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ENTERTAINMENT
IN ANCIENT ROME
architecture

The Romans took from the Greeks the three orders of architecture, Doric, Ionic,
and Corinthian, based on the different forms of the column and the capital which
Its basis
surmounted it, and added a hybrid of their own, known as Composite.
was pozzolana, a chocolate-coloured volcanic earth originally found near the Greek
settlement of Puteoli, and subsequently discovered in vast quantities around Rome.
Pozzolana was used to make mortar and also, when mixed with lime and strengthening materials such as chips of rock and broken brick, concrete. Judicious use of
bricks and concrete together enabled massive, permanent structures to be built.
Once concrete had taken the place of rubble as the filling of a wall, it was possible
With
to use irregularly shaped stones as facing, with courses of brick to bind it.
opus reticulatum square-based pyramids of stone were inserted with the heads facing
inwards. A further development was opus testaceum, in which triangular baked bricks
were used. [...]
The main block of the Baths of Caracalla to the south-east of the city, which
could accommodate 1,600 bathers at a time, was 216 by 112 metres. Roman architects were less concerned with external appearances than with the creation of inner
space, which the dome, where it was employed, enhanced.
In their construction of public baths as luxury, cultural, leisure and sports centres,
the Romans combined their passion for opulence with their flair for hydraulics.
For their theatres, the Romans followed the Greek plan of tiers of seats in a semicircle facing the stage, but whereas the Greeks tended to take advantage of natural
slopes on which to erect the seats, Roman theatres were usually built on level ground.
The whole theatre could be covered by the velarium, a great canvas roof hung on
masts to protect the audience from the sun.

MIND THE GAP

[Adapted from http://www.the-romans.co.uk]

!Reading [***]
Content awareness

1. The following six sentences have been removed from the above text. Read the passage and insert them in the
correct box .
a. This was known as opus incertum.
b. The first stone theatre in Rome was opened in 55 BC.
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c. The public entered and left the auditorium through openings known as vomitoria, according to where their
seats were.
d. The remains of Roman buildings are a guide to the enormous areas which some of them covered.
e. That they could indulge their architectural ambitions was due to the indubitably Roman invention of concrete.
f. The Baths of Diocletian, completed in about AD 305, could accommodate twice as many.

!Vocabulary [**]
Practicing language skills

2. Match each word from the text with its Italian equivalent by filling in the boxes with the corresponding letters.
1. Dome

a. Macerie

2. Flair

b. Calce

3. Mortar

c. Declivio

4. Strengthen

d. Imponente

5. Rubble

e. Cupola

6. Massive

f. Ordine

7. Inner

g. Talento

8. Tier

h. Rinforzare

9. Slope

i. Interno

. The

temple of chariot races



Reading aloud

Circus Maximus was Rome’s first and largest circus (track for chariot races). It
was 620 meters long and was built in the valley between the Palatine and Aventine
hills. Here, according to tradition, Romulus staged the first horse races. The event
was a ruse to enable the men of his new village to kidnap the young women of the
neighbouring Sabines (“the Rape of the Sabine Women”). For centuries, the circus
was constructed of wood. The first stone version was built in the 2nd century BC. It
was rebuilt and modified many times. By the high Empire, the racetrack could hold
an estimated 150,000 spectators. The median strip was decorated with many monuments, including a fountain with seven bronze dolphins, seven enormous eggs used to
indicate how many laps had been completed, and two Egyptian obelisks. There were
turning-posts (metae) at each end. Set within the seating on the southern side was
the Temple of the Sun and Moon. At the western end of the circus were the twelve
starting gates; the eastern end featured an arch celebrating the triumph over Judaea
by Vespasian and Titus.
[http://www.romereborn.virginia.edu]
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Reconstruction of
Circus Maximus,
Rome, 1st century BC

!Reading & Writing [**]
Content awareness

1. Read the text once, then take notes on what you can remember. Compare your notes with a partner.

!Vocabulary [**]
Content awareness

2. Guess the meaning of the following words from the context.
a. Ruse: ..................................................................................................................................................................................
b. To enable: ..........................................................................................................................................................................
c. To kidnap: ..........................................................................................................................................................................
d. Racetrack: ..........................................................................................................................................................................
e. Lap: ....................................................................................................................................................................................

.A

fondness for blood



Reading aloud

One of the most ............................... of all Roman entertainment structures, the
Colosseum, was originally designed for the staging of lavish ...............................,
especially battles between animals and gladiators. It involved the contribution of three
..............................., Vespasian, Titus and Domitian, and it could hold fifty thousand
Romans.

MIND THE GAP
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Concrete arches, walls and vaults, covered
with ............................... or decorative plaster,
made up several kilometres of passageways.
The arch and the ............................... were fundamental components of monumental Roman
architecture. The arch is a curved architectural
element used to span an opening. The vault is
an arched roof or covering made of brick, stone
and ................................
The ............................... wall of the Colosseum
is as high as a modern sixteen-storey building.
This wall encircled completely the structure and
supported poles from which a velarium could be
stretched to protect spectators from sun or rain.
The wall is divided into four ...............................
bands with large, arched openings piercing the
lower three. The ............................... are framed in the standard Roman sequence for
multi-storeyed buildings: Doric, Ionic, Corinthian columns, from the ground up.
Statues filled the arched niches around the outside and a heavy ...............................
floor covered layers of cells below in which gladiators and animals were held. An
amazing system of winches and lifting devices brought the beasts into the arenas. In
addition, the arena could be flooded and used as a lake for mock naval battles.

