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THE FORUM OF JULIUS CAESAR AND THE TEMPLE OF VENUS GENETRIX 

OLINDO GROSSI 

(FRONTISPIECE, PLATES 47-53) 

As a result of the recent excavations undertaken 
during the construction of the Via dell' Impero in 

@ @ Rome, 1 many surprising and instructive archaeological 
discoveries were made which throw new light on the 
appearance and arrangement of the imperial fora, that 
imposing series of open spaces, adorned with temples, 
porticos and basilicas, constructed by successive em- 

____I perors, and in final form serving as the most direct 
means of approach between the ancient center of the 

1 city and the populous quarters of the Campus Martius 
- ~~~and the Subura. But even now that so much has 

been laid bare, the ruins in the'ir present state can give 

the casual beholder no i'dea of the ancient splendor 
,1 ~~~~~~wh'ich they represent; and i't i's the task of the architect 

to rebuild on paper, from this site of broken columns 
and rough masses of masonry, the monumental struc- 

~~~~~~ ~~~~tures which once formed a worthy setting for the life 
of the capital of the Roman Empire. 

The present work is an attempt to recreate from the fragmentary remains the first 
of these imperial fora, that of Julius Caesar, with its temple of Venus Genetrix, as it 
may have appeared in antiquity. Previous publications were of little assistance in solving 
the problem, as the forum had never been scientifically excavated before, and only a 
few details were known to exist. This forum and its temple, important as they were, 

'Excavation work was begun on January 3, 1932, 
and the Forum was opened to the public in April of 
the same year. Shortly afterwards further excavation 
was done to uncover the whole podium of the temple. 

This work was executed under the supervision of the 
Director of the X. Ripartizione Antichita e Belle Arti 
del Governatorato di Roma, Commendatore Antonio 
Munfoz. 
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strangely enough were seldom mentioned in literature. The only visible remains prior to the 
recent excavations were an enclosure wall of peperino on the southwest side, some vaulted 
chambers, and a few tufa piers belonging to the shops which bounded the forum on the 
south. Restorations of the temple itself by Labacco in 1552 and by Palladio in 1570 
have been found to be quite incorrect, being based on insufficient knowledge of the now 
known facts. 

The site has even now been only partially excavated (P1. 49, Fig. 1), and detailed ac- 
counts of the findings have not as yet appeared. I therefore do not attempt to offer an 
archaeologically perfect solution, but rather a general, theoretical restoration, without which 
these ruins fail to impress the beholder with their full significance as an artistic whole. The 
positive data obtained by measuring, photographing and sketching the actual remains have 
accordingly been supplemented by conjecture, imaginative in part, but based throughout 
on a general knowledge of Roman architecture. I am grateful to Commendatore Antonio 
Munfoz, Director of the X. Ripartizione Antichita e Belle Arti del Governatorato di Roma, 
for permission, so generously accorded, to study this forum after its excavation, and to 
publish these restorations. 

The forum with which the name of Julius Caesar was always associated was built by 
him as a step in the enlarging of the Roman Forum, which had become insufficient for 
the needs of the growing city. It was projected as early as 54 B. C., and work was 
probably begun within the next few years. After its completion by Octavian it underwent 
alterations and restorations under Trajan, Hadrian and later emperors; so that in order to 
achieve a more comprehensive restoration I have chosen to reconstruct the ensemble as 
it may have existed in the year 350 A. D. The question of the dates of the different 
parts is an uncertain one- perhaps the official publication by the excavators will throw 
more light on the subject. 

The site of the forum lay to the north of the Curia, between the Roman Forum and 
the Capitoline Hill on the one side and the (later) Fora of Augustus and Trajan on the other 
(P1. 49, Fig. 2). It was bounded on the southeast by the Argiletum, which was eventu- 
ally absorbed in the Forum of Nerva, the so-called Forum Transitorium. At present the 
Via dell'Impero, the Via Bonella, and the continuation of the Via del Foro Romano cross 
the unexcavated portion of this forum. A glance at the plan (P1. 47) reveals a nearly 
symmetrical arrangement on a northwest-southeast axis, with the temple of Venus Genetrix 
in the rear centre of the forum. Other elements are the monumental arches of a late 
date flanking the temple, the Basilica Argentaria in the west corner, the free-standing 
porticos, and the vaulted shops or tabernae behind them. The proportions of the forum 
were similar to those of the Forum of Nerva: it was long and narrow, the dimensions being 
one hundred and seventy metres by seventy-five, including the porticos and the temple. 

