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The Romans did not construct a permanent theater until Pompey sponsored one in 55 b.c.e. Instead, as the Roman architect, engineer, and writer Vitruvius (last half of first century b.c.e.) described, the Romans built temporary wooden structures as performance spaces, and continued to do so even after the advent of permanent theaters. There may
have been several political reasons for this. Conservatives argued that theater promoted immoral behavior and fought to prevent the building of permanent structures. As class divisions and personal sponsorship of occasions for performance arose, such as the annual Ludi Romani ("Roman Games"), circuses and other spectacles, and funeral
celebrations for the wealthy and notable, the building of provisional theater spaces allowed for luxury seating and elaborate decorative elements. There was also a fear of seditious behavior, again due to the growing divide between the aristocracy and the plebs or common people, and permanent theaters provided a made-to-order space for public
assemblies and mass communication. As needed for festivals and other celebrations, theaters could be erected in public spaces like the Forum, the Campus Martius, or the Circus. These wooden edifices affected the development of the Roman theater as much as the theatrical influences of the Greeks, Etruscans, and early Roman displays and rituals.
The ephemeral nature of these wooden theaters allowed the Romans to modify the buildings as needed rather than blindly follow the Greek and Hellenistic models, resulting in a performance space that diverged in distinct ways from its Greek predecessors. Theaters in Magna Graecia and on Sicily seem to have followed models from Greece, as might
be expected: built into a hillside for ready-made tiered seating, for the most part with a raised stage, an orchestra dividing the acting platform from the spectators, and side entrances. There were also the phlyax stages depicted on painted vases—elevated and covered platforms with scenery and accouterments added as needed for individual plays. No
remains of the temporary wooden theaters survive, but based on the stage directions implicit in the comedies of Plautus and Terence as well as Pompeian wall paintings and references to the stage in other works, modern scholars can postulate what these Roman performance spaces might have looked like. There was a raised stage with a roofed
structure at the rear and usually a public byway running in the front of the stage building. No space for a chorus was necessary. This building could be adapted to suit specific plays, with an altar in front to serve as a temple, or rocks in front of a cave, or a separation between two citizens' homes. The stage building probably had at least three doors
and an off-stage back alley to allow for unseen action and to accommodate the frenetic entrances and exits required in a chaotic comedy. Roman audiences included all strata of society, from aristocrats in special and secluded seats to common folk and slaves. Some playwrights lamented the short attention spans of their spectators, who could easily
lose interest in a performance if sidetracked by a high-energy display of physical skill or combat.Acting Troupes.Even though Roman theaters were not permanent until 55 b.c.e. actors were amassed into solid unions and groups by the late third century, something that did not occur until late in the history of Greek theater. In 207 b.c.e., Livius
Andronicus—who produced the first plays adapted from Greek originals at the Ludi Romani in 240 b.c.e.—oversaw the establishment of the first performers' union in Rome, called the Collegium Scribarum Histrionumque, or the Association of Theatrical Authors and Actors. This union was probably modeled closely on the "Artists of Dionysus," the
theatrical association formed in Greece in the third century b.c.e., which was treated as a religious organization exempt from political or military service. This Roman union was associated with the goddess Minerva (Athena in the Greek pantheon), whose temple on the Aventine Hill housed their headquarters. It seems that early on in Roman theatrical
history, actors and writers of drama may have had a certain amount of respectability in society that was lost altogether later on. The legal status of actors has been a subject of much debate among scholars. They may have been slaves owned by the company manager, foreigners, freedmen, or even freeborn Romans. At any rate, in the later Republic
and Roman Empire, all stage performers, along with gladiators and workers in the sex industry, were deprived of civil rights and designated by the term infamia, which indicated legal disenfranchisement. The Romans may have had a choragus who supported an acting troupe, much like the choregia system in fifth-century b.c.e. Athens (the different
