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The Timeliness of Marble

Time itself may be difficult to
perceive, elusive to our memory. We
want to capture it, make a place of
it. Photographs, musical recordings,
stories and computer disks make

us think we might do so. These
illusions stir our imaginations.

The Roman Forum is another of
these illusions. Histories of the
Forum’s venerable stones are stories
built on the visible remnants of elab-
orate Roman masonry and landscape
formation. These histories, these
interpretations of use and structure,
are reconsidered in each generation
of viewers. The stones’ significance
is altered by ideas current at any
time, just as they are by natural
decay and repositioning.

The power of the Roman Forum
comes from the existence of stones
which have been built up, torn
down, cast aside, buried for many
years, and then excavated. Some
stones were carried away to rebuild
ancient structures, others to lend
material and cultural authority to
altogether different structures of
another time and place.

This movement of the stone to
recapture the look of time can, in
turn, cause radical interpretations
as we try to analyze the meaning of
the stone itself, and its placement,
its political presence. “Citizen
objects in nature,” so Richard
Sennett called the Roman monu-
ments in his book Palais Royal. His
phrase aptly describes the political
impact of the stones and buildings
we deem artistic, or formally
significant.
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Some visitors to the Forum may
only be interested in becoming,

for a sensed moment, part of the
“historical” process, walking where
so many have walked, passing
along the paths of legendary villains
and heroes. Some see the stones
only as art. They spend hours
drawing, fabricating some relation-
ships, copying others, ignoring the
political struggles that may have
caused the stones to be there at all.

Most urgently, the stones cause us
to rethink present relationships.
This habit of mind may be the most
critical influence we sense as we
wander and work in the Forum.
What new designs might we
imagine as we see two massive
stones juxtaposed? How will our
sense of occasion be expanded or
changed? Will an expressive sense
of political tensions, and of how
such tensions may be actively
influential in our cities, be appre-
ciated? These questions will not be
found carved on the sides of the
stones. They are the inferences, the
interpretations, the imaginings, that
this ancient site, with its displaced
stones, can excite in us.

The Forum allows these luxuries
of imagination because it is both
“historical,” containing layers

of time encrusted, and ahistorical,
outside of time in its present
position in Rome. Certainly,
sections of the Forum are the
subject of intense planning battles,
but much of the land is protected
from the incessant clamoring
growth within the city. We have
the time, and the place, to consider

the several pasts, to compare the
plural presents. In this stone and
landscape haven of time, we may
design a future of evocative places.

Qi twgand

Alice Wingwall

With this issue we begin a four
part series subsidized by the
Design Arts Program of the
National Endowment for the
Arts. In this series we will
examine sources of imagery for
the design of cities and for the
shaping of places that are rich in
human significance.

Rome has been, for many
centuries, the quintessential idea
of city in western culture. It

has permeated our thinking in
innumerable ways. In this issue
we pursue a series of mental
excavations, examining the
roots of the Roman Forum itself,
reviewing the activities of

some of those who shaped its
present archaeological condition,
reviewing its position in the
present planning debates in
Rome and looking to its visible
form as a stimulus for further
formal explorations. In sum
these articles probe the intricate
webs that link political intention,
creative renewal, and both
private and public reflection.
Together, these are the strands
from which the fabric of new
places will be woven.

We are grateful to the NEA for

their continued support. —D.L.




Etching

Richard Kenney

Now, cast corrosive thought across the ruined Forum:
illuminate; impress the retina; lift; frame—

Caesar appears, on his knees, climbing a long flight. Rumor
hisses around him; his face, daubed crimson, god’s mask, offers
no expression. The Capitoline stairs are steep; forty
elephants, holding torches, light the way. Aromatic

smoke fills their huge brain cases with the careful grass-fires
set in Africa, to drive all animals toward Rome.

All Rome looks on, nervous, considering. Above the Forum,
at the top of Caesar’s stairs, a tusked pig drums

its trotters on travertine, and bristles, and shifts with fear,
and shits, knowing, as the white ox and the white ram

may not, what’s coming. In the Mamertine Prison below the Forum,
the foreign king Vercingetorix knows, too; they’ll murder him
here, at the moment of the sacrifice. He thinks of his far

fame, pacing through excrement and torchlight caroming

the close walls, the flicking grillework on the tufa floor.

He hears trumpeting. His feet have carried him from

Celtic Gaul, chained behind a cart whose blue wheel rim

his iris is, now, encircling the dark oak forests

and alder marshes of Gaul, where he and Caesar dreamed
each other, circling. Who returns, Triumphator?

The axletree sheared on the car carrying Caesar to the Forum
today, an omen so terrible, so fraught with future, Rome
holds still. Caesar atones, ascends now on his knees before
the gods and the citizens of Rome. There is no room

for maneuver, now—

Nor ever, but this straight form,
this snail-track, etching the light or the plate or the pure sphere
of the eye, where there are no such things now, in the Roman Forum.
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Reflections on Political Space:
The Roman Forum and
Capitol Hill, Washington, D.C.

Steven Brint and From Citizens’ Forum
Michele Renee Salzman to Museum of the Emperors

Among the many products sold by
vendors outside the Forum are
transparency overlays showing
what the Forum looked like at
different times in the Roman era.
The overlays make clear how
much of the story of the Forum’s
transformation entails the
contraction of usable space, the
creation of monumental forms, and
the appearance of connections to
new institutions.

Tabularium

Concordiae

In the republican period, legal
institutions were, even in a visual

\ sense, the organizing center. The
Senate, the Comitium (the chief
place of assembly of the Roman
people) and the Rostra were the
central organizing elements. The
Comitium, in the northeast corner
of the Forum, consisted of a circular
piazza with a stepped incline, on
which the people’s representatives
met to debate and vote. Located to
the north were the Curia Hostilia
and the Senaculum, meeting houses
of the Roman Senate. The platform
from which the magistrates ad-
dressed the people—the Rostra—
was located just to the south.! The
large space opening out from this
area—what we usually think of as
The Forum—was the stage for legal
trials, electoral campaigns, sacri-
fices, important funerals, and served
also as a meeting place where all
varieties of personal business were
conducted.
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Places of civic and religious

significance surrounded this center.

From the beginning, the sacred
spaces included symbols of the early

Drawing by Kyle Thayer ; f Rome. Avioge the

Adapted from drawing by Paul Zanker, h s s &

Forum Romanum (Tubingen: Ernst Wasmuth venerated sym_bols placed there
Verlag, 1972) were a mysterious black stone,

I Roman Forum about 42 B.c.
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