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INTRODUCTION

Rome is Italy’s First Beauty. And like any grand diva, she must be seen to be believed. But whether you meet her face-to-face or through the words of this book, you’ll find her multiple personalities as fantastical as they play in the movies of Fellini.

Making friends, especially with a diva, takes time. Though if you don’t have much to spend, a surface acquaintance is possible. You can observe Rome’s most histrionic scenes on the heels of a tour guide, ride a bus past her ruins, go home satisfied you’ve seen the highlights. Every summer visitors on a tight schedule go through such motions, ignoring the sour aftertaste that Rome-on-the-run can leave. Rome is crowded, Rome is dirty, it’s all churches and pickpockets.

Hurrying through Rome is travel from hell. Lost in a fog of general impressions, you have a hard time believing there’s more to this city than exhaustion. For beauty happens only in the particular, and like friendship, it requires that attention be paid. The particularities of Rome reveal themselves generously, stirring a deep happiness, but her rhythm is more sostenuto than presto.

Travel and tourism, it must be said, follow different rhythms. Travel means finding yourself through a journey, and letting it change you. Tourism means making a journey with enough cushioning and filtering and microscheduling to assure that it won’t change you. Richard Eder made this distinction in a review of a travel book about Calabria, Stolen Figs.

Rome has the power to blow your mind and heart, delivering man, woman, and child from small-mindedness, bestowing a much larger capacity for the beauty of the world than you started out with. The pleasure of that new capaciousness is a matter of the particulars people come to love here. Nighttime in the piazzas. Sunset in Parco Savello on the Aventine. Carciofi alla guidia. San Clemente. Pierluigi, teaching you how to make a perfect espresso. Palazzo Altemps. The fountains.

Delights to take home? Certainly. (Certo! exclaims Pierluigi, with a very Roman seriousness that’s not serious at all.) Moments of the journey to relish forever? Definitely. But moments that could change your heart? How on earth!

It’s the accumulation of sensual particulars that stops us in our manic tracks. For each phenomenon manifests a past, a story, and, as André Aciman writes in “Roman Hours,” it’s the accumulation of pasts in Rome and one’s consciousness of those layers—in the city and within one’s self—that can make Rome a life-changing experience. Once Rome enters your consciousness, your perspective on human time may change, deepen, mellow. The layers of history buried under every building you enter, every hill or dome you climb—the caves, tombs, baths, temples!—they complicate the territory. Everywhere, something invisible makes itself felt in the visible, making the whole city seem to pulsate with hidden presences, a register of the human psyche and of twenty-eight centuries of history striated by horror, by thrilling legends, and anonymous kindness. Getting to know Rome, we come home to ourselves, our labyrinthine and surreal undergrounds of memories and desires and failures, the partiality of our abstract and absolute convictions. Such reckoning can turn a tourist into a traveler, especially when accompanied by the rhythmic sensuality of sun and shade, and the faces of Roman people, their voices like music.

The affectionate intuition of a city’s idiosyncratic energies is certainly the perspective of good travel writing. The writers in The Smiles of Rome consider the city—or some cultural expression of it—as a friend or intimate, and they put into words the contours of their attachment. American, British, German, French, Italian, their impressions are a mix of intimacy and mystification. Most of them—or their fictional personas—come to cherish the gradations of time you see everywhere. The peeling of ocher surfaces from a Renaissance palazzo. The ruins seen from the hills. The brick and mortar strength of the Pantheon. The contradictions of empires and their religions. Rome enacts a dynamic and stunning theater of time’s imperfections: what we have done and what we’ve failed to do. Close up, under her blinding sunlight, they seem more precious than not. This is Rome’s secret, which this book unfolds for engaged travelers and for readers who imagine the journey from home.

In fiction, travel essay, journalism, and poetry, The Smiles of Rome reflects on a particular of the city’s past and present: a historical event; an architectural gem; a great public space; a sculpture; individual human characters; the streets, broad and leafy, narrow and cobble-stoned—whatever it was that first stopped the writer in her or his tracks. First-time novelist Jane Alison, intrigued by Ovid’s heartbreaking exile from Rome: she who taught him the art of love. The scholar Simon Schama, thrilled by the genius of Bernini’s Fountain of the Four Rivers in Piazza Navona. The famous “Grand Tourists,” among them Goethe and Henry James and Edith Wharton, all charged by the beauty they saw everywhere, each of these very private people confessing to feeling happy in Rome, a common theme of Roman travel.

In brief introductions, I’ve sketched the writers’ backgrounds, and their connection with Rome. Sigmund Freud might be described as the Most Reluctant Traveler the city has ever known. Nathaniel Hawthorne began his sojourn with a Puritan sneer, then, like Saul of Tarsus, fell off his high horse as Rome hit him like a new idea. Muriel Spark arrived and never left (like other women who settled in to work in other parts of Italy: Ann Cornelisen in Basilicata, Mary Taylor Simeti in Sicily, Elizabeth Barrett Browning in Florence). André Aciman, an exile from Egypt, began a love affair with Rome that has survived separation by the Atlantic and several decades; he celebrates their abiding mutuality in his lovely memoir, “Roman Hours.”

Collectively, the writings in The Smiles of Rome, like my books Desiring Italy and For the Love of Ireland, serve a double purpose. First, they provide a brilliant literary companion for readers and travelers alike. And second, they serve as a guide to the particular experience at the center of each selection. I’ve followed each one with a commentary, a mix of cultural, historical, and practical detail, to help the reader/traveler take the long meandering strolls that will connect you with the place evoked in each piece. Taking the walks, I’ve checked out how closely—or not—the writers’ descriptions match the places we find today. That became the focus of each commentary: helping travelers/readers situate themselves along the writers’ routes by providing a dash of relevant context.

