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Preface 

The development by a consortium , the "Colli 
Fioriti", of a number of vi llas around the site 
of La Giostra in the mid 1970ies prompted 
the Soprintendenza archeologica di Roma to 
wish for an investigation of the site and its re­
mains in order to obtain a prese rvation ("vin­
colo"), and restrict further bui lding activi ti es. 
This "vincolo" was enforced on the hill itse lf 
after the first season of investigations, but did 
not prevent further constructions or destruc­
tions on the site. 

The "Comitato pe r l'archeologia laziale" and 
the then soprintendente Professor Gianfilippo 
Carettoni addressed themselves to the Direc­
tor of the Danish Institu te in Rome, Professor 
S0ren Skovgaard J ensen , who had shown in­
terest in undertaking a minor Danish project 
alongside the larger Italo-Nordic proj ect at Fi­
cana. 

I was g ive n the task of investigating the re­
mains a t La Giostra and I was lucky in hav­
ing tbe then assistant director of the Norwe­
gian Institute Dr Rasmus Brandt to collabo­
rate with me from the very start until the 
present publication , for which I am truly grate­
fui. His vast experience of excavating and the 
fact that he has been living in Rome follow­
ing tbe development of Latin arcbaeology at 
dose bands has been of invaluable he lp to our 
project. 

The permission to excavate was granted 
by the soprintendente Professor Adriano La 
Regina, who facilitated our work in every re­
spect, and th e inspector of the area, Dr Alessan­
dro Bedini , followed our progress with great 
interest. Tbe work force was provided by tbe 
firm of Di Piero wbo are specialized in archae­
o logical fi e ld work, and with whose employees 
we have had an exce llent collaboration. 

The three excavation campaigns 1976, 1977, 
and 1978 we re sponsored by tbe Danish Re­
search Council for the Human ities, wbo bave 
also supported some of the funds for the grapb­
ical work, as bave Gads Fond and Novo's fo nd 
as well as the Norwegian Institute in Rome. 

Funds for my own work in Rome have been 
given by The Danish Research Council for the 
Humanities and the y Carlsberg Foundation , 
and the Ny Carlsberg Glyptotek and its director, 
Mr Flemming Johansen, have graciously given 
me leave of absence. 

A scholarsh ip for a month's stay at th e 
German Arcbaeological Institute in Berlin has 

been of great value to m e in my research for 
thi s publication for which I tbank tbe president 
of th e DAI. 

As every archaeologist with projects in for­
e ign countries wi ll know it can be exceed­
ingly d ifficult to finish a project wh ich de mands 
ones presence for more than shorter periods of 
time. The materiai from the excavations have 
been taking up space in the Danish Academy 
in Rome for many years for wbich I have me t 
grea t patience with a succession of directors: 
Dr Kje ld de Fine Licbt, Professor Tage ie lsen 
and the present Director, Professor Otto Steen 
Due, to wbom I am sincere ly g rate ful. A pro­
found g ratitude is due mag. art. Kare n Ascani, 
the beart and sou l of the Danish Academy, for 
unfai ling support tbrough ali the years. 

The participants in the excavations were: To­
bias Fiscber-Hansen (1976), Hj0rdis Nie l e n , 
IngolfTbuesen and Peter Àberg (1977), Cbris­
te l Ebsen (1978). The gridsystem was laid out 
for us by Steen Karlsson. Tbe p la ns were mad e 
by Kj eld Kj eldsen and Kjeld de Fine Licht, and 
the archaeological material drawn by Elisabeth 
Stenius and Thora Fisker. Our Engl isb has been 
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revised by Hanne Carlsen and Peter Spring who 
are, however, not responsible for our linguistic 
peculiari ti es. 

I have had the opportunity of discussing the 
problems concerning the early boundaries of 
Rome and the questions of border fortresses 
with many competent colleagues and friends: 
Lorenzo Quilici , Fausto Zevi, Michael Craw­
ford, Jens Erik Skydsgaard , Ricardo Mar and 
with my husband Tobias Fischer-Hansen. First 
and foremost I have discussed every element 
with my co-author Rasmus Brandt with whom 

I have had an excellent collaboration, though 
we have not always agreed complete ly on every 
matter. 

The funds for the publication have been de­
frayed by The Danish Research Council for the 
Humanities, and the Danish Institute in Rome 
has benevolently included our work in their se­
ries of monographs as a supplementary volume 
of the Analecta Romana Instituti Danici , for 
which we are very grateful. 

Mette Moltesen 



I 
General Topography 

The /Jhysical topography 
The fortifì ed hill of La Giostra lies about 14 
km . southeast of Rome, near the foo t of the 
Alban Hi lls, about midway between the Vi a Ap­
pia Antica and the mode rn Via Ardeatina, leve! 
with Ciampino Airport. The hi ll li es on one of 
the many ridges of volcanic rock spreading out 
like long te ntacles from the AJban Hills into 
the Roman Campagna, a li form ed in the mid­
dle Pleistocene period . 

