
174   : Series   : Italian Architecture

Just Another Genius Loci: notes for a theory of landscape architecture

Text: Alessandro Camiz

“nullus enim locus sine genio, 

qui per anguem plerumqueostenditur”

(Maurus Honoratus Servius,Commentarii in Vergilii Aeneidos libros, V, 85)

After the publication of Norberg-Schulz’s book on Genius Loci in 1979 

(Christian Norberg-Schulz, Genius loci: towards a phenomenology of 

architecture, Rizzoli, New York 1979).,the term Genius Loci became the logo 

of an anti-modern intellectual rebellion in search of deep meaning within the 

meanders of architecture and landscape, it became akin to a dragon banner 

raised in the crusade against the loss of memory generated by the modern 

movement. Such an interpretation, still deeply rooted within the generation 

of architects that graduated in those years, is nevertheless absolutely 

reductive, not only of the phenomenological message that Norberg-Schultz 

meant in those years, but above all has nothing to do with the genius loci, 

as intended in Roman times. This short paper, moves from a research 

project that we drafted collectively in 2013, when I was a post-doc 

researcher at Sapienza University in Rome, together with KyungAh Hyun, 

Donatella Scatena, Sergio Camiz, Simona Messina and Pierpaolo 

Cannistraci, within the PhD in Landscape, Sapienza University of Rome, at 

that time directed by Achille Ippolito. We wanted to establish a research 

team dedicated to the genius loci, and in a time when each one of us was 

busy in other appointments, as an outcome we produced only a few 

meetings, and two abstracts of papers written by me, and KyungAh Hyun. 

I must sincerely thank her for resuscitating this project, five years later, as it 

gave me the opportunity to go back to my first idea of highlighting a 

completely different viewpoint on the notion of genius loci, trying to 

understand what the Romans really meant with these terms, using a 

rigorous historical approach. We are here digging back into the history of 

some 20 centuries ago, with the aim of unearthing some precious materials 

that could indeed be useful for the construction of a new building. Since we 

do not intend modernity as the tabula rasa of the inherited tradition, but as a 

new, and therefore different interpretation of that inherited tradition, we 

would like that building to assume the semblance of a contemporary 

landscape theory deeply rooted in history.  

The term genius loci occurs in hundreds of lapidary texts, a source that we 

could use to decrypt its secret meaning. Only within RIB, Roman Inscriptions 

of Britain(See the digitized version of R. G. Collingwood and R. P. Wright, The 

Roman Inscriptions of Britain I: Inscriptions on Stone, Clarendon Press, 

Oxford 1965; https://romaninscriptionsofbritain.org.), the term genius loci 

occurs 25 times; they are all dedicatory inscriptions on stone, found in 

different sites scattered across Roman Britain. Now, even though we used 

the keyword genius loci for the research, none of the inscriptions do really 

bare that term, they all show instead genio loci. Does this make any 

meaningful difference? 
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1.  A Roman stone inscription in the countryside near Castel Madama, Rome ( A. Camiz, 2012).

2.  Arches of the southern branch of the Anio Novus Roman aqueduct near Castel Madama, Rome ( A. Camiz, 2010).

3.  Vestals pour into the Aniene river next to the Vesta’s Temple, Acropolis of Tivoli, Rome ( A. Camiz, 2009).

4. View of the Tabularium and Senatorial Palace from the Roman Republican forum, Rome ( A. Camiz, 2010).

5. Nature and architecture inside the Roman theatre of Urbs Salvia, Macerata ( A. Camiz, 2007).

6. Architecture in the landscape, Queen’s villa at Sorrento ( A. Camiz, 2010).

7. Military architecture and nature, Forte Marghera, Mestre, Venezia ( A. Camiz, 2011).
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8.  The spirit of the woods, Mount Faito forest, Castellammare di Stabia, 

Naples ( A. Camiz, 2010).

9.  The light from above at Goleto Abbey, Sant’Angelo dei Lombardi, 

Avellino ( A. Camiz, 2013).

10.  The fountain of the “Museum of the city and of the territory” 

founded by Enrico Guidoni, Vetralla, Viterbo ( A. Camiz, 2011).
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Genius, as an indicative form, denotes the subject, genio instead as dative 

form, denotes the recipient of a dedication. Even the opening quote of this 

paper, mentions the form genio loci, rather than the genius loci one. 

Therefore, we should note that there was no genius loci in the Latin times, 

but rather a genio loci. Now, going back to the purpose of the construction of 

a new theory, this idea helps us to reconsider the genio loci not as or 

phantasmatic subject wandering in the mists of the Scandinavian landscape, 

but rather the object of a dedicatory religious practice within the Latin 

territory, so to be remembered by a stone inscription. We found 229 

epigraphic genio loci attestations within the EDCS database(M. Clauss, A.

Kolb, W. A. Slaby, B. Woitas, Epigraphik-Datenbank EDCS, Catholic University 

Eichstätt-Ingolstadt, http://db.edcs.eu/epigr/.): here the term occurs 

mostlynexttothenameofotherdivinities: such as Deo Robori, Iovi Optimo 

Maximo et Marti Cnabetio, Deo Herculi, Numini Caereris, Minervae Sanctae, 

Iovi Optimo Maximo, Serapi Caelesti Fortunae. It seems that the genio loci 

was a secondary religious subject to whom dedicate a place, after the 

invocation of the official hegemonic deities. Let us once again come back to 

our contemporary times and think of the dedication of a place to an 

alternative divinity. Imagine if nowadays we wrote “today we dedicate this 

new park to Jesus Christ, to the Virgin Mary and to the spirit of the place, 

signed by the inhabitants”. Such an idea seems to be heretic and indeed 

extremely dangerous. Finally, we will notice, that the wide majority of the 

lapidary occurrences of the term genio loci, come from the different provinces 

of the empire, whereas we could find only few in Italy, even though the ECDS 

database covers thoroughly the peninsula. As if the matter of the genio loci 

did not belong originally to the Latin culture, but was somehow imported 

during the expansion of the Roman territory, as always happened to a culture 

incorporating all the practices of the annexed territories. Let us now sum up 

these few considerations; we should consider the genio loci, rather than the 

genius loci, as the recipient of a very common dedicatory practice of the 

place, not only to an official hegemonic deity, but also to a secondary one. 

Also, it does not seem to be an original Roman idea but rather a provincial 

one, later accepted within the Roman culture. We gathered from the past 

some fragmentary notions that could be useful for the construction of our 

theory. Given the limited space accorded for this paper, this intends to be the 

first of a series of contributions on the same subject.
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