East Of The Corso

Fontana di Trevi
Aside from the Colosseum, there is no more universally recognizable icon for the
city of Rome than “Fontana di Trevi”—the Fountain of Trevi. Immortalized and
romanticized for all time in the 1954 film, “Three Coins in the Fountain,” in which
three American business women toss a coin over their shoulders into the pale green
waters of the fountain’s basin and wish for love and happiness, the Fountain of Trevi
is probably—with the exception of the aforementioned Colosseum—the most visited
monument in all of Rome. And the tradition of the coin toss with the right hand over
the left shoulder to the genius of the fountain, which legend has it supposedly guarantees one’s return to Rome, is still a must for all tourists. That being the case, I decided
to make the obligatory pilgrimage upon my first visit to Rome in July 1996.
Once again, I traveled down the Corso from Piazza Venezia as I had done upon
my visit to the Spanish Steps, this time turning right at the Via della Muratte in the
“Rione di Trevi” (the Trevi district) that leads to the piazza where the famous fountain is situated. The district received its name from “tre vie”—three streets including
the Via della Muratte, the Via dei Crociferi, which runs parallel to the Muratte, and
the Via Stamperia, which intersects the Muratte at the fountain in Piazza di Trevi.
With each step I took along the narrow Muratte, I could hear the roar of rushing
water grow louder and louder, until it sounded as if Niagra Falls awaited me just
around the corner ahead on my left. There, unexpectedly bursting into view within an
improbable man-made glen of stone containing hundreds of waterfalls and caverns,
stood the immense fountain rising eighty-five feet high and sixty-five feet wide from
a valley below street level—“somewhere in the heart of Rome,” as the popular song
from the film attests. The rectangular collecting basin itself with its rounded edges is
big enough to suffice as a public pool, and did indeed serve such a purpose for Marcello Mastroianni and Anita Ekberg in Fellini’s 1961 film, “La Dolce Vita.” While
there are other fountains in Rome more charming, more fascinating, and even more
original, there are none more grand or theatrical than Fontana di Trevi.
It was in 1629 that Pope Urban VIII asked Bernini to renovate the small, simple
fountain that Pope Nicholas V had placed in the tiny, nearby Piazza dei Crociferi in
1453, just to the west of Piazza di Trevi. Bernini, as was to be expected, drafted some
rather grandiose designs that for one reason or another never came to fruition—with
the one exception of his insistance on reorienting the fountain to its present location
on the north side of the piazza, utilizing the two story Renaissance Palazzo Conti,
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which presently houses the water works and recycling pipes, as a backdrop. However,
Bernini was soon to be preoccupied with the Fountain of the Four Rivers in Piazza
Navona when Innocent X succeeded Urban as pope.
As a result, the project in Trevi never really got off the ground until 1732, when
Pope Clement XII Corsini (1730–1740), after an open competition, selected Niccola Salvi’s design. Salvi had in fact been a Bernini disciple, and there’s much of the
legendery maestro’s Baroque inspiration and imagination present in the great stage
set that is Fontana di Trevi. Though Salvi would not live to see his audacious fantasy
brought to completion, succumbing in 1751 to pneumonia as a result of long hours
working in the damp and chilly conditions of the underground aquaduct, his vision
was nonetheless faithfully carried through and realized by Giuseppe Panini. Pope
Benedict XIV Lambertini (1740–1758) officially opened the still incomplete fountain in 1744, despite the bold inscription on the entablature above the central arch
containing the statue of Neptune that states it was “perfecit” (completed) during his
reign; it was in fact completed in 1762 during the pontificate of Clement XIII Rezzonico (1758–1769).
Stepping down a small flight of stairs from street level, I felt as if I had indeed
entered a theatre in the round. I took a “seat” in the “gallery” wall that encloses the
fountain’s basin and railing just a few feet away. There, high up commanding center
stage from his oyster shell chariot was Pietro Bracci’s “Neptune,” standing erect and
slightly leaning backward on his right leg as if on water skiis, triumphantly reining his
plunging steeds while their attending tritons blast their horns in the surf before him;
Neptune is appropriately placed within the palazzo’s apse-like central niche for dramatic effect. Sitting there with my back to the street above, I was completely taken in
by the “show” before me and had lost all awareness of ambient noise. It was drowned
out by the thundering cascades of continually breaking waves, no doubt as Salvi—and
Bernini, I imagine—had intended.
In the niches at the left and right of Neptune stand, respectively, Filippo Della
Valle’s “Copia” (Abundance) and “Salubritate” (Health), reminiscent of Bernini’s
“Charity” and “Justice” for the tomb of Pope Urban VIII in St. Peter’s. Likewise, I
also could not help but notice the Berninian matrix for Neptune’s steeds and tritons,
which call to mind their respective counterparts in the Fountain of the Four Rivers
and Fountain of the Moor in Piazza Navona. While one horse is agitated on Neptune’s right, the other to his left remains calm—a reference, undoubtedly, to the dual
nature of the sea. Above the niches that contain “Abundance” and “Health” are bas-
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reliefs that depict the history of the Acqua Vergine, discovered fourteen miles away
in 19 BC by Roman technicians, through the divination of a virgin. It supplies the
fountain with its famous waters—the most prized for drinking in all of Rome.