Th e ridge is about 3.5 km . lo ng and drops 
gradually in he ight from about 150 m. a. s. I. 
where it leaves the AJban Hill massif to about 
11 5 m. a. s. I. where it ends some 500 m. be­

yond the fortifì ed se tùeme nt. The ridge itse lf is 
composed of hard grey basalt1 and is rather fl at 
on top with low but steep edges running into 
small spurs on either side giving it an un even 
ouùine in p ian (fì gs. 1-2). 

The surrounding hills are composed of tufa, 
ofte n with thick ove rlyi ng laye rs of pozzola na. 2 

The large varie ty of volcanic ston e and sand 
present in these hills, lithic materi ai much used 
in ali kinds of building activiti es bo th in an­
cient and modern times, has also created th e 
conditio ns for extensive quarrying. Most quar­
ri es are easily ide ntifìable o n air-ph otographs, 
some are also signalled on the o rdn ance survey 
maps in 1:25,000 issued by th e Istitu to Geogra­
fi co Militare (IGM) . 

About 1.800 m. to the no rthwest of La Gio­
stra, fo r example, on the o ther side of the 
Rome-Naples railway-line, a "Cava di Tu fo ", 
where pozzolana was quarri ed ti ll on ly a few 
years ago, is indicated on the map in fì g. 4. On 
the air-pho tograph fro m 1943 in fì g. 1 more 
quarries can be distinguished . At the ti p of 
the La Giostra ridge are two large quar ries of 
basalt, no longer in use. Further to the south-

west, beyond the Casale La Giostra, can be seen 
nearby two mo re, a lso abandoned. We are un­
able to te li whe ther any of th ese quarri es was 
in use in Ro man times, but it is worth noticing 
that from the ir appearance the ye llow brown 
tufa stones used in the fortifìca tion wall s and 
in the bu ildings of the se ttlement at La Giostra 
have ma ny charac teristics in comm on with the 
tu fa in the quarri es just men tioned .3 

While the hard basalt hill of La Giostra has 
presumably kept much of its originai shape, the 
surrounding hills o f soft tufa and pozzola na 
sand have been markedly eroded . Th e erosions 
are due partly to natural processes, partly to 
human ac tions, especially in th e for m of de­
forestation a nd agri cultu re, and bave given the 
hi lls around La Giostra a gently u ndulating ap­
pearance. 

Th e hill s are inte rsected by shallow va lleys, 
at th e bottom of which run small r ivulets . T hey 
ali run in a no rth easte rly or eas terly directio n 
from the foo t o f the AJban Hil ls towards the 
Tibe r south of Ro me. One of these tribu tary 
systems feeds into the Tiber j ust outside EUR. 
It is composed of th ree main branches that a li 
j oin before they meet the large r iver. 

The northe rn bra nch is called th e Fosso 
delle Cornacchi o le and starts a t Fonta na dei 
Mon aci on th e easte rn side of th e Via Ap­
pia, a couple of kilometres northeas t of Frat­
tocchie , crosses the ancient road unde r Pon te 
Cipollaro,4 and continues more o r less parall e l 
with the road , before gradually taking a more 
easterly directio n . It crosses the modern Via 
Ardeati na at Casale di S. Cesareo, from which 
poin t it changes its name to Fosso de lla Cec­
chignola, ru ns under the o ld farmstead th at 
gave it its new name, before it d isappears in to 
the large modern dams in the cen tre of Rome's 
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Fig. 1. Air photograph of La Giostra (in the centre of the photograph) and the fortifìed settlement of S. 
Maria delle Mole (in the top right-hand corner) taken by the Royal Air Force, Aug. 26, 1943; cf. fì g. 4. 

EUR suburb. It reappears to the southwest of 
the su burb and joins the two other branches of 
the waterway system just before it crosses the 
Via Ostiense. 

The southern branch is composed of two 
ramifìcations: to the south the Fosso di Rio 
Petroso, which starts sou th of Frattocchie, to 
the no rth the smaller Fosso della Castelluc­
cia, which star ts under the o ld farmsteads of 
Falcognano. They meet at Valleranello just be­
fore they cross the modem Via Laurentina and 
change name to the Fosso di Vallerano. 

The middle branch is also composed of two 
ramifìcations. They both start to the west of 
Frattocchie, run on either side of La Giostra 
and meet a t Tor Pagnotta. The northem course 
is called in its upper part Fosso di Fioranello, 

in the lower part Fosso di Fiorano,5 taking its 
name from two large , o ld farmsteads in the 
area. The southern course is called Fosso del 
Divino Amore named after the nearby sanctu­
ary. When the northern and southern courses 
join , they change name fìrst to Fosso di Tor 
Pagnotta, later to Fosso di Acquace tosa, pass­
ing under the hill of the same name. 