Choosing the selections, I’ve made sure that taken together they point in the direction of Rome’s most dramatic settings, and, at the same time, reflect the main historical periods. The writings about Ancient Rome feature the great ancient sites as the background of their impressions; those about Early Christian Rome some of the oldest churches and neighborhoods. The Renaissance and Baroque periods are represented, appropriately, by great artists—Michelangelo, his friend Vittoria Colonna, Bernini, and Artemisia Gentileschi—both in their own words and in stories about them. The Grand Tourists of the next three centuries speak for themselves about the places that give them pleasure, their enthusiasm one of the sparks that first kindled my own desire to know the Rome they bring to life.

Only a few of the Roman writers of the post–World War II period have their say in the final section of the book, but it’s a strong sample of the torrent of writing and filmmaking that followed the overthrow of fascism, a culmination of one of the great national literatures of the twentieth century. The Roman writers present the “other” Rome that travelers might not encounter otherwise (except in the movies of Pasolini, De Sica, and Rossellini): the working-class neighborhoods, and the Jewish Ghetto, especially as seen through the fictional eye of Elsa Morante’s magisterial epic, History: A Novel, one of the twentieth century’s great books.

The luscious Roman cuisine, a culinary heritage that lives on in hundreds of simple trattorias and elegant restaurants, is featured on most of the itineraries with a few recommendations of places to eat that are convenient to the writer’s neighborhood. This feature should make things easy for the traveler who’s suddenly dizzy with hunger or whose feet hurt (like the husband in John Updike’s story “Twin Beds in Rome”). But there are thousands of choices, and it’s rare that you make a bad one.

There are more practical guides than this one. The Rough Guide, Lonely Planet, Let’s Go Rome, Fodor’s, each can answer the questions of any given day. Where to sleep. How much to tip. How to get an audience with the pope. How to say “please,” a word every visitor should know: Per favore, pronounced pear fa-VOR-ay. (Sounds like amore.) The practicalities useful to the literary pilgrim walking the Rome of Henry James and Company are simple: besides this book, carry a street map (or don’t), a water bottle in summer, and a few bus tickets (available in Tabacchi shops) for when the skies open or your legs give out. The Seven Hills are not steep, but they (and the domes) are meant to be climbed, their hilltop cafes and rooftop restaurants patronized: the views of the city from on high show off her beauty at its most harmonious. Stupendissimo! as Henry James used to cry out.

The large green information booths staffed by the Italian Tourist Board are helpful, depending on the mood of the person on duty the day you drop in. The booth in Viale Trastevere near Piazza Sonnino is always obliging, dispensing maps, printouts of bus routes to your destination, brochures about concerts, theater, and opera. There’s also tourist information at the north end of Piazza Navona; in Stazione Termini; and at a large good-humored office facility in Via Parigi 5, near the Baths of Diocletian (tel 06 4889 9253). (Ask for a copy of Here’s Rome.) The hours of openings and closings in Rome follow a pattern: except for the national monuments—the Colosseum, the Forum, the Capitoline museums, the Pantheon, etc., which are open all day—most places are open in the morning until noon or 1 P.M., close until 3:30 or 4:00 in the afternoon, and then stay open until about 7. Monday closings are common. You learn to organize your time accordingly because you have no choice. You learn the custom of the country: long midday meals in the piazza; a siesta behind closed shutters. Relaxing softens you, so that when you find a museum or church locked up tight when a sign says it should be open, you laugh. And go someplace else.

When I assembled the collection Desiring Italy, I discovered the enormous volume of writing about Rome that exists. Making the hard choices then—and now, as I’ve put together The Smiles of Rome—having to exclude so many wonderful testimonies, has induced a stoic realism. There’s nothing else to be done. No one needs a travel anthology consisting of thousands of pages, no matter how engaging. But still there is regret. For there not being space to include writing by Pasolini; Dacia Maraini; Kate Simon; H. V. Morton; Bernard Malamud’s “The Last Mohican”; Mary Gordon’s “Sanctuary in a City of Display”; Alexander Stille’s Roman chapters in Benevolence and Betrayal; Shelley’s The Cenci; Byron’s Child Harolde and other poets, Richard Wilbur, Louise Bogan, Alan Broughton, Wallace Stevens. Some writers on Rome are already widely anthologized, for example, Barbara Grizzuti Harrison who is included in “Overtures.” Others—George Eliot’s “Wedding Journey” from Middlemarch, Edith Wharton’s story “Roman Fever,” and Elizabeth Spencer’s “The White Azalea”—can be found in the Rome section of Desiring Italy. James’s The Portrait of a Lady is a world whole and entire. In some cases, and this is one of them, excerpting is a form of demolition.

In the end, what comes across in these pages, in a wide range of voices, is Rome’s astonishing expressiveness. The silence of the Palatine. Bright mosaics, travertine, terracotta, pale pink brick, marble, peperino, so many stones. The light. Early morning in Piazza San Cosimato, the peaches in the market stalls. People, unpretentious, affectionate, the dazzle of their sprezzatura. Love of life, the imperfect world made new again, among the ruins of this old, old city.

SUSAN NEUNZIG CAHILL Rome, 2004


OVERTURES

O Rome! my country! city of the soul!

—BYRON

But my letter would never end if I were to try to tell a millionth part of the delights of Rome—it has such an effect on me that my past life before I saw it appears a blank and now I begin to live.

—MARY SHELLEY

Oh, the beautiful men and women and children here! And the wonderful babies with such wise eyes! And the grand-featured mothers nursing them!