Trevi Fountain. © Eishier. Image from BigStockPhoto.com.

The Palazzo Conti, which serves to frame the entire production, was the one-time
Roman residence of the Duke of Poli’s son, the Conti pope, Innocent XIII, who was
so instrumental in the construction of the near-by Spanish Steps. Its two main stories
are linked by a gigantic order of Corinthian pilasters, ten in all, which in turn act as
borders for the “Abundance” and “Health” niches. The waters of the fountain are
filtered and recycled behind the richly decorative façade, except during the monthly
cleaning when the fountain is drained and re-filled with fresh water. High above and
central to the entire building, rising above the rooftop, is a balcony with a Renaissance-style balustrade. Perched above the center of the balustrade, literally crowning
the entire façade, is the family escutcheon of Pope Clement XII, framed by two angels, surmounted by the papal tiara and crossed keys. An inscription in the center of
the balcony below the balustrade reads:
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CLEMENS XII . PONT. MAX.
AQVAM VIRGINEM
COPIA ET SALUBRITATE COMMENDATUM
CULTU MAGNIFICO ORNAVIT
ANNO DOMINI MDCCXXXV. PONTIF. VI
(Clement XII, the Supreme Pontiff
has ornamented with great care the Virgin Water
with these decorous personifications of Abundance and Health
in the year of our Lord 1735 during the sixth year of his pontificate.)

No other monument or shrine in all of Rome can boast the names of three Popes
emblazoned across its façade.
As I sat there, I enjoyed the other spectacle of the smiling toursists, positioning
themselves in front of the basin’s railing, coin in right hand, ready to have their photo
snapped at the moment of the coin toss—proof-positive that they had at least visited
Rome once in their lifetime, in the event the god of the fountain refused to grant a
return visit for lack of an appropriate donation. I decided I’d wait to make my offering
to the aquatic deity on a return visit, late at night, with fewer crowds milling about.
I chose to return on a moonlit night, about half past midnight. Though the piazza
was by no means empty, there were indeed far fewer tourists than in the afternoon.
The moonlight dappled the water and the statuary with its quicksilver glow, despite
the soft golden vibrations emanating from the fountain’s submerged floodlights. As
in Piazza della Rotonda, the rippling of the light on the figures in the fountain made
them pulsate with life, and it really appeared as if Neptune was floating high above,
while his steeds plunged forward through the agitated surf. With just a few people
snapping photos, I felt it was time to make my votive offering, and approached the
basin’s railing. As I scrupulously enacted the ritual, the roar of the fountain was deafening behind me, and I suddenly felt a cooling wind-blown spray at the back of my
neck. I turned around, startled, and looked up at Neptune, who seemed to be nodding that my wish would be granted; I had received my proper baptism. I smiled, and
said “Grazie Lei, signore.” After many summer sojourns in Rome, I can personally
attest that the legend of Fontana di Trevi is true.
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