The Fosso di Acquacetosa and Fosso di 
Vallerano meet just after they cross the mod­
em highway, the Via Cristoforo Colombo, on 
the southe m outskirts of EUR. Soon afterwards 
they join the Fosso della Cecchignola before ali 
three merge and flow into the Tiber. 

In post-Renaissance topographical studies 
the northern and southern branches of this 
water system acquired some importance. They 
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Fig. 2. Air photograph or the same area as in fìg . l taken presumably in the mid l 980s (La Giostra: off-centre 
bottom; S. Mari a delle Mole: cen tre top) ; cf. fìg . 4. 

were suppo ed to start e ithe r frorn the fountain 
of Aqua Fere ntina (today called Fontana de i 
Monaci) a t th e foot of the Alban Hills, one of 
th e sacred places where the Latin tribes used to 
rnee t (no nhe rn branch ),6 o r frorn the e rnissary 
of the Alban Lake, at a piace called Le Mole 
(sou thern branch ) .7 T he refore on maps pre­
dating the early l 9th century the two branches 
are often referred to as respective ly Aqua Fer­
entina and Rio/ Fosso Albano (cf. fìg . 6) ,s whi le 
the rniddle branch , of primary interest for the 
present study, is norrnally o rnitted . 

Frorn La Giostra there is an exce llent view 
both of the Alban Hills (fì g. 3) and across the 
Roman Campagna. Because of the northeast­
erly orientation of the watercourses and the 
graduai desce nt of the hi lls in the same direc-

tion , on clear days one can see as far as Rome, 
where the towe ring landmark of St. Pe ter's is 
easily recogn izable. This fact, cornbined with 
the sol id rock of whi ch the hi ll of La Giostra is 
co rnposed, rnay we ll have played an irnportant 
role in the choice of the site for the fortifì ed 
se ttlemen t. 

The human topography 
The hill of La Giostra is surrounded by a series 
of low hills with o ld far rns scatte red over their 
fl anks. To the north , on the n earest hill lies the 
Casale Fioranello , and to the northeast along 
the Via Appia the Casale Fiorano. To the south­
east, less than two ki lornetres away, are the low 
hil ls of S. Maria delle Mole , whe re, on a narrow 
ridge, som e scholars would like to situate the 
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ancient Latin town Apio lae or Mugil la.9 About 
two ki lometres beyond thi s li e Frattocchie and 
the site o f the Latin town of Bovillae. To the 
south , hi dde n by some low hill s, are the two 
far msteads of Falcognano di sopra (or vecchio) 
to the east of the modern Via Ardeatin a, and 
Falcognano di sotto (or nuovo) to the west of 
the road . Finally, to the west li es the bili of Cas­
te l di Leva and the sanctuary of Divin o Amore. 

A modern road runs under the north side 
of the hill of La Giostra, leaving the mod­
em Via Ardeatina just after it has crossed un­
de r the ringroad ("Grande Raccordo Anulare") 
and joining the Via Appia Nuova at th e en­
trance to Ciampino Airport. About 700 m. to 
the west of the hill runs the Rome-Naples rail­
way which crosses the road on a large , arched 
bridge in brickwork. 

As mentioned above , La Giostra was posi­
tioned be tween th e Via Appia and the mod­
em Via Ardeatina, with easy access to both 
roads . This latter road could poss ibly be iden­
tifì ed with th e Via Satricana , th e ancient road 
to Satricum , while the anc ient road to Ardea, 
now obliterated , ran furth er to the west. 

T he Via Ardeatina presumably le ft Rome 
through a gate in the part of th e Aurelian 
wa ll th at was destroyecl in the 16th century 
by the builcling of the bastian of Sangallo. It 
passed by th e Forte Ardeatino a ncl the church 
of S. An nunziatella, p icked up the moclern Via 
Ardeatina just before it crossed the modern 
Via cli Vig na Murata, then cleviated from this 
co urse aga in and passed by the Casale Smeral­
do , La Torraccia, Torre della Caste lluccia in 
the clirec tion of Zolforata ancl Ardea. Today 
large parts of th is roacl, especia lly in the area 
of Tenuta di Caste lluccia, bave van ished , but 
according to contemporary maps it was appar­
en ùy stili se rviceable in the early parts of the 
last ce ntu ry. 10 

The Via Satricana sta rtecl at "Domin e quo 
vad is?", just outside the Porta di S. Sebastiano, 
where it left the Via Appia and continued by 
Caste l di Leva and Falcognano. 11 On l 7th cen­
tury and la ter maps it was occasionally referrecl 
to as the Via di Conca,12 taking its name from 
a village not far from the · ancie n t Satricum. 