—GEORGE ELIOT

Never have I enjoyed youth so thoroughly as I have in my old age.… Nothing is inherently and invincibly young except spirit. And spirit can enter a human being perhaps better in the quiet of old age and dwell there more undisturbed than in the turmoil of adventure.… In Rome, in the eternal city, I feel nearer to my own past, and to the whole past and future of the world, than I should in any cemetery or in any museum.… Old places … when spirit dwells in them, have an intrinsic vitality of which youth is incapable; precisely the balance and wisdom that come from long perspectives.…

—GEORGE SANTAYANA

Do you remember Rome, dear Lou? How is it in your memory? In mine sometimes there will be only its waters, those clear, exquisite, animated waters that live in its squares; … its gardens’ festiveness and the splendour of great terraces; its nights that last so long, still and filled to overflowing with great constellations.

—RAINER MARIA RILKE

Let the ruins rot!

—JAMES JOYCE

I feel happy here, for I learn something new every day: I try to become impregnated with the unalterable beauty Rome dispenses with such generosity.

—AUGUSTE RODIN

Rome became my home as soon as I saw it. I was born that moment. That was my real birthday.

—FEDERICO FELLINI

What is Rome? Where is the real Rome? Where does it begin and where does it end? Rome is surely the most beautiful city in Italy, if not the world. But it is also the most ugly, the most welcoming, the most dramatic, the richest, the most wretched.… The contradictions of Rome are difficult to transcend because they are contradictions of an existential order. Rather than traditional contradictions, between wealth and misery, happiness and horror, they are part of a magma, a chaos.

—PIER PAOLO PASOLINI

I am happy here; when I or others have bruised my life, I close my eyes against the hurt and think of Rome: as possibility, and hope.… The world is loveable when the world is Rome.… For the rest of my life I will love Rome and think better of my life for having known Rome.

—BARBARA GRIZZUTI HARRISON
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The melancholy of the antique world seems to me more profound than that of the moderns, all of whom more or less imply that beyond the dark void lies immortality. But for the ancients that “black hole” is infinity itself; their dreams loom and vanish against a background of immutable ebony. No crying out, no convulsions—nothing but the fixity of the pensive gaze.…

—FLAUBERT




ELIZABETH BOWEN

1899–1973

Elizabeth Bowen grew up in Dublin, Bowen’s Court in County Cork, and London. A prolific novelist—The Last September, The House in Paris, The Death of the Heart—who wrote in air-raid shelters during the blitz, she traveled the world. When she arrived in Rome, commissioned to write the city’s portrait, she confessed a “monstrous” ignorance and confusion as she tried to find her way around. But getting lost was never a waste of time. “Among Rome’s splendours is its unexpectedness.… If one cannot enjoy this, one enjoys nothing.” Eventually, she walked the city into her head, as she put it, and “kept it there.” The elegant proof is A Time in Rome, excerpted here, one of the most popular books ever written about the city she called “my darling, my darling, my darling,” when the time came to say good-bye.
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From A TIME IN ROME
THE PALATINE HILL

People I met in Rome legitimately wanted to know what I was doing.—Writing something?—Not while I was here.—No, really?—Pity to stay indoors.—Sightseeing, simply?—Partly.—Ah, gathering background for a novel to be set in Rome!—No.—No? look at Henry James.—Yes.—Then a travel book: where was I going next?—I was staying here.—Then, something in the way of a gay guide-book?—I was afraid I should be no help to anyone else.—Then it would have to be a book of impressions: but why Rome?—What was the matter with Rome?—It was not Greece.—I supposed not.—Did I, for instance, for an instant imagine that Rome was old?—It was not too old.—Not too old for what?—Me.—Then I did not care for antiquity?—Not in the abstract.—What did I see in Rome, then?—Beginning of today.—That made today long!—Today is being a long day.

But what did I like about Rome?—It was substantial.—And?—Agreeable.—Once, or now?—Altogether.—Agreeable was hardly the word for history.—Then there must be something in spite of that.—Well, I should not find I got far with the ancient Romans.—No?—No, they would not appeal to me.—Why not, specially?—They were unimaginative.—They were, were they?—Yes, most antipathetic.—I was not looking for friends.

I must look out, or Rome would ruin my style.

Oh?

Oh, yes! Attempts to write about Rome made writers rhetorical, platitudinous, abstract, ornate, theoretical, polysyllabic, pompous, furious.

Had this been so in all cases?

Too many.

Language seldom fails quietly, it fails noisily.

So went several conversations, or interrogatories. Curiosity in Rome is a form of courtesy. The questions were disconcerting in being too much to the point, to the point too soon. I was never ready for them; accordingly I may well have sounded recalcitrant, “clever,” or plain stupid. I had nothing to hide, but also little to show. I could not say what I intended doing, for that was not yet known to myself; at the most I had a notion or suspicion, such as one might form with regard to somebody else if one were to watch their movements hourly, closely. Shyness, involved in any affair of feeling, made me unforthcoming; also I never shook off my fear of presumption in having “designs” on Rome, of whatever kind. The idea of putting Rome into a novel not only did not attract me, it shocked me—background, for heaven’s sake! The thing was a major character, out of scale with any fictitious cast.…

Troubling as it was to be asked questions, it led to my putting them to myself. Omnivorous drifting cannot go on for ever; one cannot continue to take in everything for the sake of nothing. Each conversation left me with racing thoughts; after each, my rapid excited monologue, in beat with my excited solitary walking, took up again—and from a point further on. Often it took the character of an argument. I had noted, it had been borne in on me, that my loverlike ambiguous taste for Rome roused opposition; I seemed to be called upon to defend it. Rome in some roundabout way was not quite approved of. Deprecation—that was the attitude, on the whole. Naturally, that hardened me in my course. What my course was, I should discover from where it took me.

