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Contextualising the past in the Alban Hills 
(Colli Albani) 

 
A preliminary report on the excavations in the so-called Villa of 

Clodius (Villa Santa Caterina) 2024 
 
 
This is the fifth preliminary report from the Danish-Italian research project on the Alban Hills 
launched in 2017 (Fig. 1). The report is based on the campaign that spanned five weeks from 
26 June to 29 July 2024. 
 

 
 

Fig. 1 Map with indication of Villa Santa Caterina (red circle). B. Poulsen 2024. 
 
The fieldwork involved the collaboration between Aarhus University, Denmark, Scuola 
Normale Superiore di Pisa, the Soprintendenza Archeologia, Belle Arti e Paesaggio per le 
Province di Frosinone, Latina e Rieti as well as Accademia di Danimarca. The participants 
were scholars, students and volunteers from Denmark and Italy: Birte Poulsen (Aarhus 
University), Consuelo Manetta (Scuola Normale Superiore di Pisa), Silvia Aglietti (Albano), 
Niels Bargfeldt (University of Copenhagen) and students: Anton Sidenius Almlund (KU), 
Luna C.L. Christiansen (AU), Chiara Giulia Ferrari (Tor Vergata), Mathias Møller Helt 
(Cyprus University), Mathilde Høj Dahl (KU), Sara Vejrup Jørgensen (AU), Søren Lykke 
(AU), Amanda Leighton Spatzek (AU) as well as Danish and Italian volunteers: Jesper 
Carlsen (University of Southern Denmark), Nikoline Sauer (Accademia di Danimarca), 
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Marianne Nordby and Malte Rabinovich Poulsen. The first week was used for preparation, 
the remaining for the excavation itself. 
 2024 was the last year of our excavation licence, and we had some very specific 
areas that we wished to investigate in order to answer the general research questions. As it 
follows below, we are still unsure how to identify the ancient remains on the site, although 
our understanding of the ruin and especially the changes in the 19th-20th centuries has 
become even clearer with this year's work (Fig. 2).  
 

 
Fig. 2 Plan of the ancient remains on the site. N. Bargfeldt 2024. 

 
As a starting point, we had decided to continue the investigations in the northern part of the 
site (Areas 5 and 6) (Fig. 3), where investigations in 2023 had shown that there was 
seemingly an untouched stratigraphy. The aim was to clarify the extent of the buildings to the 
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north and to establish their chronology. Furthermore, we wanted to investigate if we could 
find a datable stratigraphy in the large building in Area 4 (Alpha 1 and Delta 1). In addition 
to these trenches, two soundings were carried out in Area 1 (A-B), and a further one in Area 
1/2 (C). Initially, the area was prepared by removing soil, and architectural remains from later 
periods were moved and sorted. 
 
 
 

 
 

Fig. 3 Plan of the archaeological site with the preserved structures divided into six main areas.  
N. Bargfeldt 2024. 

 
 
Area 5  
Area 5 was extended to the north and west (Fig. 4, 5B and 5C). Here, already in 2023, the 
remains of a floor in opus signinum were identified at a fairly high level that clearly sealed an 
earlier building (Building A). Of this floor, only a triangular section with a series of vertically 
placed blocks in peperino to the north has survived (Figs. 5-7). The floor is at a level of 
355.79 metres above sea level and is executed in a reddish opus signinum with inlaid large 
tesserae in terracotta (cut tiles), and this type of floor dates broadly from the mid-2nd century 
BCE to the 1st century CE.  
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Fig. 4 Detail of plan with trenches in Area 5 and 6. N. Bargfeldt and B. Poulsen 2024. 
 
 
 

 
 

Fig. 5 Orthophoto of Area 5 and 6. G. Luglio 2024. 
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Fig. 6 Opus signinum floor seen from the north.                 Fig. 7 Detail of opus signinum floor seen from the 
Excavation photo 2024. east. Excavation photo 2024. 
 
