the nymphaeum belongs probably somewhat ear-
lier, to the later third century.

In contrast, phase 1b of the foro, dating to the mid 
fourth century, employs badly sorted reused brick in 
irregular courses and very mixed spolia, although a 
demonstrable concern for aesthetics survives. Phase 
2 of the foro, dating across the first three quarters of 
the fifth century, shows a lack of concern for aesthetics 
except in its facade, where the intention and resources 

88 On the decline of the athletic games and education, see 
Liebeschuetz 1972, 136–44; Lewin 1995.

89 On the late temple at Argos, see Piérart 1981, 906; Piérart 
and Touchais 1996, 85. On Kaisareion of Antioch (under 
Constantius II), see Malalas, Chronographia 13.30. On Kaisa-
reion of Alexandria (under Valens), see Athanasius, Historia 
Arianorum ad Monachos 74.2. For more details on the regional 
dynamics of Italy, see Lavan and Mulryan 2011. 

90 On Sigma Plaza, see Gering 2004, 321–41, 349–72. For 
the dating of the plaza, see Gering 2004, 332–34 (reuse of bak-
ery material), 335 (coins from the destruction before the pla-
za was built); see also Calza et al. 1953, 159; Pensabene 2007, 

477–79.
91 On the Palace of the Giants at Athens, see Thompson 

1988. On the Basilica Aemilia, see Gering 2011b, 430–31.
92 On the streets of Sagalassos, see Lavan 2008. This pattern 

is also seen at Tropaeum Traiani and in new foundations of 
the period.

93 On the decline in building quality at Ostia, see Heres 
1982; Santangeli Valenzani 2007, 442–48.

94 Opus vittatum walls of second-century date are known in 
houses at Ostia according to M. Danner, pers. comm. 2011 
(thesis in progress). For fi rst- to second-century opus vittatum 
walls in Italy, see Blake 1959, 1973.
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are there but the ability is not. To an undated later 
time might belong the rough staircases in reused stone 
blocks giving access from the Main Forum portico up 
to the Late Roman palaestra level—this was ill-fitting 
spolia that had not been recut, although the staircase 
was solid enough to be considered monumental. The 
very late and post-Antique phases that follow are more 
difficult to put on the same scale of comparison, as 
they involve the appearance of simpler walls common 
earlier elsewhere in the city in former public areas, 
finishing with unmortared walls of large blocks, then 
small fragments, in the style of vernacular rural huts 
rather than urban monuments.

The final degradation of civic public buildings is 
visible in the central area of Ostia, as it is in so many 
other places within Italy. Some very late, rather an-
archic modifications of the street system have been 
described by Gering in earlier works, but our recent ex-
cavations have allowed us to extend these observations 
to public buildings. Monumental repairs in the central 
secular public buildings seem to have continued into 
the early fifth century or the later fifth century at the 
latest, as the Main Forum porticoes, the curia, and 
the Aula del Buon Pastore attest; they were studied by 
Gering’s team in 2010 and 2011.95 These repairs were 
then followed by a process of systematic stripping of 
ornamental veneer from the central public buildings 
sometime in the later fifth century, when churches, 
private houses, and some baths were still well deco-
rated; this was followed by utilitarian occupation in 
structures of unveneered walls of opus latericium, opus 
vittatum mixtum, or large unmortared stone fragments.

The late utilitarian walls blocked up colonnades 
and other open spaces. The construction of the “store 
building” in front of the Nymphaeum Bivium blocked 
one of the most significant vistas in the city in an act of 
indifference to earlier urban planning efforts. Wooden 
structures also began to appear; they were set within the 
architectural frames of earlier buildings, sometimes in 
conjunction with the utilitarian structures, as in the 
palaestra portico, and sometimes within their ruins, as 
at the Nymphaeum Bivium. Nevertheless, both types of 
structures were built within a city that still had a street 
system and much of its ancient skyline. Later, deep lay-
ers of dark earth accumulated or were dumped over the 
ruins of ancient structures, apparently in association 
with recycling activity. This included quarrying third-
century dump layers for scrap metal. Retaining walls 

within these layers were constructed of unmortared, 
unsorted, and unleveled building detritus, material that 
was freely available within a ruined landscape. Although 
we would like—on the basis of other evidence about ur-
ban development—to place these walls in the seventh 
century, ceramic finds do not allow us to date the start 
of this process later than the end of the fifth century.

Contributing Factors for These Developments
There are five factors that may have contributed 

to these developments: the special status of Ostia; 
political investment; developments in urban style at 
Ostia; public amenity; and imperial, regional, and lo-
cal integration/disintegration.