Flavian Amphiteatre,
known as the
Colosseum, Rome,
72-76 AD

[Adapted from http://www.historylearningsite.co.uk]

!Listening [**]
Practicing language skills

1. Listen and complete it with the words from the list.
marble • impressive • vault • spectacles • wooden • horizontal • emperors • concrete • exterior • arches

!Research & Speaking [**]
Making connections

2. Search the web for information about the Theatre of Marcellus and the Arena of Verona. Discuss differences
and similarities with the rest of the class.

!Vocabulary [*]
Art language build-up

3. Label the architectural elements of the Colosseum on the next page correctly using the words given below.
1. arch • 2. vault • 3. column • 4. arena • 5. passageway • 6. niche • 7. Corinthian capital
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Reconstruction by D. Spedaliere

. Exercising

and socializing



Reading aloud

After the Baths of Trajan were built on the Esquiline c. AD 110, more than a hundred years passed before the next of the giant imperial baths was built. These, the
Baths of Caracalla (called the Thermae Antoniniani in antiquity), contain the most
impressive ruins of an ancient bath in Rome, with the possible exception of the central
hall of the Baths of Diocletian, which was remodelled into the church of Santa Maria
degli Angeli by Michelangelo and subsequent architects. Whereas this remodelling
gives some impression of the finished splendour of the imperial baths that Caracalla’s
brick – stripped of its coloured stone, stucco, and art – is ill-suited to convey, the ruins
of Caracalla preserve a sense of the total space and the relation of the many various
parts of an imperial bath, in addition to the substantial [...] subterranean remains of
service corridors among the complex plumbing and heating installations.
The Baths of Caracalla were built on a large man-made terrace that extended from
the Little Aventine towards the Caelian Hill. The main approach was on the Via Appia,
paralleled as it neared the baths by a beautiful new avenue, the Via Nova, which may
have formed more of a plaza than a street, bounded on one side by the perimeter walls
of the bath. Brick stamps show that the huge central complex, containing the openair swimming pool, the vaulted hall, and the rounded, towering hot-room, was built
between AD 212 and 216. The perimeter walls may be the porticoes referred to by
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the sources and attributed to Elagabalus and Alexander Severus, but these walls were
rebuilt under Aurelian and cannot provide original dating by means of brick stamps.
Public bathing was an integral part of a day of most who lived in ancient Rome.
[...] Seneca’s description of the sounds emanating from a Roman bath house is justly
famous, and reminds us (since his lodging was directly above this bath) that there were
hundreds of smaller or larger, spartan or lavish, private baths scattered throughout
Rome and incorporated into other structures. A passage by Martial humanizes the factors determining which of Rome’s many baths to attend, as the short epitaph humanizes the consequences of attendance for one Fortunatus. Finally, there is the curious
inscription by a man named Ursus, the greatest player but one of the “glass ball game”
that he performed in front of crowds in all of Rome’s grandest baths of the day. Ball
playing was a common sport in the baths, but either the version with glass balls was
a higher-stakes specialty dramatized by this mock-heroic inscription, or possibly an
allegory, as some have argued, for the fragile game of imperial politics.
[Adapted from Peter Aicher, Rome Alive: A Source Guide to the Ancient City,
vol. 1, Bolchazy-Carducci Publishers, Mundelein (IL) 2004, p. 130]

!Reading [*]

Interpreting secondary sources

1. Find evidence in the text for the following statements and highlight them.
a. The Baths of Caracalla were erected more than a century after the Baths of Trajan.
b. The ruins of the Baths of Caracalla represent the largest baths in Rome.
c. Visitors gained access to the baths from the Via Appia.

Baths of Caracalla,
Rome, 212-217 AD
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d. The surrounding walls might have been built under Elagabalus and Alexander Severus, though there is no historical evidence for this.
e. The inscription bearing the name “Ursus” refers to a popular ball-game player.
f. Visitors could play sports inside the baths complex.

!Vocabulary [**]
Using dictionaries

2. Use your monolingual dictionary to find the meaning of these words from the above text.
a. Stripped: ............................................................................................................................................................................
b. Convey: ..............................................................................................................................................................................
c. Stamp: ................................................................................................................................................................................
d. Bounded: ...........................................................................................................................................................................
e. Towering: ..........................................................................................................................................................................
f. Lavish: ................................................................................................................................................................................
g. Scattered: ..........................................................................................................................................................................

!Writing & Speaking [***]
Comparing and contrasting

3. Refer to the above extracts on Roman amphitheatres and baths and match the words in the cylinder with

one or both buildings by filling in the boxes with the corresponding letters (a/b). Then discuss your results
with a classmate.

a. Colosseum
b. Baths of Caracalla
stone
porticoes
brick
terrace
wood
vaults
service corridors
velarium

cells
concrete

passageways