 
Trenches 5B and 5C were excavated to clarify the extent of the building to the north and west 
(Figs. 4, 5 and 8). In 5B, an east-west orientated wall was located to the north, built in large 
peperino ashlars. This northern wall is 5.40 metres long and is bonded with the eastern wall, 
which appears to continue further north under the ground beam. Similarly, it is possible that 
the western wall also continues further north. This wall was exposed in trench 5C and is 7.75 
metres long and is bonded with the wall to the south (building in Area 4). The wall is 
interesting because it clearly shows how the building is constructed directly on the cliff that 
slopes to the south. To the north, the level of the rock was cut to allow the peperino blocks to 
be placed directly on a horizontal surface. The rock was then carved out in three steps. The 
large blocks in the upper preserved layer are 48 cm high and vary in length from 47 to 152 
cm. The blocks are approximately 50 cm deep. The blocks in the layer below are slightly 
lower, 45-47 cm, and in the bottom layer the blocks are only 13-22 cm high. The peperino 
blocks are finely worked with a pointed chisel. It is interesting and of some importance for 
the interpretation that the blocks of the partition walls are projecting 5-10 cm beyond the wall 
façade. Building A was exposed down to the level of the rock both outside and inside, in 
which the lowest level of the rock is 353.87 metres above sea level (Fig. 9). 

The date and interpretation of this building, and also the building in Area 4, is 
complicated. Pottery found in the cutting for the foundations of the walls dates back to the 8th 
century BCE, but there is also a fair amount of black gloss pottery below a compact level of 
tiles found in levels below the opus signinum floor. To this evidence should be taken into 
account that some of the peperino blocks in the eastern wall of Building A are slightly 
different in being less high, and there seems to have been some repairs or changes, perhaps in 
relation to the sealing of the building. The main features of the building consist of two rooms, 
a smaller room to the south measuring ca.  2.35 x 5.40 m, a larger to the north 3.95 x 5.40 m. 
A final suggestion for a date must await an analysis of the levels and their finds, but the 
building seems to be contemporary with the building in Area 4. 
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Fig. 8 Building A with measurements seen from the west. G. Luglio. 
 
 

 
 

Fig. 9 Area 5 and 6 with levels. G. Luglio 2024. 
 
Area 6 
In this area, two large trenches were excavated (6B and 6C), partly to clarify the extent of 
Building B to the north and partly to investigate the chronology inside the building (Figs. 4-5 
and 10). In 2023, the south-west corner of a building consisting of a foundation of a type of 

5.40 m

2.35 m
3.95 m
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opus incertum topped with oblong peperino blocks that served as a stylobate was exposed. 
Slight traces of columns have been identified on top of these blocks that seem to be reused 
from a pre-existing building. The width/length east-west of the building was established in 
2023 to be 9.10 m (Fig. 2). It is on the three visible sides surrounded by a passage ca. 3.10 m 
wide. 
 

 
Fig. 10 Building B seen from the west. Excavation photo 2024. 

 
In 2024, the excavation of the western passage was extended to the north, but unfortunately 
no corner of Building B was found. Unfortunately, the excavation could not be extended 
further to the north, as a high curved wall was built right here in the early 1980s. If the 
building, which we now interpret as a peristyle or a large Corinthian atrium, is square, one 
would expect the west side to be 9.10 metres long (Fig. 9). 
 

 
Fig. 11 South-west corner of Building B with covered drain. Excavation photo 2024. 
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In 2023, we dug a small trial trench inside the southwest corner of the building but 
encountered a floor-like surface (Fig. 4-5, 10 and 12). This year we decided to extend the 
trench to the north and east, totalling approximately 6.17 m (east-west) x 1.90 m (north-
south). This trench held many surprises. The floor-like surface, a light grey mortar, was 65-70 
m wide and ran parallel to the inside of the walls in opus incertum and elongated peperino 
blocks. It was particularly well preserved along the south wall. In a later phase this was partly 
destroyed by a drain running from the south-west corner diagonally to the north-east, where it 
ends in a cistern, not previously known. The drain was made of opus signinum and was 
covered by five almost intact roof tiles, all without stamps and probably Republican (Fig. 11). 
These were removed in the hope that the drain might contain datable material, but 
unfortunately this proved not to be the case.  
 

 
Fig. 12 Building B seen from the south, after excavation of drain and upper part of cistern. Excavation photo 

2024. 
 