A deviatio n road passed by La Giostra, leav­
ing the moclern Via Ardeati na just after Casale 

Be l Poggio. From here it ran across the low 
hill s o f the Tenuta Cornacchiole, crossecl the 
Fosso cli Fioran e llo just unde r the farm of the 
same name (where the railway-line a lso crosses 
the rivule t) , passed the Casale La Giostra, and 
joinecl the moclern Via Ardeatina again just be­
fo re it reachecl Falcogna no (fìg. 4) .1 3 

Anothe r important roacl startecl a t the Latin 
town of Gabii , wh ere it pi cked up a ne twork 
of roads fro m southern Etruria ancl northe rn 
Lati um. It skirtecl the foot of the Alban Hi lls 
via Ad Decimum on the Via Latina to Bovi l­
lae (Frattocchie), and from here it ran towards 
the towns in the Pontine area, Satricum and 
Antium. The moclern Via e ttunense fo llows 
more o r less the same route in this south ern 
part of its course. 

De Rossi has also traced a long series of 
smalle r econclary roacls in the area, of which 
on ly a few are of interest to the present stucly. 
One road left the Via Satricana just before 
Casale cli S. Cesareo, passed to the east of 
the far m and ran more or less para ll e l to the 
Via Appia up to the fortifì ecl se tùement at S. 
Maria de lle Mole (cf. fìgs. 1-4) .14 The roacl was 

crossecl by three smaller roads be twee n the Via 
Appia ancl th e Via Satricana. T he fìrst left the 
Via Appia at Casa! Rotondo with a course par­
all e l to the mode m Rorne- aples rai lway ancl 
picked up the Via Satricana cleviation road just 
before it crossed the Fiorane llo rivu le t below 
La Giostra. 15 The seconcl left the Via Appia at 
Casale Fiorano ancl cut across the hill of La 
Giostra just to the northwest of the fortifìed 
settlemen t. 16 Th e third road left the Via Ap­
pia a couple of hunclred rnetres further on at 
Casale Palombaro and crossecl the hi ll of La 
Giostra about 400 m. to the southeast of ù1 e 
settlemen t. 17 

Most of these roacls are diffì cult to date . or­
mally the da ting of roacls is associa teci with the 
date of th e ce ntres that they con nect. Assu m­
ing that the fortifìecl settle rnent a t La Giostra 
was ide ntica! with Tellenae or some other early 
Latin town , some scho lars have been led to be­
li eve that th e roads converging o n th e town 
must be of l ron Age date .18 The recent excava­
tions have shown that the settle ment cannot be 
dated before the second half of the fourth cen­
tury BC, which rneans that the dates suggested 
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Fig. 3. View of the Roman Campagna and thc Alban Hills from La Giostra. In thc background, in thc lcft 
half of the photograph, in front or th e fìrst Ii ne or houses, can be sccn th c low fortifì ed hill or S. Maria del le 
Mole. In thc f"oreground blossom ing asphodcls. 

for some of th ese roads wi ll have to be revised . 
This may also be the case with the roads con­
ve rging o n the fortifi ed hill a t S. Maria de lle 
Mo le, that could be of thc same date as the 
fortress at La Giostra.1 9 

In this a rea southwest o f Rame De Rossi 
identifìed a la rge numbe r of sites tha t may once 
have been Ro man farmsteads. According to hi s 
fìe ld surveys, early and midd le Republican sites 
are few, the grea t prolifera tion starting o nly in 
late Re publican times and lasting through the 
Impe ria( period. 2° For th e area around La Gio-
tra De Ross i indicated that it was espec ia lly ex­

ploited in the fìrst century AD .21 Some of the 
Roman vi llas continued to fun ction a li through 
Antiqu ity into the Middle Ages and even up till 

th e present day, like, for instance, Falcogna no 
vecchio, Fio ra no and Caste l di Leva. 

No descriptio ns from Antiquity of the land 
bctwccn the Via Appia and the Via Ardeatina 
are preserved. lt may orig inally have been cov­
ered with la rge forests in terspersed with a rcas 
for grazing. Thc growth of Ram e put consid­
erab le pressure o n the area a nd it was gradu­
a lly turn ecl into arable lanci. The prese nce of 
the many villas bears witness to thi s. The dis­
tribution of farms and of lanci in Roman times 
may therefore no t have been essen tia lly differ­
e n t fro m what can be observed in the no n­
u rban izecl parts of the Campagna today. 

In periods of clepopulation in Late Antiquity 
and in the Middlc Ages the open f1e lds of 
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the Campagna in this area may at times have 
been overgrown, but apparently not enough to 
create large new forests. In generai the prop­
erty documents from this period referto fìelds, 
meadows, and pastures ( campis, pratis, pas­
cuis), presumably comprising most of the land. 
At times we also meet properties with rushes 
(canapinis), and some with forests (sylvis), 
though of limited extent. 22 Refe rences to vine­
yards and o live groves ( vineis, olivetis) add Up 
to a picture of the Campagna, which may give 
an indication of how the land was cultivated in 
post-Roman times. 