Looking in Rome for characters other than the city, I began by heading for those magnified by history, favourably or not. I began with the Emperors. These appeared to divide themselves, with regard to Rome, into makers and unmakers; a division which held good, looking further back, with outstanding figures of the Republic. Was it less true of millions who had blown away on the dust—can any person live and have no effect? Negativity, if there be any, is a form of destruction. Simply, to be a Somebody (that is, of position) involves more: it may not matter more but it counts for more. No wonder drama took for its figures kings, made the court the prototype of society; and no wonder history has learned from drama—persons not dramatizable are not recorded; they do not go for nothing but must appear to … Then again in Rome there had been the host of those represented by portrait busts, now in museums, labelled “unknown,” or by just-legible names on outlying tombs—the sufficiently affluent and perhaps respectable. Below them, gradations of anonymity (with here or there a case of talent or scandal) down to mass-level. The Roman masses, I got the impression, simmered, sometimes just off boiling-point, placated by free entertainment, brutalizing in nature, and free corn.…

One of the merits of the Palatine, as a start, was its demarcation by individuals. There was no such thing as an “average” Roman emperor.

On the Forum side, the built-up Hill of the Caesars looks like a giant derelict hotel: a honeycomb of arches of keyhole narrowness, cavernous windows, gloomy vaulted apartments, ramps and galleries. The overhangingness and the staringness are unnerving. Sense of place and of a further dimension begins on the plateau at the top—or rather plateaux, for the levels are many. Here and there, also, grasslands tumble and spill downhill. Up-and-down winding walks and wooded hollows contrast with pavements splintered but formal. The Palatine as I found it in February seems still to be under the spell of mild late autumn. Birds utter solitary unmating notes; dusk emanates, any time of day, from humid underground corridors and successions of cavities without echoes. Now, out of season, there are few visitors; the custodians, wrapped in greatcoats and their own thoughts, interfere with nothing that is not forced upon their notice. Willing to act as guides, they are content not to. Out of their view, undeterred, one may penetrate past tangles of rusted wire into slippery understructures half-choked by rubble, or out on to heights barred by warnings: pericoloso. On the time-shorn Palatine, little rises above one: one assesses height, rather, by looking down, into the far-below vacant world of excavated series of halls of pleasure. The hill seems so riddled hollow, one asks oneself why it does not collapse. It seems most itself at an early springtime six o’clock in the evening, when to its atmosphere of evaporated pomp and residual danger is added one’s risk of being locked in. How far it would be an ordeal to be there alone for a night, I was never certain: the draughty dark would be troubled by crepitations from the iron sheeting over the diggings, or the desiccated rustle of wintry ilexes; but the Palatine has not soul enough to be haunted. However, I was not put to the test. Veteran residents of Rome walk their dogs on the Palatine around sunset, and their calculation of time, down to the last possible of the darkening seconds, is infallible. They are the clocks to watch; when at last they turn to the gates, one is wise to follow.

The Palatine has a peculiar daylight, in which its shabby subtle colours appear. Here and there the black in the heaving pavements is more blotted out than the salmon pinks. And daylight is to be recommended for the taking of one particular way up, not generally used and I think rewarding. You can ascend, from the Forum, either by the Clivus Palatinus (the former Imperial route, still paved, now flanked by a convent wall and shady and naive as a country lane) or by letting the steps at the back of the Atrium of the Vestal Virgins conduct you into the upward zigzag of ramps and vaultings. But try, too, keeping round the base of the hill, at the Capitoline end, along under the wall of the Via di San Teodoro—past the butt end of the church, small locked gardeners’ sheds and compost heaps of last year’s scythed weeds and grass. This brings you out over the Circo Massimo. Here, where it looks across at the Aventine, over the trough of the circus, the Palatine is unkempt and steep, and across the face of the slope there run many dog-paths. Thin thornbushes, which flower sparsely and early, clutch at the soil between bosses of glossy serrated leaves—the architectural acanthus, more familiar to many when cut in stone. Foothold on any of the dog-paths is worth maintaining: you are taken along under the whole immense rampart-like frontage: porches launched into air, windows wide as gates. Finally comes the Septimus Severus structure’s two-floored arcade and plum-coloured inner darkness—the lower passage, resembling some eerie subway of a moribund London railway station, must be followed: this has become your way from the outside into the inside of the Palatine. The sky once more, at the top, is like that of heaven.

The Palatine has been called the Cradle of Rome. Though from it, later, came the word “palace,” there is something rebellious about its contours—legend, the primitive mysticism of the birthplace, outlives the succeeding tawdry story. Here, it is held, Romulus founded the original Rome; here were established the forefathers; here, stone by stone, came into being the fortified city of the Kings, altars dedicated to the protecting gods, who had not yet turned away their faces. Hymns rose from the templed corners of this island-like hill, coming to be answered, as time went on, by singers and lyres on the Aventine. Though the Palatine as it now is does not seem haunted, as it once was it had the power to haunt. Throughout the Rome that was to come to be ran the anguish set up by forfeited innocence, lost inspiration, corrupted purpose. Ruthless battles, predatoriness, everything that is harsh about an implanting, characterized those early days—which nevertheless assumed an undying light for the days after. The idea of redemption, with its power to fire, recurs throughout the history of Rome.

