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Augustus, the Aqua Augusta, and Water Politics
in Early Imperial Campania & Irpinia
Max Peers

The Aqua Augusta, also known as the Serino Aqueduct or the fons Augusteis, ran from springs
in the Appenine Mountains through to Misenum on the Bay of Naples, serving many other
major population centres on the way (Fig. 1). Research on this monumental piece of infrastructure,
however, has focused almost entirely on its impact on Campania. This paper demonstrates that,
in discussing water management projects in the Roman Empire, equal attention must be given
to all potentially affected environmental regions, and the projects must be contextualized within
their contemporary environmental politics and epistemologies.
The Aqua Augusta was almost certainly constructed under the newly crowned emperor
Augustus, probably relatively early in his reign. An inscription naming a curator Aquae Augustae
dates to 10 CE and serves as a conclusive terminus ante quem for the construction1. The aqueduct,
once functioning, both served to supply water to the imperial fleet at Misenum and also acted
as an imperial benefaction to the many cities on the bay of Naples. The Aqua Augusta reportedly
also delivered water to Nola, Acerrae, Atella, Neapolis, Puteoli, Cumae, and Baiae. It also may
have served Pompeii and several villas along the coast2. The sheer scale and labour involved in
the Aqua Augusta signal the importance Augustus placed on Campania.
Much work has been done on evaluating the capacity of the springs feeding the aqueduct and
the amount the aqueduct could have brought to the individual cities in the Bay of Naples. Two
main springs fed the Aqua Augusta, the Acquaro and Pelosi springs, as well as a third minor
spring, the Acquarello. The three springs combine for a mean rate of flow of approximately
34,500 – 121,000 m3/day3. The exact amount of daily discharge varies according to the season
and is also directly dependent on the yearly rainfall amounts. Even with the massive amounts
of water that the Aqua Augusta was bringing into Campania, it could not have fully supplied the
Camodeca 1997, 192.
Keenan-Jones 2010.
3
Fiorillo – Esposito 2006; Fiorillo et al. 2007; Keenan-Jones 2014, 243.
1
2
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Fig. 1 Path of the Aqua Augusta (yellow) through the Bay of Naples region, along with relevant cities and roads.
Black lines delineate watersheds within the region

many towns to which it was connected. A constitution dating to 399 CE describes strict penalties
for the private use of water from the Aqua Augusta, in an apparent attempt to preserve the flow
for public structures or imperial use4.
While the Aqua Augusta has recently been the focus of a number of articles, the discussion has
almost completely revolved around the impact that the aqueduct had on the Bay of Naples region5.
This new infrastructure would have reshaped the commercial and residential levels possible for the
region, and imperial presence in the area, especially under the Julio-Claudians, and further underscored the region’s special status. Numerous inscriptions dating to the imperial period mention
the position of curator Aquae Augustae and the importance holding it had for the leading families of
the region6. The importance of Campania and the positive influence that the Aqua Augusta had for
the Bay of Naples are clear and already researched. But what effects, positive or negative, did the
rerouting of water from the river basin in the Appenine Mountains have for the population there?
Cod. Theod. 15.2.8.
Keenan-Jones 2010; Keenan-Jones 2014; De Paula et al. 2016; Libertini et al. 2017; Filocamo et al. 2018; Lorenz et al. 2018; etc.
6
CIL 10, 3713; CIL 10, 1805; Sgobbo 1938; D’Arms 1975; Keenan-Jones 2010, 7–14.
4
5
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None of the towns supplied by the Aqua Augusta lay in the Sabato river basin, a tertiary tributary
of the Volturno river and the natural watershed of the three springs feeding the aqueduct (Fig. 1).
The continuous transfer of water from one watershed into another obviously could have had
dire consequences for the original source. The three springs feeding the aqueduct, the Acquaro,
Pelosi, and Acquarello, are by far the largest sources for the Sabato river. Even more than 20
kilometers downstream, the two main springs account for a combined 50 percent of the overall
river flow. Because of the lag between the spring’s flow cycle and seasonal rainfall patterns, the
springs would have been especially important for the river’s health. Today, the modern diversion
of the springs to the Bay of Naples often causes the river to run dry in the summer, and Duncan
Keenan-Jones has hypothesized that such a severe reduction in flow would have had drastic
consequences for the ecosystem of the Sabato river basin7.
But all of this is hypothetical reasoning based on flow amounts and the assumption that the
springs were being entirely diverted into the Bay of Naples plain. While this sort of reasoning is
important in a discussion of how the infrastructure would have changed dynamics in the larger
region of south-central Italy, it must be followed by a study of the archaeological data for the
affected regions, which has been hitherto lacking in scholarship on the subject.
The largest city within the Sabato River basin was Beneventum, located at the confluence of the
Sabato and Calore Irpina rivers. Under both the second Triumvirate and Augustus, two waves of
veterans were settled within the lands of the city, and further colonies were established in the territory under Nero and Septimius Severus8. Beneventum therefore was as prosperous during and
after the reign of Augustus and the construction of the Aqua Augusta, if not more so. However,
this could still be dismissed from an argument on the lack of effects of the Aqua Augusta due to
Beneventum’s distance from the springs in question and its location along a second major body
of water, the Calore Irpina.
While Beneventum was the largest city in the Sabato Basin, the ancient city of Abellinum (modern Avellino) lay further up the Sabato river basin in the Apennine Mountains, closer to the
springs, and may have been proportionally more affected. Inscriptions and termini indicate both