Finding a cistern in the area was completely unexpected, but it supported the theory that this 
is a peristyle, or perhaps a large Corinthian atrium, where water was collected from the 
surrounding roof. The cistern was found to have at least two phases, a first Republican phase 
that is terminated at the top by a finely cut peperino rim (Fig. 13). The diameter is 65 cm, and 
the level is 355.37 m asl. In a later period, the neck of the cistern was raised by 35-40 cm 
with an opus incertum construction similar to that of the foundation of the surrounding 
building, and it is in this raised part that the channel mentioned above ends. This new raised 
opening of the cistern is at the same level as the foundation walls of the western and southern 
wall of Building B, which supports the theory of contemporaneity. Accordingly, this change 
of the neck of the cistern seems to have occurred at the same time as the construction of the 
Building B, either in the second half of the 2nd century BCE or around the middle of the 1st 
century BCE. Only the topsoil of the cistern was excavated, since we lacked the necessary 
safety equipment. We hope that it will be possible during the 2025 campaign. It is already 
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clear that the cistern is bottle-shaped and thus similar to the cistern in the so-called atrium and 
the one at the entrance to the site. If it is the same size, it could have a depth of around 7 
metres. 
 

 
Fig. 13 The upper part of the cistern with original peperino rim and elevated part in opus incertum. Excavation 

photo 2024. 
 

Interestingly, the level of the raised floor (opus signinum) in Building A (355.79 metres 
above sea level) matches the height of the foundation walls in Building B (355.78 metres 
above sea level) (Fig. 9), making it likely that the two are contemporary. 
 

 
Fig. 14 Plan of area 4 with indication of trenches (blue). N. Bargfeldt and B. Poulsen 2024. 
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Area 4 
One of the primary goals of this year's work was to establish a chronology for the 
construction of the large ashlar building in Area 4 (Figs. 4 and 14). Here too, the work was 
hampered by vegetation, but we excavated two trenches in rooms alpha and delta. In Room 
alpha a small trench was laid out in the SE corner of the room, 2 x 2 m, alpha 1. In Room 
delta a larger trench, 2 x 3 m, was laid out in relation to the southern wall, delta 1 (Fig. 15). 
Very disappointingly, the stratigraphy was destroyed by later activity in both rooms and as 
the rock was at quite a high level here, the stratigraphy was not useful in determining the date 
of construction of the building. However, the large ashlar wall to the south is certainly in situ 
and presumably built in the Republican period (4th century?). 
 

 
Fig. 15 South wall of building in Area 4 with trench delta 1 in Room delta. Seen from the west. Excavation 

photo 2024. 
 
Cleaning and excavation in areas 1-2 
Since we still have not clarified the overall chronology of the complex, three smaller 
investigations were carried out in 2024 in areas 1 and 2 (Fig. 16). In area 1, a small trench 
was excavated in the so-called atrium (Trench A) and walls in rooms P and H (Trench B) to 
the west were cleared.  
 

 
Fig. 16 Plan of Area 1 and 2 with trenches. N. Bargfeldt and B. Poulsen 2024. 
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Trench A, which was placed in the south-east corner (2 x 2 metres) of the so-called atrium, 
was particularly important (Fig. 17). We had already established earlier that the blocks in the 
atrium were reused or replaced, and this is also where the monolithic columns had been 
erected by the Orsini family in the 1870s. The peperino blocks appear to have originated from 
earlier Republican constructions on the site. If the atrium was built in antiquity, one would 
expect a substantial foundation, but the excavation of Trench A showed that no such 
foundation exists. The blocks are founded directly on a very mixed fill that contained 
material from the mid-Republican to modern times. If it substituted an earlier building on the 
site, there were no traces found, but then again, it was a fairly small trial trench. Roughly in 
the centre of this ‘atrium’ is a 7 m deep bottle-shaped cistern from the Republican period, but 
it is still unclear what this central area of the building was originally used for.   
 
 

      
Fig. 17 South-east corner of ’atrium’ where            Fig. 18 Staircase in Room P, seen from the west.  
Trench A was lais out. Excavation photo 2024.             Excavation photo 2024. 
 
