PRAENESTE.





Location:


Praeneste, modern Palestrina, Latium. Theatre temple dedicated to Fortuna Primegenia. It was an enormous complex  constructed on a series of terraces, 5 in total, built up the slope of hill above the town centre, and consisting of two cultplaces, probably, originally, separated from each other: 1. A sacred well in which the socalled “sortes”, (wooden cultic tablets, which were kept in a box carved from a sacred olive tree) were supposed to have been found. The sacred well was also the seat of an oracle. This well was placed in front of an exedra and located on one of the 5 terraces, on the socalled terrace of the exedrae; and 2. A temple at the top crowning the entire complex, built on the spot where the sacred olive tree, mentioned above, groved, as well as a “theatre” built in front of the temple and a triple porticus opening up towards the valley and surrounding country below the hill. At some stade these two cultplaces obvious were incorporated into one large monumentalized architectural structure, the socalled theatre temple of Fortuna Primegenia..


The lowest level of the terraces from which the sanctuary raised was constructed in poligonal masonry and was as a matter of fact the foundation on which the entire complex rested. This was probably reached by two lateral staircases. From this terrace two ramps divided into two gangways, one covered, (probably for the worshippers), one open (perhaps for the animals destined for the sacrifices, no steps) led up to the next level, the socalled terrace with the exedrae. I.e. a colonade of doric order which opened up in two exedrae of ionic order (7 columns) symmetrically situated on each side of a central staircase. In front of the exedra  on the right side (approaching  the sanctuary from the town) are the remains of a  well (7.50 m. deep), probably the sacred well mentioned in the literary sources and a square base, probably a statue base. To judge from other architectural remains in this area it seems that this well was housed in a kind of “tempietto”  with  columns of a corinthian order. It seems that this well had an earlier building phase , i.e. indicating that this area also was a sacred spot in a period prior to the monumentalization of the santuary. The nearby square base was perhaps once decorated with a seated statue of large dimensions, (perhaps head of this statue in Museum, a woman’s head). In front of the left exedra (approaching the sanctuary from the town) are the remains of a circular altar.


This terrace to judge from its remains held an important and religious role in the sanctuary of Fortuna Primigenia.





The central staircase situated on the axis of the entire complex then led up to the next terrace composed of arcades decorated with semicolumns of corinthian order. This terrace probably only held some sort of a service function, perhaps of a commercial character.





From this terrace another staircase led up to the large open square of the triple porticus, the socalled “terrassa cortina”. From this level another staircase led up to the theatre temple which was raised above the porticus on six barrel vaults with semicolumns of ionic order.





Excavations:


The ruins of this entire complex was always a part of the “modern” town, and it was a place to which almost all the famous renaissance architects went on their grand educational tour. Among them were architects such as Fra Giocondo, Pirro Ligorio and Andrea Palladio. Many of their drawings have been preserved and are important for the study of the architectural layout of the building. It was however during the 1950’es that the complex was more profoundly studied, published and reconstructions of what it originally might have looked like, were made. The first one was made by F. Fasolo and G. Gullini and is the one, which today can be studied in the museum, the second was made by H. Kahler. In addition F. Coarelli’s investigations and suggestions to what the building complex originally looked like should be mentioned too. It is especially the higher part of the sanctuary, i.e. what the circular temple at the top looked like and if it could be seen above the porticus in summa cavea of the theatre, which has caused the problems.





Stade of preservation:


Part of temple as well as theatre preserved, but today incorporated in the later palace of the 16th century. The terrace arrangement underneath the theatre temple and the porticus area are all relatively well preserved.





THE THEATRE TEMPLE: THE SANCTUARY OF FORTUNA PRIMIGENIA, PRAENESTE, (modern Palestrina).





The Theatre:





The Auditorium:


The auditorium of a semicircular form (diam 59 m.) consisted of      rows of seats, and was  at the top crowned by a porticus in summa cavea with two rows of columns. The seating capacity of the auditorium was around 500 spectators. 





The Orchestra:


The orchestra was relative small. (Today  it is overbuilt by a well belonging to the period when  the 16th century palace was constructed on the top of the ruins).





The Stage Building:


There seems to have been no room for it, but perhaps some sort of wooden stage could be arranged, at least there are indications for such an arrangement in the literary sources, (Cicero Pro Plancio 26,23  - or perhaps the scenery / the background was the beauty of the landscape and the surrounding countryside for theatrical  or cultic performances, performed on the large open square of the triple porticus below and in front of the theatre. 





The Access:


Access to the theatre would have been made via the large centrally situated staircase, but probably also via two arched gateways from the courtyard of the large triple porticus, which via internal staircases would have brought the spectators up to the upper part of the auditorium and the porticus in summa cavea.





The Porticus Complex and its Temple:  ( temple, porticus, sacred grove, access).





The Temple:


A temple of a circular form was situated behind the porticus in summa cavea. However there was a gap between these two structures of approx. 2 m. and there might therefore have been a double ramp  with steps connecting to two rampe pensile which ran along the whole complexs. Such an arrangement seems to have been indicated in some renaissance drawings. (Fra Giocondo) Only the foundation for this temple has been preserved and there are still ongoing discussions about  its design, was it a a round building with a closed off façade and a cupola, like the Panthenon in Rome, as some literary soures from the middle Ages suggest, or was it  a round building with and  an open façade with columns and was it raised above the porticus in summa cavea of the theatre? If raised there might have been some curved staircases leading up to the temple itself. (renaiscance drawing by Fra Giocondo) 





The Porticus:


A triple porticus with Corinthian order was situated in front of the theatre and the temple and on a lower level. There might have been a sacred grove in the large open square of this porticus.





The Access:


Access to the sanctuary from the town was made via ramps and staircases as described above. Different and external exits, situated on each side of the temple, might, however, have taken the worshippers down to a lower level than the principal staircase, in order to avoid clashes between the ones going up and the others coming down, i.e. a kind of one way system.





Date:


End of 2nd century according to Coarelli, 1st century according to Kahler, (could Sulla have been the builder).
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……….





The Importance for the theatre of Pompey project. ( Inspiration: built before, contemporary with, after the construction of the theatre of Pompey).





Theatre temple and built before the theatre of Pompey in Rome. The layout of complex different from some of the other theatre temple complexes, triple porticus etc behind and in front of theatre, also sacred grove,  not surrounding the temple area as seen in Gabii and Tivoli and Pietrabbondante. In Praeneste , unlike Rome, no stage building is braking the unity of courtyard / porticus + exedra ,the “theatre” only part of a much bigger complex.  ------Could Sulla have built Praeneste, after having conquered the town. Pompey inspired by him, architecture of Propaganda. This all depends of how we date Praeneste.
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