On the map by Eufros inio della Volpaia 
(1547) (fì g . 5) and on the o ne by Giovanni Bat­
tista Cingolan i (1692)23 (fìg. 6) the landscape 
between the Via Appia and the Via Ardeatina 

appears open , presumably mainly used for graz­
ing and some restri cted cultivati on, perhaps in­
terspersed with thickets of undergrowth . For 
prope r forests we have to look to the Alban 
Hills and the coast. 

A similar picture of uncultivated land, 
though good for grazing, is presented to us 
in a seri es of documents and books from the 

l 7th to the 19th century.24 In the present cen­
tury, however, the land has again been brought 
unde r the plough , and with the use of agricul­
tural machinery vast areas are now under in­
tensive cultivation, main ly of wheat; vineyards 
and o live groves are few and far be tween .25 
Some land is stili u sed fo r grazing, though 
the raising of sheep, a tradition practised in 
the Roman Campagna fo 1- tho usands of years, 
is about to vanish complete ly. Only some 15 
years ago herds of sheep visited La Giostra fre­
quently in the winter months; now they are 
very rare ly seen. 

The distribution of the land today goes back 
to th e formation of the farms teads, or "casali ", 
created by the great Roman fa milies in the 15th 
century, whe n a repopulatio n of the territory 
took piace after centuries of feudal strifes. Eu­
frosinio della Volpaia in his map of 1547 was 
the first to present some of these n ew farms 
with names (cf. fìg . 5) .26 On this map the area 
wh ere La Giostra ought to be situated is sur­
rounded by four large far ms. Starting from the 
south and proceeding westwards they are Cas­
te l de Lio ( = Leva, o r the locati on of the sane-

tuary of Divino Amore), C. di Sa. Prasedia, 
Fon. Fiorano, and Falcogn ano. In 1660-1661 
Pope Alexander VII had a cadastre made of 
ali prope rti es around Rome, a cadastre which 
for med the basis for Giovanni Batti sta Cin­
golani 's re nown ed map published in 1692 (cf. 
fig. 6). 27 

The fìrst to discover the settle ment at La 
Giostra was the Italian topographer Antonio 
Nibby, who in 1824 claimed that it lay inside 
"il tenimento di Falcognan i".28 H owever, a cen­
tury later another great expert on the Roman 
Campagna, Giuseppe Tomassetti, included the 
ancien t ruins in his descriptio n of the Fio­
rano far mstead . From Cingolani's map it can­
not be establish ed which of the two scholars 
is right; the position of La Giostra o ught to 
be somewhe re between the two last letters in 
the word (TEN) UTE, in the border area be­
tween the two properties 218 ("Fio ran o, Fio­
ranello, e Cornacchiola, Santiss. Nuntia ta, e 
M. della Purificazione") and 233 ("Falcognano, 
del sig. Marchese Riccardi ", i.e. Falcognano 
vecchio). However, ifwe compare Cingolani 's 
map with the "Sezione topografica de l Censo" 
of 1863 (fig. 7) we wi ll notice that the bound­
ary lines between the two large far ms are the 
same.29 The Censo map also includes the ruins 
of "Antica Giostra", which appear just within 
the boundaries of the Fiorano prope rty - a 
boundary line now marked with stone fe nces 
and a high wire fence e rected across the ridge 
of La Giostra, about 100 m. beyond the south­
eastern , 0 1- up pe r end of the anc ie n t se ttle me n t 
(cf. fìgs. 1-2). 

The farmbuildings of Fiorano rest on the 
foundations of a Roman vi lla, perhaps dating to 
the early second century AD.30 The large farm, 
divided and subdivided , be longed through the 
Middle Ages successive ly to a se ries of rich 
monasteries, such as Cellanova (i .e. San Saba 
o n the Ave ntine Hill) , San Paolo fuori le mura, 
Santa Balbina, and the Istituto dell'Annunziata 
e Purifìcazione,31 though private persons also 
figure among the many owners. One of these 
farms, for example, was Fiorane llo, standing on 
the hill facing La Giostra to the north , sepa­
rated from Fiorano p erhaps as early as the la te 
l 4th cen tury. 32 In the cadastral map of 1660 the 
Istituto de ll 'Annunziata figured as the owner of 
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Fig. 4. Map or the area arou nd La Giostra with the ancicnt road courscs drawn in (from Dc Rossi 1967 
and 1979; maps al the back). The sq uares clrawn in sepia show the areas cove red by the a ir photograph in 
respectively fìg. l and fìg. 2. 
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Fig. 5. Eul'ros inio d e lla Yolpaia. De ta il o f' map o[ the Ro man Campagna 1547 (fro m Ashby 19 14) . 
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Fig. 6. Giovanni Battista Cingo lani . De ta il o f map of' th e Ro man Campagna ( Topografia geomet1ica dell 'Agro 
Romano, 1692) (British Schoo l a t Ro me) . 
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Fio rano, including also Fio ra ne ll o and Corn ac­
chio la. Late r, in 1797, the Fio rano farm passed 
into the hands o f th e Rezzonico fa mily a nd 
th ro ug h inhe rita nce in l810 lo Ippo lita Bo n­
compagni , wh o marri ed into th e family. Sin ce 
the n the farm has bee n the prope rty of the 
Bo ncom pagni fa mily. 