The Special Status of Ostia. The quantity of secular pub-
lic building work serving the street system marks Ostia 
as a high-status center. Whatever Ostia’s relationship 
to Portus was, it does not appear that Ostia was in de-
cline relative to other excavated cities in Italy—such as 
Iuvanum, Herdonia, or Paestum, all of which have had 
their central areas excavated, revealing no new public 
buildings, only minor repairs and adaptations.96 In the 
fourth century, Ostia saw not only repairs to older civic 
structures but also completely new secular buildings 
such as the Decumanus Exedra/Sigma Plaza and the 
foro macellum. This is unusual in civic architecture of 
the fourth–sixth centuries, when entirely new buildings 
were usually found only in provincial capitals.97 Thus, 
perhaps Ostia benefitted from being effectively part of 
Rome, with a level of urban maintenance superior to 
all other cities in Italy. Indeed, it maintained its monu-
ments in the fourth century on a scale unparalleled in 
the western Mediterranean and reminiscent of civic 
public building of the second century C.E.

Political Investment. Alternatively, we might draw at-
tention to the specific involvement of the praefectus 
annonae and praefectus urbis Romae, who were active in 
restoring the macellum and perhaps the baths.98  In-
deed, the intensity of building work in the area of the 
Decumanus east of the Main Forum may be associated 
with the structure known as the Aula del Buon Pastore. 
This structure, once identified as a church, is perhaps 
better identified as a secular audience hall, possibly 
the seat of the prefect. Although it has a high apse like 
the fourth-century judicial basilica of Cuicul, it can be 
considered equivalent in function to the fourth-century 
civic audience hall on the agora of Cyrene and perhaps 
the secretaria constructed in cities across Samnium in 

95 Gering (forthcoming); see also Gering 2006; 2011a, 314–
15; 2011b, 413–14, 489–91.

96 For Iuvanum, see Moschetta 1980; Candeloro 1990. For 
Herdonia, see Mertens 1995. For Paestum (where there are 
some repairs but no new public buildings), see Greco and 
Theodorescu 1980; Greco et al. 1996; Greco and Longo 2000. 

For repairs recorded in inscriptions at these sites, see the in-
dex to Ward-Perkins 1984.

97 On the greater amount of building work in provincial 
capitals, see Lavan 2001.

98 On the praefectus annonae and praefectus urbis Romae, see 
supra nn. 13, 19, 55; see also Gering 2011b, 442–45.
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the 360s.99 Clearly, Ostia still was an urban community 
worth investing in, even in the early years of the fifth 
century, when there was little money to invest seriously 
in urban renewal. Even after the troubles of Alaric, an 
urban prefect felt that Ostia needed to return to nor-
mal, and he signaled that by repairing its macellum.

Developments in Urban Style. The urban style of build-
ing work undertaken on Ostian streets in the fourth 
and early fifth centuries was definitely more repre-
sentational than it had been earlier; it was focused on 
the main pedestrianized avenue, which could have ac-
commodated processions of high-status visitors. This 
road increasingly was adorned with new colonnades of 
spolia and fountains.100 It is tempting to see something 
of the colonnaded streets of the eastern Mediterra-
nean here, perhaps akin to those of Constantinople, 
now eclipsing Rome as the main urban model for the 
Mediterranean. At the same time, it is possible that the 
style seen in Ostia was also being adopted at Rome in 
the same period, now obscured by the medieval and 
modern city. Whom the processional route of the 
Decumanus was meant to serve is not clear—perhaps 
it was intended to impress high-status travelers arriv-
ing at Ostia, going up to Rome, as well as to serve as 
a backdrop to the adventus of a prefect in the city.101 

 Public Amenity. Aside from a desire to invest in the ar-
chitecture of display, there was an interest in improving 
public amenities. In the fourth century, this involved 
serious investment in retail spaces (a macellum and 
the neighboring Sigma Plaza), statuary display, and 
repair of the theater and baths.102 Inscriptions show 
that top-ranking senators participated in this work. 
These were not homegrown elites but senators from 
Rome with whom the local population cultivated links 
of patronage and perhaps sought to develop common 
commercial interests. Conversely, the later systematic 
stripping of secular monuments that were structurally 
intact symbolizes a drop in the importance of the clas-
sical buildings and the relationships they supported. 
The precise dating of this stripping will be of great 
help in understanding the later history of the city, 
as it ceased to be a focus for traditional civic display. 
As noted above, investment in churches and private 
houses did not follow the same chronological trends 
in late antiquity. 

Imperial, Regional, and Local Integration/Disintegration. 
Similar privatization of secular monuments within an 
urban landscape in the fifth century and simplification 
in building standards in the fourth–seventh centuries 
can be documented elsewhere in Italy.103 Ostia both 
benefited and suffered from the continuity of an im-
perial system that still had Rome at its center, in terms 
of both state subsidy and aristocratic investment. Yet 
just as the survival of the imperial system permitted 
continued investment in display monuments and com-
mercial infrastructure, so the end of empire and the 
loss of aristocratic fortunes brought both the loss of 
secular public buildings and the vernacularization of 
architecture and building materials. This was perhaps 
exacerbated by the standardization of building tech-
niques within an enormous construction industry. Ad-
mittedly, Ostia did retain some regional prominence 
in the seventh–ninth centuries, in relation to other 
Italian cities, but the investigation of that subject is 
for another project.
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