The temple itself was vowed by Caesar to Venus Genetrix, the mythical ancestress of 



THE FORUM OF JULIUS CAESAR 217 

the Julian family, while the dictator was engaged in battle at Pharsalus in 48 B. C. It was 
completed and dedicated two years later, but was much altered and restored at subsequent 
periods. What is now visible is mainly a product of Trajan's era, for it appears to have 
been rededicated in the year 113 A. D. The few remaining traces of Caesar's work are the 
core of the podium and the apse. Other elements of the Trajanic temple readily visible 
and available as material data for restoration are the bases of most of the columns, and, 
on the southwestern side, the brick pylons of one of the arches, a terrace, and indications 
of a stairway leading up to the cella (P1. 50). The three columns which have been set 
up by the excavators have become a conspicuous landmark along the Via dell'Impero. 
The temple acquires significance by reason of several special features such as the novel 
treatment of the approaches, the side terraces, and the apse end of the building. These 
elements present many perplexing problems meriting intensive study. 

The temple was octostyle, and according to Vitruvius (III, iii, 2), whose statement 
has been confirmed by the excavations, also pycnostyle, that is, with close intercolumnia- 
tion. There were also eight columns on each side of the temple, counting those at the 
corners. Inside the pronaos there were two columns in line with each of the cella walls. 
The colonnades on each side of the cella terminate in alae, but open laterally on unique 
terraces, which appear to have been a step or two below the level of the stylobate. These 
may have been used for ceremonial purposes. The rear conformed to the "' Italic" type 1 

in as much as the columns were not carried around the cella; but there was the most 
unusual feature that the podium extended backward at the center for the width of the 
cella to support the apse - a very early instance of the appearance of this element in a 
temple. The rear of the temple was probably not meant to be readily seen at the time 
the building took this form. It is a reasonable conjecture that at one time it was backed 
against a wall, which may have been the Agger of Servius Tullius. 2 The form of the 
temple of Mars Ultor, which this temple resembles in other respects, was conditioned 
by a similar circumstance. The temple of Venus Genetrix was probably isolated later, 
during the construction of the Forum of Trajan. The side elevation and section, P1. 48, 
appear to be of rather blocky proportions, but it must be remembered that it was probably 
impossible to obtain a complete view from this angle because of the narrowness of the 
space between the temple and the surrounding structures. This rendering attempts to 
make clear the general mass of the temple, the arrangement of the approaches, and the 
character of the shops behind the porticos. 

1 See DR. AGNEs K. LAKE'S treatment of this whole 
class of monuments in MAAR., xii, 1935, pp. 89-149, 
especially p. 147, plates 9-10. The apse at the back 
of the cella is characteristic of a distinct group of temples 
which were discussed by A. W. Van Buren in a commu- 
nication presented at the Fourth National Congress of 

Roman Studies, in Rome, October 1935, and form the 
subject of a chapter in his volume, Ancient Rome as Re- 
vealed by Recent Discoveries, London, 1936. 

2 A. v. GERKAN, Gnomon, x, 1934, p. 458; cf. Arch. 
Anz., 1933, cols. 618-622. 
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A high podium which formed a solid and monumental base for the temple elevated it 
to a commanding position in- the ensemble. The usual treatment of a long flight of 
steps leading up to the front of the temple was not here adopted. Access to the cella was 
afforded by circulation through the flanking arches, up narrow stairs on either side, to a 
landing in front of the temple, from which several more steps extending the width of the 
facade conducted to the cella level. This sacrifice of direct access to the temple by the 
usual broad flight of steps was not a fault, but rather an aesthetic improvement, for the 
solidity of the base lent monumental character to the whole. Then too, it is possible that 
only a limited number of people were admitted to the temple, and that minor stairs were 
therefore quite sufficient. 