Trench B mainly covers the cleaning of the two rooms P and H, but here, too, there are new 
results (Fig. 16). Already G. Lugli identified a staircase leading from the ‘atrium’ along the 
north side of room H in 1914. Until now, we have hesitated to excavate this area because 
there are some fairly large trees here, as well as a considerable amount of soil. Although we 
were only able to expose about 2 metres to the east in room P, the northern boundary, a wall 
in opus reticulatum, was uncovered for the first time, so that we now know that this stairwell 
is about 1.60 metres wide (Fig. 18). While it is fairly certain that the bottom step is in situ, it 
is almost as certain that the next four steps, all made of large recycled peperino blocks, were 
placed there in recent times. It cannot be determined whether the staircase led to an upper 
floor or perhaps levelled out a difference in the slope of the terrain. Room H to the south (Fig. 
16) could not be excavated in its entirety either, but it is now certain that it is a large room 
built in opus reticulatum walls (3.10 x 6.30 m) and with only a single doorway to the south. It 
would have been interesting to expose the entire room, as Lugli suggests a water installation 
here, but unfortunately there is a tall tree in this particular location. Based on the wall types, 
both rooms P and H date to around the middle of the 1st century BCE. 
 Unfortunately, it will not be possible to excavate at the lower level of the so-
called peristyle in Area 2, but we decided to see if we could determine the upper boundary 
immediately west of the so-called atrium (Fig. 16, Trench C). The area establishing the 
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western edge of the upper terrace cannot be excavated due to several tall pine trees, but we 
have previously conducted geomagnetic surveys in the area without notable results.  

It turned out that the western boundary walls were well preserved behind Room 
A, where it consisted of a double wall in opus reticulatum and can be dated to the middle of 
the 1st century BCE. Unfortunately, this double wall was only preserved behind Room A and 
has completely disappeared behind Room B and further south, where it was replaced, 
probably in the 19th century, with a north-south terrace wall to hold the soil from the upper 
level in place. 
 
Conclusion 
While there is now more clarity about the changes made in the 19th century, the question 
regarding the interpretation of the site is still open. After the 2024 excavation campaign, we 
can conclude the following: 
 
Phase 1/2 - Archaic/Mid-Republican (Fig. 19) 
Initially, no clarity has been achieved on the earliest building phases in areas 4 and 5. During 
this year's excavation, it became clear that the walls of Building A are connected to the walls 
of the building in Area 4. Accordingly, at least some of the walls must be contemporary, 
although the eastern wall of Building A uses a slightly different type of peperino blocks. 
Basically, there is a smaller room to the south (5.40 x 2.35 metres) and a larger room to the 
north (5.40 x 4.95 metres). However, many of the finds date back to the 8th century BC, but a 
more precise dating of the building must await further analysis of the finds. The extent of the 
building to the north is still unknown. The wall to the south of the ramp along the southern 
wall of the building is perhaps placed there in a recent period, but the peperino blocks are 
ancient. Some of the bottle-shaped cisterns in the area could well date from the Republican 
period. 
 

 
Fig. 19 Phase 1/2 – Archaic/4th century BCE. N. Bargfeldt and B. Poulsen 2024. 
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Phase 3 - second half of the 2nd century BCE (Fig. 20) 
Similar uncertainty applies to the dating of phase three and four, but here phases 3 and 4 are 
presented separately. Possibly as early as the second half of the 2nd century BCE, the 
buildings in areas 5 and 6 were remodelled, raising the level and covering Building A (or 
parts of it) in Area 5 with a floor in opus signinum. At the same time, a peristyle or 
Corinthian atrium (Building B) was constructed in Area 6, precisely positioned at a distance 
of ca. 3 metres from the surrounding buildings to the east, south and west. The building has a 
foundation in opus incertum and on top of this are elongated thin blocks in peperino that 
served as stylobate for the columns, of which only part of one has been found. The size of 
this building cannot be determined due to a modern wall to the north, but it measures 9.10 
metres east-west, and if it has the same north-south dimensions, the northern part lies under 
the wall and on the other side of it. In the south-east corner of Building B, another bottle-
shaped cistern was located. This dates back to an earlier construction phase in Area 6, but 
during the construction of Building B, the edge of the mouth was raised by about 35-40 to 
about 355.80 cm above sea level, that corresponds to the level of the opus signinum floor in 
Building A. This phase probably includes the votive deposit found between Buildings A and 
B in 2022 (see report 2023).  
 