7
8

Keenan-Jones 2014, 244–245.
Liber Coloniarum 1, 231–232; Isayev 2013.
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Gracchan and Sullan period settlement of veterans and the centuriation of nearby land9. During
the Republican Period, baths, a basilica, lavish domus, and an amphitheater helped to create
the image of a wealthy city, and under Augustus, archaeological evidence indicates that the city
continued to flourish thanks to further economic and social development and an influx of new
people and business, a trend that continued into the Severan period10.
What should be striking is that the histories of Beneventum and Abellinum are not of cities
suddenly starved of water and falling into decline beginning with the reign of Augustus and the
construction of the Aqua Augusta. Under Augustus, new colonies were settled at Beneventum
and Abellinum, in addition to those created in the preceding century, further supported by the
remnants of land centuriation associated with influx of veterans and colonists. The situation
must therefore be re-evaluated as to how water was regulated and moved within the regions of
Irpinia and Campania. We know that the Aqua Augusta had been constructed, and that it was
capable of moving the entire volume of water from the springs at the mouth of the Sabato river,
but this seems not to have been the case. While Beneventum most likely lay far enough down
river to be affected either way by the Aqua Augusta, Abellinum relied entirely on the Sabato river
and the Acquaro and Pelosi Springs, so some tangible effect should be detectable.
Withdrawing from the specific archaeological evidence of the Bay of Naples and the Sabato
Basin, it is important to contextualize the issue within larger trends in water politics at the time
of Augustus. While shortages and surfeits of water were problems throughout Mediterranean
history, the Romans are particularly famous for their infrastructural undertakings to remedy
droughts and flooding. In Rome, the 45 years of Augustus’ rule saw a dramatic increase in flooding events on the Tiber, with eight floods recorded between 30 BCE and 15 CE, compared to 14
each in the 500 years before and after Augustus’ reign11. In an attempt to mitigate the level of
the floods and the associated damages, Tiberius, shortly after coming to power, established a
committee to oversee the problem.
Although the exact plan is not laid out in full, it seems to have revolved around diverting the lakes
and rivers upstream of Rome whose waters were contributing to the floods. The rivers in question

Isayev 2013, 17–19; Libertini et al. 2014.
Pescatori Colucci 1996.
11
Aldrete 2007, 241–247.
9

10
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included, but may not have been limited to, the Clanis, the Arno, the Nar, as well as Lake Velinus,
affecting an area not only the size of the Tiber river basin but also stretching into Tuscany.
By Tacitus’ account, it was not only the engineers of Rome, but also the communities upriver of
Rome on the Tiber who understood the implications of the project. Accordingly, delegates from
the potentially affected communities went to Rome to plead their case against the project. In
each of the arguments of the Florentines, the Interamnates, and the Reatines, the case is made
that damming or diverting their rivers would bring a surfeit of water to their cities and lands, even
while the amount might be lessened in Rome. However, it was not solely the physical changes
in the water system that were used as an argument against the damming and diversion of Tiber
tributaries. Tacitus also reports that the Reatines argued that diverting the natural course of the
rivers would counter nature’s intentions, negatively affect certain sacred groves, and deprive the
Tiber of its majesty12.
While the proposed measures were never carried out, it is not clear whether this was due to infrastructural problems or the successful pleas of affected communities. It does however highlight
the acute awareness of all sides to the potential problems large-scale water management plans
would have on different regions and the clashes that took place because of divergent interests.
The arguments of the affected communities also demonstrate the complex epistemologies of
nature and religion through which infrastructure projects had to navigate.
While literary sources are largely silent on the Aqua Augusta, one can imagine similar debates
taking place over the diversion of water from the Sabato Basin to the Bay of Naples. Augustus
clearly wished to bestow imperial patronage and resources on the communities in the Bay of
Naples, but Beneventum and its region were also not devoid of imperial benefaction. The continued success of Abellinum and Beneventum point to the fact that the Aqua Augusta did not
deprive the basin of all its water. Remains of a sluice gate found in the Roman constructions at
the aqueducts starting point at the springs indicates that the amount of water taken by the Aqua
Augusta could have been varied13. Until now, scholars have taken this as evidence that the flow
of the aqueduct could have been varied seasonally as water levels changed, but not that a significant portion of the water would have been left to flow naturally into the Sabato basin.
12
13

Tac. ann. 1, 79.
Keenan-Jones 2014, 245; Lettieri 1560, 399.
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In light of the continued success of colonies in that region, it is perhaps time to rethink the role
that the Aqua Augusta had for both the Sabato Basin and the Bay of Naples and the perceived
imbalance in imperial patronage in the two regions. While the importance that the cities on the
Bay had in the Imperial Period is undeniable, Augustus and his staff would have been aware of
the effects that the construction of such a massive aqueduct would have had on the communities traditionally fed from the springs. Other contemporary clashes over water management
strategies show the considerations taken by the emperor to ensure that communities were not
too adversely affected.
In studying such an important structure as the Aqua Augusta, equal attention should be paid to
the areas from which water was taken, not simply where the water was brought. These interpretations are not conclusive, however, and an environmental analysis of the Sabato river basin using
either stable isotope analysis of plant remains from archaeological contexts or coring of the Sabato riverbed to look at changes in sedimentation levels might give more precise evidence of the
environmental impact of Aqua Augusta in Abellinum and the Sabato river basin. Nevertheless,
while studies on Roman engineering and water management projects has a long and detailed
history, and environmental archaeology a slightly shorter one, attention must also be paid to the
epistemological frameworks in which such works were constructed and existed. I have argued
here that the interpretation of the environmental impact of the Aqua Augusta changes drastically
when viewed within the context larger issues of water politics during the reign of Augustus. In
this interpretation, all parties have a deeper understanding from the outset of probable impacts
of new infrastructure. This new understanding ought to temper claims for the possibly drastic
environmental changes for which other scholars argue.

Max Peers
Brown University
max_peers@brown.edu

Audioaufnahme des Beitrages
https://rs.cms.hu-berlin.de/augustus_immortalis/?r=1&k=a50ca2cd6c
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