T he fa rmbui ldings o f Falcog nano may also 
rest o n Ro man consu·ucti o ns.'.l:l Nibby tho ught 
that the na me refe r red to a Ro man Falconi 
famil y ac tive in the second century AD , 'I~ a nd 
To masse tti may have fo llowecl thi s idea wh e n 
he sa id that Fa lcognano was cl e r ivecl fro m Fal­
conia n um , wh e n, in the Micldlc Ages, th e Latin 
ne ute r in many p iace names became th e fe mi­
nine , im plicitly meaning the p ro pe rty o f a given 
person .'.l:i In hi s descrip tio n o f th e p ro pe r ty 
To masse tti suggested that the name was cl e­
r ivecl fro m a n ancie n t Casale Falconis, perha ps 
be lo ng ing lo th e 9th ce n tury Cardin al Falco , 
"rector e t di spe nsator" of th e mo nastery o f SS. 
Cosma e Da mi ano in Ro me.:l!i Th e Falcogna no 
vecchio, which inte res ts us he re, is frequ ently 
refer red to as "Falcogna no de' Ri cca rcli ", a Fi o­
re ntine fa mily who had bo ug h t the p ro pe rty 
fro m the Barberin i.'.l7 Later it passcd to th e 
La nza fami ly wh o had it lcased to the Bo ncom­
pagn i, as we can reacl in th c 19 l4 cadastre. '.18 

After the second world war the agricultura l 
expl o ita ti o n o f th e Roman Ca mpagna has been 
put uncle r constant pressure by a rapidly in­
creasing urban po pula tion . In the space of a 
few yea rs th e historica l landscape has been 
co mple te ly changecl and is now fo r many ar­
eas beyoncl re pair. lt seems strange therefore 
to reacl in Ge li tha t in hi s day the Campagna 
was so depopu la ted that it was d iffì cult to fìnd 
p eople wh o could te li him wh a t a p iace was 

ca ll cd .'.l'l 

Today th e situa tio n is the o pposi te. Th e Cam­
pagna is overcrowd ed ; howeve r, if yo u ask th e 
na me o f a p iace, people do not kn ow. Th is was 
th e case with a farm e1· a t Casale La Giostra ancl 
a couple o f the reside n ts in the ncw villas on 
the o ther side of th e hill. Th ey knew about 
the ruin s (mainly because they had hea rcl tha t 
the site was p ro tected , or pl acecl unde r a "vin­
colo "), but they dici not know its mocl ern name, 
nor its presum ed anc ie nt o ne. In fac t, the 
fa r mer working a t Casale La Giostra clid no t 

Fig. 7. Sezio ne topografi ca d cl Ce nso. Dc ta il or map 
or th e Ro man Campagna (Carta to/Jogmjim di Rom.a 
I' Comarrn, 1863) (rrom Frutaz 1972, p i. 322) . 

eve n kn ow th e name o f th e fa rm ; he o nly 
knew the na me of the consor ti um now run­
ning th e piace . ][ thi s is a gene ra i sig n o f mo cl­
ern cl eve lo pme nt, it is a disqu ie ting o ne. Not 
o nly are th e cultura! landscape a nd th e mon­
um e nts conn ected with its hi sto ry ruined , but 
th e me mo ries o f the m are in the process of 
be ing wiped o ut with the introductio n o f new 
piace names. 10 

We may wonder whe the r "the Campagna 
will re m a in e te n1 a l like the C ity [o f Ro m c)", 

as Giuseppe Tomasse tti confìde ntly asserted 
a century ago, wh e n th e Campagna was stili 
"an utte rly uninhabitated sur face". Thoug h he 
addecl a small confessio n , "I am almost pl easecl 
th a t th c Gove rnme nt has fo uncl itse lf unable 
to work out a law for restoring it lo its ancie nt 
condition; were thi s to happe n it wou ld lose 
ali its wild poe try"! 4 1 - This poe tr y is now ali 
gone, and a new o ne has no t take n its p iace . 
Eve n th e hill o f La Giostra has lost its charm in 
th e yea rs tha t have passecl since we conducted 
our excavatio ns th ere . 
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La Giostra 
The name of the hill known as La Giostra may 
refer to the walls that surround it. The word 
de rives from spoken latin iuxtare (to be close, 
iuxta) via the ancient French word joster (to re­
un ite) orjoste, which refers to the Medieval and 
Renaissance practice of j ousting.42 The name 
of Giostra was used about severa! m onumen ts 
in the Roman Campagna; according to Nibby 
the circus at Bovi ll ae was called so, 4 ~ and ac­
cording to Tomassetti the arches of a Roman 
aqueduct, th e "Archetti di Torrenova" o n the 
Via Pre nesti na, carried the same name. 44 In 
the first case the name referred to the ruins 
of an are na; in the second case the arches may 
have created an image of a circus or th e like in 
people's m inds. It may well be therefore that 
the visible fortification walls at our La Giostra 
we re thought in former times to be the oblong 
pe ri meter of an ancient Roman "Ti lt Yard"45 or 
eve ri circus,46 thus g iving the bil i its name. 47 