The Republic in its turn to survive as a moral memory, saw the growth of Rome out on to other hills. The Palatine then became residential, sought out by the eminent. Quiet with gardens, sanctified by their origin, these heights were favourable to the private hours of public figures and to the reflections of those who spoke to be heard. Cicero, Hortensius, Crassus, Catiline made their homes here; and it was, I suppose, such associations which first drew to the Palatine Octavius, Julius Caesar’s great-nephew, who became Augustus when he was Caesar also. Alas, his choice brought no good to the hill, for on to it his dreadful successors followed him. Augustus himself lived on the Palatine with a well-known simplicity. Livia, whom he had desired, was his wife; she gave stylish enchantment to their modest surroundings. To her we owe the small sequence of painted rooms, lyrical, on two sides of a sunken courtyard—to enter the House of Livia* is to yield to it. It is near the square mound, topped by the grove of ilex, which once was the Temple of Cybele, Magna Mater.…

Augustus founded the line of Caesars known as the Julio-Claudian. With the last of them there expired (and none too soon) the idea of lineal descendency—of there being, per se, an imperial stock. “The hereditary principle, which,” says Samuel Dill, “had been grafted on the principate of Augustus … inflicted on the world a succession of fools and monsters. The only hope lay in elevating the standard of virtue, and in the choice of a worthy successor by the form of adoption.” The change was accomplished, but not before Caesarship had acquired a bad name; nor was there immediate improvement. Out of twelve who followed upon Augustus, seven died by violence. Their existences were nervous and ostentatious. They encaged the Palatine in marble, over which ran blood, more than once their own. The role impossible to fill was dangerous in its appeal to manias: man after man tottered under the idea of godship—since the Emperor was a god, why not God?—inflicting the terrors that they felt.…

Though I love to walk about on the Palatine, there is something exhausting, because exhausted, about the place, which may cause a sudden fatigue of body. I often found myself sitting on the ground (for there is little else, there, to sit on) and each time I thought of King Richard II. The Emperors were not Shakespearean characters; not even Shakespeare could have made them so. Yet, they were designated chief actors, spotlit up to the moments of their dooms. The imperial predicament, as they knew it, had something in common with the royal. Their awfulness was the pollution of a tragedy; but there was a tragedy, somewhere, to be polluted.


For God’s sake, let us sit upon the ground
And tell sad stories of the death of kings:
How some have been depos’d, some slain in war,
Some haunted by the ghosts they have depos’d,
Some poison’d by their wives, some sleeping kill’d
All murder’d: for within the hollow crown
That rounds the mortal temples of a king
Keeps Death his court, and there the antick sits,
Scoffing his state and grinning at his pomp;
Allowing him a breath, a little scene,
To monarchize, be fear’d, and kill with looks,
Infusing him with self and vain conceit
As if this flesh which walls about our life
Were brass impregnable; and humour’d thus
Comes at the last, and with a little pin
Bores through his castle wall, and farewell king!



And there the antick sat.… The Roman Empire, as an empire, was most personally tragic, within its first hundred years, because of a line of figures who were distorted. After that, one must not forget, there set in improvement, a continuous steadying on the destined course. The age of the Antonine Emperors was to be marked by humane, conscientious rule. One must be on guard against misconceptions, when trying to grasp the movement of the history of Rome—untruths are thieves, robbing us of a birthright.…

One dare not, all the same, minimize reigns of terror: the Republic had been aristocratic; the early Caesars altered the social landscape by exterminating or breaking the nobler families, as one might fell trees. Yet there were other times when they did no worse than give themselves over to wickedness in a vacuum. Suspiciousness was among the maladies from which they suffered; in this they resembled the common people—with whom, as was to be seen, they had tastes in common, and who possibly would have behaved much as did the Caesars had they felt free to and had the money. Surprisingly seldom do those showy neurotics seem to have been objected to by the populace, whom they not only entertained but made news for. Would we, ourselves, honestly, wish the Caesars to be missing from history? The Palatine, though burdened with hated memories, has shattered itself into the hill of Rome that is most lovely, consuming by its silence all those enormities. The ruins have been weathered and washed to all but innocence.…

The Palatine taught me what emptiness can be. Life has run out completely: one is alone there. Those existences, artificial as fireworks, have like fireworks died out on the forgetful dark. Of the Emperors, Nero seems to have lived longest, through having begotten a superstition; more than one are his fictitious “tombs,” and a walnut tree had to be cut down because he infested it in the form of black, flapping birds. What was done to him, that he did this to Rome? I make off downhill, in the dusk, on the heels of the dog-walkers: night, floating with lights, is already into the city.…

FOR THE LITERARY TRAVELER

A delightful prelude to the long walk of discovery through Ancient Rome is to climb the Palatine and let Bowen introduce you. Enter from the Forum at the Clivus Palatinus, and find the benches overlooking the hill’s southern slope. You look down on the Circus Maximus and beyond to the Aventine. Bowen’s wide-ranging impressions coincide with this sweeping prospect on top of “the Cradle of Rome.” Though tour guides coach their groups around the ruins—the Houses of Flavia, of Livia, of Augustus, Domitian’s Palace and Stadium—this shady southwestern corner offers a tranquil retreat. You can be alone here to imagine not only the place where Rome began but a history more ancient. Inhabited from the Middle Palaeolithic era, some 100,000 to 35,000 years ago, the Palatine saw its first settlers by the ninth century B.C. Archaeology now confirms 754 B.C., Rome’s legendary birth date, as the city’s actual origin: Foundations found on the Germalus, the section of the hill where you’re sitting, indicate that where tradition places the Hut of Romulus—according to legend, the brothers Romulus and Remus were raised in a cave by a wolf (the Lupercal, or Wolf’s Grotto,* at the Palatine’s northwestern corner, an unvisited and lovely part of the hill)—there was in fact a small settlement inhabited in the eighth century B.C. It wasn’t called Rome, and there’s no trace of Romulus, except in fiction and poetry, but this area was probably the site from which the city on the River Tiber did evolve.** As you wander around, it’s easy to imagine the aristocratic neighborhood this hill became, and later as the place where emperors (and a pope) built their palaces. The Palatine gave its name to the word for the homes of megalomaniacs.

