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Introduction

Vatican City, the world’s smallest independent state, is renowned first and foremost
for its religious and historical prominence. Occupying just 44 hectares within the heart
of Rome, the Vatican is an enclave encapsulating immense spiritual heritage,
centuries of artistic treasures, and a unique microcosm of urban ecology. While many
visitors and scholars focus on its architecture, art, and religious significance, few are
aware of another of its treasures—the rich diversity of plant life thriving within its
walls, especially in the expansive Vatican Gardens.

The Vatican Gardens cover about half of the city-state, providing a lush refuge not just
for visitors, clergy, and staff, but also for a remarkable assortment of plant species.
While the gardens are known for stunning displays of ornamentals and exotic
botanicals collected from all over the world, amid the cypresses, palms, and carefully
clipped hedges exists an additional layer of ecological and cultural importance: the
native flora of the Vatican. These are the species indigenous to the Mediterranean
basin and specifically the Lazio region, whose quiet persistence within this storied
enclave illustrates both their adaptability and historical significance.

The survival and maintenance of native plants in Vatican City have never happened by
accident. From their earliest inception in the late thirteenth century under Pope
Nicholas Ill to subsequent expansions and redesigns by popes and master gardeners
of the Renaissance and Baroque eras, Vatican Gardens have continually balanced the
allure of the exotic with the enduring character of local species. Trees such as the
Mediterranean cypress, holm oak, and olive, and shrubs such as myrtle and boxwood,
have been chosen as much for their ecological suitability as for their symbolism and
beauty. Even elements like the “Pope’s orchard,” with its conservation of rare Italian
fruit and nut trees, reveal a thoughtful blending of heritage, biodiversity, and
stewardship.

Today, examining the native plants of Vatican City means exploring beyond the formal
parterres and grand avenues to investigate subtle ecological stories. Native herbs
quietly flourish in shady corners, spontaneous wildflowers appear in less-manicured
nooks, and centuries-old mosses cloak the shaded stones of fountains and walls. The
diverse bryophyte flora documented in the Vatican Gardens has even added new
records to Italian botany, showing how rich biodiversity can persist even within this
urbanized environment.

Yet, this carefully maintained harmony faces ongoing challenges. Urban pressures, air

pollution, and the changing climate continuously threaten the delicate balance
between native and introduced species within the Vatican’s walls. Nevertheless, the
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Vatican’s gardeners—working with botanists and conservationists—have committed
themselves to using eco-friendly methods, promoting plant diversity, and maintaining
gene banks for endangered Italian cultivars.

Ultimately, the story of native plants in Vatican City is one of resilience, adaptation,
and hope. It is a testament to the importance of conserving native species even in the
most unexpected places, demonstrating that every green enclave—no matter how
urban, historical, or small—can play a crucial role in preserving natural heritage. This
guide explores the multifaceted legacy of native plants in Vatican City, offering
insights into their history, cultural roles, ecological relationships, and the future of
urban biodiversity within this extraordinary microstate.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Enclave in Rome: Vatican City’s
Geographic Setting

Imagine stepping from the vibrant, often chaotic energy of Rome into a space apart, a
distinct territory with its own rules, atmosphere, and even, as we will explore, its own
surprising ecological nuances. This is the experience of entering Vatican City, the
world's smallest independent state, yet one that holds an outsized place in global
consciousness. Its unique status is intrinsically tied to its geographical reality: it is an
enclave, a sovereign entity entirely surrounded by the city of Rome. This physical
definition is the crucial starting point for understanding everything within its borders,
including the quiet perseverance of its native plant life.

Situated squarely within the urban fabric of Rome, Vatican City occupies a specific
patch of land on the west bank of the Tiber River. While Rome sprawls across its
historic seven hills and beyond, the Vatican is anchored to just one: the Vatican Hill, or
Mons Vaticanus in Latin. This hill isn't one of the famous seven that defined ancient
Rome, lying as it does on the opposing bank of the Tiber, but it has a history
stretching back long before the domes and basilicas that now crown it. The very name
"Vatican" is thought to derive from an ancient Etruscan settlement or territory in the
area, suggesting a human connection to this specific piece of land stretching back
millennia before it became the heart of the Catholic world.