The rui ns of th e ancient settlement were first 
discovered in 1824 and brought to the knowl­
edge of th e scholarly world by Anton io Nibby 
some years later (1827), when together with his 

English fr iend and topographer Wi ll iam Ge li 
he put the piace on the map. 48 In his book on 
th e Roman Campagna fìrst published in 1837 
Nibby gives a long description of how he carne 
to know about La Giostra and of his first visit, 
which involved tramping across the fi e lds from 
the Via Appia,49 

"Ora vengo ad esporre le ragioni che m1 por­
tarono a ravvisare il sito di questa città negli 
avanzi esistenti entro il tenimento di Falcog­
nan i, denominati la Giostra, avanzi che furon o 
scoperti la prima volta da me nelle escursioni 
archeologiche dell 'anno 1824 ai 19 di giugno 
colla scorta d i uno scolare di archeologia , Mar­
tinelli, da morte immatura rapito ai suoi , agli 
amici, ed alle le ttere. Or egli ito a ll a caccia 
in que lla contrada mi avvertì essersi imbat­
tuto in ce rti avanzi ragguardevoli di mura di 
pie tre squadrate, che egli non sapeva a che at­
tribuire, e che dal nome di Giostra, che avea la 
contrada, e dalla forma oblonga de lla pianta 
poteva supporsi che fossero gli avanzi di un 
qualche circo. Erano fresche le rice rche fatte 
sul circo bovi llense, che pure avea il nome di 

Giostra, quind i sopra queste notizie si fece una 
gita per la via appia, e dopo avere esaminato i 
monumenti, che la fian cheggiano, g iunti circa 
a ll 'ottavo miglio, ammirammo un bel sepolcro 
di forma quadrata .... lvi noi deviammo a destra 
prendendo pe r d irezione una torre de ' te mpi 
bassi posta su ll 'alto del colle [Torre Appia?]. 
Osservammo però, che troppo presto avevamo 
deviato dall'Appia, onde in altre visite , che ivi 
feci dopo, deviai immediatamente al casale di 
Fiorano, dove seguendo la convalle sottoposta 
si giunge dopo due miglia circa pel Fontan ile 
detto di Fiorano alle rovine indicate. [50] Co n­
tinuando però la narrazione di ciò che fu a llora 
operato, ne ll 'avvicinars i a lla torre sovraindi­

cata fu osservato che la parte bassa di essa è 
costrutta di mattoni ed è opera ciel secolo XII. 
la parte superiore poi è di opera saracinesca 
grossolana de l secolo XIII: presso di questa 
a sinistra è un a sostruzione costrutta di pic­
coli poliedri di se lce. Dalla torre seguendo una 
direzione obliqua verso mezzodì scendesi in 
una valle ampia ed aperta, e quindi scavalcasi 
una fimbria de lla lacinia vulcanica, sopra la 
quale sono i rude ri del Castrurn Florani de' 

tempi bassi: di queste fimbrie tre successiva­
mente salimmo e scendemmo prima di giun­
gere a que lla, che domina immediatamente la 
valle solcata dal fosso delle Frattocchie [Fosso 
di Fioranello?], e sopra la quale è la case tta 
detta di Fiorano [Casale Fioranello?]: ivi , senza 
conoscerlo, ci trovavamo in faccia alla lacin ia, 
sulla quale erano le rovine che cercavamo, ma 
in luogo di andare direttamente ad esse per 
mancanza di guide, e perchè il buon Martine ll i, 
che ci accompagnava era pervenuto a que lle 
rovine dal canto opposto, cioè da Falcognani, 
scavalcammo la lacinia medesima ed il fosso al­
lora asc iutto [Fosso di Divino Amore?], che va 
influire in que llo antecedentemente indicato , 
salimmo una fimbria della lacinia sussegu ente, 
donde il Martine lli riconosciuta la deviazione, 
giacchè le rovine apparivano di prospetto, ri­
passando il fosso, giungemmo ai piedi de ll a col­
lina, su ll a quale e rano le rovine cercate . 