Today, the Farnesina Gardens (gone to seed), the rambling wildflowers, the cedar groves and pines on the slopes, give the Palatine a poignancy at twilight, a good time to roam. Birds sing, the shadows lengthen, and the orangy pink of the tufo stone ruins—these hulking sculptures—almost glow in the golden air. You descend, Bowen in hand, understanding history as a continuum that is more than its cruelties and corruption. Imperfection may be the best we can hope for. But the last word up here belongs to time’s beauty.

(Skirting the Palatine’s west end is Via di San Teodoro where the Etruscan She-Wolf was found beside the small sunken church of San Teodoro, its apse mosaic dated 600 A.D. Just off San Teodoro, the terraced restaurant, St. Teodoro at Piazza del Fienili 49–50 (tel 06 678 O933), is tucked away in this quiet storied corner of ancient Rome.)


* Livia’s gifts as interior decorator are exhibited in Palazzo Massimo. See this page.

* The legendary She-Wolf of Rome, in bronze, is the most famous relic of Etruscan Rome, on view in the Captoline Museum, in the Sala della Lupa. The figures of Romulus and Remus were added in the sixteenth century.

** Archaeologists have turned up relics of the Palatine’s pre-Roman residents, the Etruscans—eighth through fourth century B.C.—preserved in the beautiful Villa Giulia museum (Piazzale di Villa Giulia 9), on the other side of the Borghese Gardens.




GEORGINA MASSON

1912–1980

Born Marion Johnson, the pseudonymous British writer Georgina Masson lived and traveled in Africa, Europe, and Asia before settling in Rome in the early forties. A historian of architecture, she wrote about Republican Rome, the Borgias, Queen Christina, Renaissance courtesans, Italian villas and gardens. But she’s most remembered for her Companion Guide to Rome, considered “the best guide to Rome” by many travelers, reviewers, and English-speaking residents of the city, all of whom agree that Masson knows her subject inside out. While she worked on it, she lived in the old stables of the Villa Doria Pamphili on the Janiculum.
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From THE COMPANION GUIDE TO ROME
THE ROMAN FORUM

Just for a moment as we enter the Forum from the Via dei Fori Imperiali, let us try and picture something of its early days and the people who made it what it was. The Forum was originally a marshy valley or marrana, like many to be found in the Campagna, with a cemetery beside a rough highway. This last probably belonged to the Iron Age hut village that existed on the Palatine between the end of the ninth and the beginning of the sixth century B.C. The Romans identified the beginnings of the Forum with the legendary founding of their city by Romulus in 753 B.C. when the war with the Sabines of the Quirinal—touched off by the rape of their women—had ended.

These early Romans were a sober purposeful people, admiring the stoic virtues of discipline, industry and frugality, but from the first they seem to have possessed what we would call a community spirit, and also an aptitude for reasonableness and conciliation. Clementia was their word for it—and no doubt it was this clementia that brought about the peace between the Latins and the Sabines. Thus, as we would expect from such a people, the earliest identifiable sites in the Forum were of a religious and social nature—the Vulcanal and the Comitium; to these were added the Temple of Janus whose site has been lost, and whose doors were only opened in time of war—for these farmers who transformed Mars into a God of War were also born soldiers. To Numa, the second King of Rome’s reign, tradition dates the building of the Regia and the Temple of Vesta; this accords with his reputation in later times as the alleged founder and coordinator of Roman state religion, and it is significant that the Regia continued to be associated with the high priest or Pontifex Maximus right through the Empire.

Though they revered it as the cradle of their institutions, the Romans continued to alter, add to and rebuild the temples and other buildings in the Forum. This was partly due to damage by fire and earthquake but also to their desire to make it worthy of the growing power of Rome. Augustus’s pride in having found Rome a city of brick and transformed it into one of marble is typical of this attitude; the idea is still alive in Italian minds today—things are considered worthy or unworthy of the decoro della città.

The first building on our right as we enter the Forum, the Basilica Aemilia, affords a perfect illustration of this point of view that changed a market into a meeting place surrounded by palaces, for the porticoes and basilicas where the ordinary Roman men in the street met and did business were as rich in marbles and sculpture as any king’s house.…

As basilicas are generally considered to be a peculiarly Roman contribution to architecture and certainly played a large part in Roman life, later even being taken as models for the great Christian churches, it is well worth our while to pause for a moment and study what they were really like. Basically they were great halls, with “aisles” divided by one or two rows of columns from the central “nave” which had a higher ceiling than the rest of the building and was lit by clerestory windows. Porticoes usually lined one or more of the outer walls of the building and were often connected to the great hall by an open colonnade. Caesar’s Basilica Julia, on the other side of the Forum on the site of the old Sempronia, was built in this style; the Aemilia had an open portico at one end and the row of money changers’ shops incorporated into the portico on the side facing the Forum. Later basilicas often had one or more apses in the side or end walls, like the last to be built in Rome, begun by Maxentius and completed by Constantine. The building in Rome today which gives us the clearest picture of what the interior of these ancient basilicas was like is the Christian one of San Paolo fuori le Mure.

The basilicas were built as general meeting places for business transactions, as in the case of the Aemilia, but also for use as law courts, like the Basilica Julia, and in time any city of the Empire worthy of the name had at least one basilica. The name basilica was, of course, derived from the Greek, and some eminent authorities consider that the building too was inspired by the Greek peristyles, but so far no one has explained why the Romans evolved the particular form they did; my personal belief is that the airless summer heat of the Forum supplies the explanation.