The dimensions of this sovereign territory are almost laughably small when compared
to other nations. Spanning approximately 44 hectares, Vatican City is less than half a
square kilometer in area. To put that into perspective, it's smaller than many urban
parks in major cities around the world. The compact nature of the state means that
every square meter is precious and utilized, a factor that profoundly influences where
and how nature, particularly native flora, manages to persist. It is a place where grand
human endeavors in architecture and art exist cheek by jowl with small, often
overlooked pockets of green space.

The terrain of Vatican City is fundamentally shaped by Vatican Hill. While not a
towering peak by any means, it is a distinct elevation rising from the surrounding
Roman plain. The elevation within the state ranges from a low point of around 19
meters to a high point of about 75 meters above sea level. This gentle undulation
provides subtle variations in microhabitats, influencing drainage, sun exposure, and
shelter, all of which play a role in determining which plant species can thrive in
different areas within the walls. The hill's presence is a quiet geographical constant
beneath the layers of history and construction.
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The physical boundaries of Vatican City are, for the most part, quite clearly defined by
imposing medieval and Renaissance walls. These walls, built over centuries, not only
served defensive purposes historically but now clearly demarcate the territory of the
sovereign state from that of Italy. Walking along the perimeter, one is acutely aware of
the transition from the streets of Rome to the enclosed world within. However, the
boundary is not entirely walled. The magnificent embrace of St. Peter's Square, with
Bernini's colonnades, creates a grand, open entrance on the southeast side, where a
white line on the ground marks the border with Italy, allowing relatively free
movement for visitors.

The underlying geology of Vatican Hill is part of the broader geological story of the
Rome region. The hills on the west bank of the Tiber, including the Vatican and
Janiculum hills, are composed of ancient marine mudstones and sandstones, evidence
that this area was once submerged beneath the sea millions of years ago. Volcanic
activity in the wider Lazio region also deposited ash and other materials that
contributed to the local topography and soil composition over vast stretches of time.
While much of the surface is now covered by buildings, pavement, and imported soil
for the gardens, this ancient geological foundation still subtly influences drainage and
the type of substrate available to deep-rooted plants where natural ground is
accessible. Pliocene shales from the Monte Vaticano Formation in the area have
historically been quarried for building materials.

Being an urban enclave presents inherent geographical challenges and opportunities.
The limited total area means that space is at a premium. Development is dense, with
iconic buildings, palaces, museums, and administrative structures occupying a
significant portion of the land. This intense urbanization might seem to leave little
room for nature, but approximately half of the Vatican's territory is dedicated to the
Vatican Gardens. While highly cultivated, these gardens provide a vital green lung and
the primary habitat for the diverse flora found within the state's borders, including
native species. The contrast between the built environment and these expansive
green spaces is a defining geographical characteristic.

The visual impact of this geographic setting is striking. From elevated points within the
Vatican Gardens, one can see over the walls to the sprawling city of Rome that
encircles it, a constant reminder of the enclave's unique position. Conversely, views
from certain vantage points in Rome offer glimpses of the Vatican's distinctive skyline,
dominated by the dome of St. Peter's Basilica, rising from its historical hill. This visual
interplay underscores the geographical reality of a small, self-contained state nestled
within a much larger metropolis.

The confined nature of the territory also means that the interface between the human-

made environment and natural elements is very close. Walls, buildings, and paved
areas create numerous microhabitats - shaded corners, cracks in stone, areas around
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fountains - that, perhaps unexpectedly, can support a variety of plant life, including
species native to the region that have adapted to these urban conditions. The very
fabric of the city, with its ancient stones and varied surfaces, becomes a part of the
botanical landscape.

Ultimately, the geographical setting of Vatican City - its small size, its location as an
enclave on Vatican Hill, surrounded by the vast urban expanse of Rome, and defined
by its historical walls and green spaces - is not merely a backdrop. It is an active
participant in the story of its native plants. This unique physical context dictates the
conditions under which flora can survive and thrive, shaping the ecological possibilities
within this extraordinary microstate and providing the foundation for the botanical
exploration that follows.
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