The temple itself (see P1. 51, Fig. 2; Pls. 52, 53) is of an elegant Corinthian order em- 
bellished with finely carved mouldings, capitals, and entablature in the style of other build- 
ings of the same general period, such as the Pantheon, the temple of Vespasian, and the 
false colonnade in the Forum of Nerva. The undercutting of the eggs and darts, acanthus 
leaves, and other details is beautifully and delicately executed, though perhaps too finely 
to be appreciated to the fullest extent when raised some fifty or sixty feet from the ground. 
These carved elements, being left practically in the round, when judged by themselves be- 
come objects of beauty and refinement; from the architectural standpoint, however, the 
enrichment is perhaps too elaborate, tending toward the decadent style of the heavy and 
overwrought later temples, the carvings of which. obscure and infringe upon the clarity of 
the architectural lines and forms of the decorated surfaces. The carvings of this temple 
show a mastery of technique which facilitated the satisfaction of the Roman desire for wealth 
of ornament and finally led to the decadence of the style. The band of acanthus rinceaux 
in the frieze is rich and decorative, with a pleasing rhythm. The cyma moulding loses 
its conventional form while glorying in beautifully carved dolphins, sea shells and tridents, 
symbols referring to Venus and the sea. The pediment in the restoration is represented 
as being adorned with sculptures portraying Venus emerging from the sea, with Mars, 
her divine consort, on her left, and on her right her son Aeneas, whose son lulus was the 
mythical founder of the Julian gens. Toward each end of the pediment is represented the 
toilette of Venus, with putti in attendance. 

Little is known about the interior of the temple, but it presumably had a Corinthian 
order set close to the inside wall, for there has been found an admirable frieze of putti 

belonging to the entablature of a smaller, and apparently interior, order (see P1. 51, Fig. 1). 
The temple, through the gifts of its founder, housed various objects of art, including a 
figure of Venus Genetrix, at least two paintings, and a rich collection of gems. 1 

1 For ancient sources, see PLATNER AND ASHBY, Top- 
ographical Dictionary of Ancient Rome, Forum lulium, 

p. 226. The neighboring temple of Concord became 
in time a veritable museum. 
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The flanking arches, which are of a much later date than Trajan's restoration of the 
temple, presented an interesting problem in their reconstruction. The pylon nearer the 
temple is narrower than the further one, an arrangement which throws the arch opening 
off center. Such an unsymmetrical arch is, as far as I know, an unprecedented form in 
classic architecture. The problem was solved by engaging one column to the narrower 
pylon and two to the wider one, using the same sized order as existed in the adjoining 
porticos to lessen the effect of asymmetry. - The existing pylons are of brick, but 
were no doubt faced with marble. 

The porticos, which probably extended the length of the forum, were free-standing, 
permitting access of light to the shops behind them. Excavations immediately north of 
the Church of Ss. Luca and Martina, which now occupies the site of the Secretarium Se- 
natus, have revealed further traces of columns and shop details. The porticos had rela- 
tively wide intercolumniation, a feature which together with the qualities of the stone-cutting 
seems to date them as late, supplanting those of an earlier period. The columns themselves 
were of granite with marble capitals of the Corinthian order. Statues on pedestals may 
have been set in each bay to add to the richness and formality of the scene. 

The shops had ground floor and mezzanine, and indications exist of further construc- 
tion above them (see P1. 53, Fig. 4). The lower story had a large square opening which 
served as both door and window. The mezzanine was lighted by a horizontal window. 
These shops were built of tufa and peperino, with travertine keystones in the flat arches, but 
were certainly faced with marble at one time. Under Hadrian there was constructed 
over five of the shops a so-called forica, a semicircular arrangement which served as a kind 
of albergo diurno for the public. This is not shown in plan, as it was on an upper level. 
The treatment of the uppermost parts of these shops can only be conjectured; perhaps there 
existed a monumental or decorative attic treatment. 

The Basilica Argentaria, an L-shaped building in the west corner of the forum dating 
from the reign of Trajan, was a simple arched and vaulted edifice used for purposes either 
of banking and related activities, t or of the silversmith's trade. 2 The rustication of the 
large blocks forming the piers (P1. 53, Fig. 5) was very pronounced, and much like that 
in evidence in the eastern hemicycle of the Forum of Trajan. Many graffiti, including 
snatches of Latin verse, are still to be seen on the interior walls; some of them suggest 
that school was once held here. 3 Part of the building at a later date was converted into 
a small Christian chapel. 