On a stifling August day buildings like the Basilica Aemilia would have been much cooler than any Roman tenement house, or than anything that exists in Rome today except their Christian counterparts. Perhaps it was this coolness combined with the belief that Rome was eternal—whatever happened in the world outside, Rome would continue—that persuaded the money changers to carry on business as usual on that fateful 23 August A.D. 410 with a Gothic army at the gates. Relics of their misplaced optimism can still be seen in the green stains which mark the Basilica Aemilia’s marble pavement, for they are copper coins fused into the stone by the heat of the fire when the Goths, who entered the city during the night, sacked Rome. Nowhere else in the city is the scene brought so vividly before our eyes as by these few scattered coins. For six days the savage tribesmen sacked imperial Rome, the mistress of the world, and it must have seemed as if civilisation itself was crashing into ruins with the great basilica on that sultry August night.…

The superb fourth-century portico of the Temple of Saturn which soars up by the Vulcanal may well have had equally ancient beginnings, as according to legend the god was welcomed to Rome by Janus, and took up his residence at the foot of the Capitol.…

The Temple of Saturn was naturally the centre of the six days’ celebrations of the December festival of the Saturnalia, or what was in effect the pagan Christmas. During this time schools were closed, all rank and formality were laid aside, and slaves sat at table with their masters or were even waited on by them. It was indeed a time of good will to all men, and presents were exchanged between people of all classes; the commonest were candles and, for children, clay dolls. A special fair was held by the makers of these during the festive season, which must have closely resembled the Advent fair in the Piazza Navona today.

Turning our backs on the Temple of Saturn, we walk down the western branch of the Sacred Way and find ourselves in the square which was the Forum proper. It is almost as difficult for a foreigner to understand what the Forum meant in the lives of the Romans as it is easy for a modern Italian, whose piazza is descended directly from it and plays very much the same part in his life. A few years ago an architectural critic said that Italians today pay little attention to the interior planning of their houses and, like the ancient Romans, have the smallest bedrooms, because they have the largest and finest “parlours,” in the sense that a parlour is a place to meet and talk in, and that is exactly what a piazza is and what the Forum was, especially under the Empire. In Republican times the square had been the centre of every aspect of the city’s life both grave and gay: the great religious ceremonies were held there, it was the scene of triumphs, sacrifices and important funerals, and was also a law court where the praetor, seated on his tribunal, gave judgment in full sight of the people. The early gladiatorial games were held there and sometimes sacrificial banquets; later it was the scene of elections and orators addressed the crowds, official communications of all kinds were posted up in it—edicts, prescription lists, the results of lawsuits and so on. But at the same time the Forum was the meeting place of everyone, from the briefless barrister in search of a client to the farmer up for a day from the country to sell his produce.

Today we see the Forum as an empty open space with grass growing among the paving stones and a few columns soaring up to remind us of what must have been. But let us half close our eyes and picture it surrounded with tall buildings and colonnades. It is not so difficult if we look at the temples at the far end, on the left that of Antoninus and Faustina, with its magnificent flight of steps which were the distinguishing feature of Roman temples as opposed to those of Greece, and on the right the three remaining columns of the Temple of Castor and Pollux. If we imagine the Basilica Aemilia on our left and the Basilica Julia on our right rising to a similar height, and the temples on the Capitol towering up behind us, we will quickly realise how small the open space of the Forum actually was, and readily understand why until the end of the Republic it was kept jealously clear.…

Turning our backs on the Forum and walking east, with the whispering clump of bay trees that marks the site of Caesar’s temple on our left, we are confronted by the ruins of a small circular white marble temple whose rites remained immutable for over a thousand years in a changing world—the Temple of Vesta. The ruin that we see today has been recomposed from the fragments of the temple rebuilt after the fire of A.D. 191 by Septimius Severus and Julia Domna. Several previous temples on the same site had been destroyed by fire, but from reproductions on coins and literary descriptions we know that the temple had always been round, though its style and building materials had changed through the ages. According to Ovid it had originally been thatched and had walls of woven osiers. This is confirmed by the general archaeological opinion of today that the temple’s circular shape dates right back to the huts of primitive Rome, like the thatched “house of Romulus” which was kept in continual repair beside the marble walls of the palaces on the Palatine.

The preservation of the original hut-form of the temple was consonant with the archaic simplicity which surrounded every aspect of the cult of Vesta and of the lives of the Vestal virgins who ministered to it. For the sanctity of the fire that burnt continually on the altar, and symbolised the perpetuity of the State, no doubt had its origins in far distant times when fire was a precious thing to be carefully tended and guarded—a task which naturally fell to young girls, the daughters, probably, of the king or tribal leader, in whose house it would have been kept for greater safety. This, at any rate, was the opinion of Frazer, author of The Golden Bough. It is borne out by the fact that the temple and the house of the Vestal virgins stand just beside the Regia, which was traditionally supposed to have been the house of the Priest-King Numa Pompilius and was certainly closely associated, possibly as a sort of office, with the Pontifex Maximus, who stood in loco parentis to the Vestal virgins.

The Vestals’ house, or Atrium Vestae as it was called, owing to its being built in the patrician style round a rose-filled court or atrium, is without doubt the most evocative place in the whole of the Forum today. A short flight of steps beside the white marble shrine, which contained the statue of the goddess, leads us directly into what must have been a long and elegant garden court, surrounded by marble colonnades, with three pools in the centre. The existing house dates from the second century A.D. but it was built over an earlier and simpler one and there is no doubt that the origins of the Vestals’ home date right back to the beginnings of the Forum. In atmosphere it must have resembled those austere convents for ladies of rank which grew up in Christian Rome, great walled enclosures grouped around tranquil cloisters, to which the noise of the city hardly penetrated. But even these cannot have equalled the style and grandeur in which the Vestals lived, at least in later times; the ground floor alone of their house comprises some fifty rooms and closets, and there were two or possibly even three upper floors. As in Roman palaces today, the Vestals probably lived on the first floor, while the ground floor would have been mainly given over to storerooms and domestic offices—we can still see the remains of what were a kitchen, flour mill and bakery.