All'aspetto cli quelli avanzi, alla pianta, che 
presentano, ed alla costruzione riconobbi im­
mediatamente, che non appartenevano nè ad 
un circo, nè ad un edifi cio, ma ad una città de' 
tempi più antichi del Lazio; e dapprincipio mi 



EXCAVATIO S AT LA GIOSTRA 19 

venne 1n mente Apiolae; [5 1] ma poscia u lte ri­
ori visite ed u lteriori ricerche mi hanno deter­
minato a ravvisa rvi Te lle ne ... "52 

Nibby and his fri end appare ntly left the Via 
Appia by the Torre Appia and crossed the 
fìelds mo re or less along tb e trai! of tbe la ter 
Ro me-Naples rai lway-line. Tbey fìrst crossed 
tb e Fosso di Fioranello below tbe farm of tbe 
same na me, climbed tbe nex t bili o n wbicb 
tbe Casale La Giostra li es, crossed tbe Fosso 
di Divino Amore, at wbicb po int tbey discov­
e red tbe ir mistake and returned to tbe bili of 
La Giostra witb tb e ancient ru ins, and tbus ap­
proacbing it from its western and rnost easily 
recognizable side (fìg. 8, cf. a lso fì g. 4). 

After tbis long introduction Nibby goes on 
to describe tbe bili and irnmediate ly observed 
bow tbe irregularly sbaped vo lcanic ridge bad 
been cut to accommodate the recti linear walls 
built of rec tangular blocks of tufa which in the 
NW were preserved to the he igbt of 7 courses.53 
The setti e men t was placed le ngtbwise on the 
ridge, and cu ts in the rock at either short side 
left on ly a narrow isthmus-li ke entrance via 

two gates to the fortifìed plateau (cf. fìgs. 1-
2, 9) _54 

The walls alo ng the northwest (fìg. 10), 
northeast,55 and southeast sides run more or 
less straight; along the southweste rn side, bow­
ever, tbey bave an irregu lar course. Halfway 
down this side they make an inde ntation , at 
which point Nibby claimed the re was another 
entrance . On the inside to tbe right of this gate 
he observed "un pozzo antico circolare di 2 
piedi ed un quarto di diametro fasciato inte rna­
mente di pepe rino che conserva circa 16 pied i 
di profondità; ma che può cred e i-s i in parte in­

gombro: in esso veggonsi pratti cati i fori pe r 
appoggiarvi i piedi per iscende rvi ; il recinto ivi 
è sconvolto ... ".56 This pozzo or we ll is no longer 
visible and no attempt was made to fìnd it in 
the course of the excava tions. 

Nibby also though t (admitting, however, tbat 
he cou ld not point to ancient remains) that 
the settl ement extended further to the north­
west and to the southeast a long the ridge, the 
fortifìed area on ly being "la cittade lla" which 
occu pied the centre of the settle me nt. Noth­
ing seems to support th is idea. Before our ar-

rivai at the site in 1976, in the soutbeast, less 
than 100 m. from th e fortifìcation walls, a wide 
fo undation tre nch had bee n d ug, presumably 
for a bouse . It was devoid of ancient remains, 
nor could any traces of occupation or of con­
structions be d istingu ished in the sides of the 
trench . At the opposite end outside the walls 
may be seen anoth er wall , composed of tufa 
blocks and some irregular p ieces of basalt, run­
ning along tbe side of tbe hi ll for some 50-60 
m. This, howeve r, has nothing to do with the 
walls o f the ancient se ttlement, bu t is a contin­
uation of the fe nce observed alo ng the north­
east side of the fortifì ed area, and visible for a 
short stre tcb on Asbby's photograpb of tbe hi ll 
(see fìg. 10). 

At tbe soutbe rn end of the p lateau ibby 
also saw a Roman villa57 which consisted of a 
large hydraul ic construction placed in the wide 
cavity cut in the rock outside the walls by the 
fortress bui lders (fìg. 11 ) _58 

In a large rectangu lar structure placed at 
righ t angles to the natural b ili fo ur d istinct 
bu ilding e le me nts placed on various leve ls can 
be di stinguis hed (fìg. 12). At the foot of the 
hi ll to the southwest is a rectangular basin 
wh ich ibby thougbt served as a fìsh ta nk 
("peschie ra") . The basin lies a t the foot of four 
bad ly prese rved barre l-vaulted rooms. Nibby 
must have seen them in a be tter cond ition than 
they a ppear today, as he cou ld establish their 
widths and depths, both "circa 14 piedi". He 
could o nly see the top of these rooms, as also 
the English priest P.P. Mackey some 75 years 
later when he photographed the th ird room 
from the north (fìg. 13) . Later, th is room , in 
an undocumented excavation,59 wa cleared of 
its accumu la te d d e bri s and the large ma ses of 
masonry from the co llapsed vau lt. At tbe foot 
of its rear wall was uncovered a small barre l­
vaulted cbann e l (fìg. 14), wh ich is connec ted 
with a circu lar cistern behind.60 

The ciste rn , inte rpreted by Nibby as a 
"piscina", measures about 21.4 m. in diame­
ter. It has double walls forming an "intercape­
dine" which is connected with the cbanne l just 
described (fìgs. 15-16) . The centre of the cis­
te rn is occupied by a circu lar chamber (diam. 
9.75 m. ), and between this and the outer walls 
the ciste rn is sec tioned into 12 ide ntica! wedge-