Directly in front of the temple are the remains of a balustrade which may have had 
som-e ceremonial significance. The equestrian statue is offered as an ideal solution, inspired 

1 CORRADO Ricci, Capitolium, viii, 1932, pp. 385, 
388 (COLINI). 

2 D. M. ROBATHAN, AJPh., Iv, 1934, 74-76. 
3 M. DELLA CORTE, Bull. Com., Ixi, 1933, pp. 111-130. 
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by the references in the authors to three different statues. 1 There is also literary evidence 
for the existence of a fountain of the Appiades, with figures of these nymphs, 2 but no 
traces of these sculptural features have been found. 

The buildings in the background have been added to give a more complete impression 
of the entourage and ensemble. The southwestern hemicycle and the two-storied portico 
of the Forum of Trajan are shown to the right of the temple. For this purpose, the plan 
of the excavated eastern hemicycle of this forum was adapted to the site of the unexca- 
vated western one, for it probably was similar. In the left background the small temple 
of Juno Moneta, on the Capitoline, was drawn in its approximate position. 

The forum in its monumental aspects must have been imposing indeed. The bright 
marble, so rich a material, so well carved, and so profusely used, created surely an effect 
pleasing to the Romans, great builders, and lovers of grandeur and scale. 

The history and archaeology of this forum have been touched upon only briefly. For 
a more comprehensive account reference should be made to the forthcoming publication by 
the excavators. 3 

1 PLINY, N. H., viii, 155; xxxiv, 18; STATIUS, Silo., I, 

i, 84-90; SUETONIUS, Divus Iulius, 61. Cf. SOLINUS, 45, 10. 
2 OVID, Ars Am., i, 81-82: iii, 451-452: Rem. Am., 

660. PLINY, N. H., xxxvi, 33 (a copy?). 
8 Reference to previous publications: PLATNER AND 

ASHBY, A Topographical Dictionary of Ancient Rome, 
London, 1929; CORRADO Ricci, Capitolium, viii, 1932, 
two articles with Renaissance drawings, pp. 157-172, 
365-390; C. Ricci, A. M. COLINI, V. MARIANI, Via 
dell'Impero, Rome, 1932-1933. 
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Restored Side Elevation and Section of the Forum of Julius Caesar and the Temple of Venus Geneti 
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1. General View of the Excavations of the Forum of Julius Caesar, as seen from the 
Monument of Victor Emmanuel. 
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2. Plan of the Imperial Fora, by Ingegnere Italo Gismondi 

Courtesy of S. P. Q. R. 



PLATE 50. 

Wl,~~~~S US 

Forum of Julius Caesar and Temple of Venus Genetrix. Partial View of the Excavations, from the South. 
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1. Detail of Frieze of Putti belonging to the Entablature of the Interior (?) of the Temple 
of Venus Genetrix. 
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2. Detail of the Raking Cornice of the Temple of Venus Genetrix. 
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3. Detail of Raking Cornice of Pediment. 4. Detail of Cornice. 

Temple of Venus Genetrix. 
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4. View showing Character of Shops 5. View of Basilica Argentaria, showing 
and Colonnade. Rustication of Piers. 
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Restored Elevation of the Forum of Julius Caesar and the Temple of Venus Genetrix. 


	Article Contents
	p. [215]
	p. 216
	p. 217
	p. 218
	p. 219
	p. 220
	[unnumbered]
	[unnumbered]
	[unnumbered]
	[unnumbered]
	[unnumbered]
	[unnumbered]
	[unnumbered]
	[unnumbered]
	[unnumbered]
	[unnumbered]
	[unnumbered]
	[unnumbered]
	p. [2]

	Issue Table of Contents
	Memoirs of the American Academy in Rome, Vol. 13 (1936), pp. 1-220
	Front Matter [pp. 3-5]
	Girolamo Da Prato and His Manuscripts of Sulpicius Severus [pp. 7-65]
	Roman Mosaics of the Second Century in Italy [pp. 67-214]
	The Forum of Julius Caesar and the Temple of Venus Genetrix [pp. 215-220+2]
	Back Matter