Its very spaciousness must have added to the sombre grandeur of the Vestals’ house, for only six priestesses lived there, two of whom would have been quite young, even small, girls, as Vestals were recruited between the ages of six and ten. Like certain orders of nuns today, their hair was cut off when they entered the sisterhood and hung on the sacred lotus tree as an offering. When it grew again it was dressed in archaic style with six pads of artificial hair divided by narrow bands and adorned with a fillet resembling a diadem with pendent strips on either side. The Vestals were always dressed in long white robes, but when sacrificing had a curious insignia of their own—a white hood bordered with purple which was fastened on the breast with a brooch. This was the only ornament they were allowed as they were expected to be as austere in their dress as in their lives—Livy mentions the case of a Vestal being denounced and rebuked by the Pontifex Maximus for giving way to her taste for personal adornment.

The Vestals’ lives were a curious mixture of extreme austerity and great privilege, but the benefits of the latter seem to have outweighed the former, for although they could officially resign and marry, very few of them ever did so. For one thing they were very well off, being maintained by the State which provided them with a large dowry that they could spend as they wished. Socially they had precedence over everyone except the empress and only she and they were allowed to drive in Rome in carriages. The highest authorities—even consuls and praetors—made way for them in the street and special places were reserved for them in the theatres and at the gladiatorial games. They enjoyed enormous influence: a condemned criminal could be reprieved simply by their asking if they passed him in the street, and their intercessions in general bore tremendous weight—for instance they saved Julius Caesar from Sulla’s proscription—and wills and important documents of all kinds were entrusted to them for safe-keeping.

On the other side of the medal there was the penalty of being entombed alive if they transgressed their oath of thirty years’ virginity, and the long intricate ritual that governed their whole existence and took ten years to learn. We do not know how long the watches were that the Vestals kept over the sacred fire, but it could never have been left for one instant, as its extinction was a national calamity which earned the attendant Vestal a scourging by the Pontifex Maximus. In the violent storms of wind and rain to which Rome is subject, its care could have been an anxious task in a small temple whose roof was pierced by a vent hole. In some secret hiding place in their house or temple the Vestals kept the sacred pledges of Rome’s sway, one of which was the Palladium, reputedly a small wooden figure of Pallas Athene brought by Aeneas from Troy, another dire responsibility in a city so subject to devastating fires as ancient Rome.

Apart from these awe-inspiring responsibilities, the sacred duties of the Vestals were of a curiously housewifely character; they had to fetch water, carrying it on their heads from the fairly distant fountain of Egeria, and depositing it in a special marble tank. When used for ritual purposes this water was purified with salt, itself purified by being baked in an earthen jar in an oven. The Vestals also had the job of cooking special sacrificial salt cakes called mola salsa used in sacred ceremonies; these were made from the very first ears of ripened grain, pounded in archaic style in a mortar. The ritual cleaning of the temple with special mops was naturally one of their functions, also its decoration with bay or laurel which was changed once a year, on 1 March when the sacred fire was rekindled by the ancient method of rubbing a piece of wood against a plaque cut from a fruit tree. All these tasks had to be performed with the simplest of utensils, such as ordinary undecorated clay ware of the humblest kind.

The archaic simplicity of the Vestals’ duties and their homely character confirms the supposition that their ritual was probably a survival of the domestic routine of early times. This is borne out by the fact that the religious functions at which they had to assist were connected with the oldest rites of primitive Italian agriculture, such as the harvest and vintage festivals and the Lupercalia.

So austere were the lives the Vestal virgins led and so great the esteem in which they were held that their order survived until A.D. 394, long after Christianity had become the religion of the emperors.…

FOR THE LITERARY TRAVELER

The spaciousness of the House of the Vestals is striking amidst the crowded rubble of the Roman Forum, belying the constrictions of the virgins’ lives and the cruelty of the consequences if they fell from grace. According to Plutarch, “The office of Pontifex Maximus, or chief priest”—usually the Emperor—“was to declare and interpret the divine law and to preside over sacred rites; … he was also guardian of the vestal virgins.… If the vestals commit any minor fault,” continues Plutarch, “they are punishable by the high priest only, who scourges the offender, sometimes with her clothes off, in a dark place, with a curtain drawn between.” (O chaste chief priest!) “But she that has broken her thirty-year vow of celibacy is buried alive near the gate called Collina”—in the “field of the wicked” (Campus Scelleratus) just outside the walls, in what is now Piazza dell’Indipendenza. “Under a little mound of earth a narrow room is constructed, to which descent is made by stairs; here they prepare a bed, light a lamp, and leave a small quantity of bread, water, a pail of milk; and some oil; so that body which had been consecrated and devoted to the most sacred service of religion might not be said to perish by such a death as famine. The culprit herself is put in a litter, which they cover over, and tie her down with cords on it, so that nothing she utters may be heard.” (She was “gagged with leather straps,” comments Barbara Grizzuti Harrison: “We are left to wonder at the persistence of male desire for the perfect priestess of the hearth.”) Plutarch goes on: “They take her to the Forum; all people silently go out of the way as she passes, … and indeed, there is not any spectacle more appalling, nor any day observed by the city with greater gloom and sadness. When they come to the place of execution, the officers loose the cords, and then the high priest, lifting his hands to heaven, pronounces certain prayers to himself before the act; then he brings out the prisoner, being still covered, and placing her upon the steps that lead down to the cell, turns away his face with the rest of the priests; the stairs are drawn up after she has gone down and a quantity of earth is heaped up over the entrance to the cell.… This is the punishment
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