 

 
 
Fig. 20 Suggested plan with remains from Phase 3 – Late Republican, second half of the 2nd century BCE. The 

solid yellow square on top of Building A marks the possible extent of the opus signinum floor. The open yellow 
square marks the peristyle of Building B. N. Bargfeldt and B. Poulsen 2024. 
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Phase 4 - around the middle of the 1st century BCE (Fig. 21)  
If the reorganisation of the buildings in areas 5 and 6 cannot be placed as late as the 
surrounding buildings in opus reticulatum, then this is a further expansion around the middle 
of the 1st century BCE. All rooms in opus reticulatum are located in areas 1-3. These rooms 
are laid out on two terraces, and the rooms of the upper terrace are standing around an open 
courtyard or another earlier structure of which no traces have been found so far. From this 
period the entrance was from the south. In any case, the bottle-shaped cisterns may date from 
an earlier period.  
 
 
 

 
 

Fig. 21 Suggested plan with remains from Phase 4, Late Republican, around mid-1st century BCE. 
N. Bargfeldt and B. Poulsen 2024. 
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Phase 5 - Flavian period or first half of the 2nd century CE (Fig. 22) 
The buildings in Area 3 underwent minor remodelling, including the installation of a bath.  
 

 
Fig. 22 Suggested plan with added remains from Phase 5 (Bath), late 1st century or first half of the 2nd century 

CE. N. Bargfeldt and B. Poulsen 2024. 
 
 
When we started work in 2017, our working hypothesis was – and still is – that the ancient 
remains cannot be identified with the remains of a Roman villa from the mid-1st century CE. 
At least three different building phases centred around a monumental building in opus 
quadratum have been identified. It seems that this building with one or two phases was 
encapsulated by later constructions. We have earlier argued that a such interpretation would 
fit well with the description by Cicero (Cic. Mil. 86) - ante ipsum sacrarium Bonae deae, 
quod est in fundo T. Sertii Galli, in primis honesti et ornati adulescentis ("in front of the 
sanctuary of Bona Dea, which is adjacent to the property owned by Titus Sertius Gallus, a 
respectable and educated young man”). Unfortunately, we know no more about this Titus 
Sertius Gallus and his family, but the private aspect of the cult is hinted at, and if the 
monumental sacral buildings are to be interpreted as belonging to Bona Dea, then the rest of 
the building from around the middle of the 1st century BC could perhaps be the private 
property described by Cicero. 
 
Surveying 
In 2024 the measuring survey was conducted by Luna C.L. Christiansen, Amanda Leighton 
Spatzek, Giampaolo Luglio and Niels Bargfeldt. As part of the exploration of the 
underground cisterns, wells and water systems in the building, a LIDAR survey was carried 
out in October with the help of local speleologists (Arco di Diana) (Fig. 23). The scan was 
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carried out by Giampaolo Luglio and these investigations have led to an entirely new 
understanding of the water supply and the collection of water for use in the buildings.    
 

 
 

Fig. 23 Plan showing the LIDAR scan of cisterns and water systems on the site. G. Luglio 2024. 
 

 
Processing the finds 
Work on the registration of finds was intensified in 2024. With the help of a student, the 
latest find boxes from 2023 were base registered together with the finds excavated in 2024. 
Numbering could be continued to a modest extent, but this is a prerequisite for the drawing of 
the ceramics and catalogue work to begin. During this year's campaign, some of the ceramics 
were drawn (Nikoline Sauer, Accademia di Danimarca, and Chiara Giulia Ferrari, Tor 
Vergata) so that actual cataloguing and processing can begin in 2025. 
 
Conference 
Related to the work in Villa Santa Caterina, we organized an international conference hosted 
by the Accademia di Danimarca 8 – 9 January 2025. The conference had participants of 
scholars from Italy, Denmark, Germany and the US.  
 
Funding 
The work in Villa Santa Caterina was in 2024 funded by the Ingeniør Kaptajn Aage Nielsens 
Familiefond, the conference by the Carlsberg Foundation. 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 
 