spelling comes from the Doric-dialect spoken in the Greek colonies of southern Italy). The magistrates who organized the Roman Games and other opportunities for performance may also have assumed financial responsibilities for some of the dramatic shows held at the annual festival. Many troupes had a dominus gregis or "company manager," an
actor-director who staged the dramas in conjunction with the playwright himself. Lucius Ambivius Turpio acted in and directed many of the Roman comic playwright Terence's plays in the 160s b.c.e. In the Greek tradition, Roman actors on the formal stage of tragedy and comedy were probably all male, and wore masks and costumes suitable for their
roles. The obscene costumes of Old Comedy were long gone, however.Famous Roman Actors.Although the Romans did not hold full-fledged dramatic competitions as in Greece, there is some evidence that individual actors may have participated in contests with prizes. One of the most famous actors in the first century b.c.e. was Quintus Roscius
Gallus. Roscius was born to an equestrian family in Latium and was a close friend of Cicero, who defended Roscius in court on a charge of business fraud around 69 b.c.e. It seems that women were allowed to perform in mimes, and various other productions, such as pantomime, private parties, and festivals. Some famous mime actresses are known,
like Lycoris, the stage name of Volumnia Cytheris, who was the mistress of some of Rome's most prominent citizens in the first century b.c.e. Toward the end of the Roman Empire, women were known to perform in revivals of Roman comedy as well as in mimes and other skits, sometimes wearing scandalously scanty clothes. Theodora, a sixth-century
c.e. mime actress in the eastern Roman Empire, was described as an especially outrageous and lewd woman by her contemporary Procopius in his Secret History. She was raised by theater folk, became a prostitute early in her life (it was a common conceit that mime actresses were also prostitutes), and was something like a modern-day
"performance artist"; she paraded through the streets of Constantinople wearing see-through clothing and allowed birds to eat seeds nestled between her thighs. When she married the emperor Justinian in 525 c.e. and became empress of the Eastern Empire, it caused a terrific scandal.Plautus and Terence.Even though playwrights often took a
backseat to actors and other spectacles that occurred in Roman theaters, two Roman playwrights that were known throughout the Roman Empire were Plautus and Terence. Titus Maccius Plautus, a comic playwright perhaps originally from Umbria, was the first to make Greek New Comedy a truly Roman genre. His career stretched from the late
third to the early second centuries b.c.e., but his legacy and popularity lasted much longer. Playwrights after Plautus' time could ensure the success of a comedy by attaching the name of Plautus to it, and eventually the number of plays attributed to him grew to more than 130 titles. In the first century b.c.e. the Roman scholar Varro limited that
number to 21, and most of these still survive. Plautus freely admitted to borrowing titles, plots, and character-types from his Greek New Comedy predecessors, particularly from Diphilus, Philemon, and Menander, but he gleefully modified these plays to suit his Roman audience. Plautus referred to his method of adaptation from Greek originals as
vortere barbare ("to turn into another language"), but the adverb barbare also has the connotation of "barbarically, inelegantly, roughly." Plautus took the themes of New Comedy—concerns about marriage, family, citizenship, and disputes—and turned them upside down, relying on the influence of Atellan farce and bawdy harvest rituals as much as
on his Greek forerunners. Whereas many Greek New Comedies seem to have ended with a marriage, Plautus overwhelmingly preferred to end with a wild debauch, often in the house of a prostitute. Young men, with the help of their cunning slaves, regularly thwarted their mean-spirited parents and ended up not with the proper and respectable
young female citizens, but instead with the prostitutes they have been patronizing. Those who had authority in Roman society or those who exploited the weak—such as fathers, money-lenders, and pimps—were the villains, while the underdogs—those who held little power or social status such as the young man still under his father's control, the
slave, and the prostitute—were empowered and made comic heroes. Plautus frequently employed many themes that can be traced back to Old and Middle Comedy, such as "recognition" dramas, amatory mis-adventures, and long-lost children. Plautus' "comedies in Greek dress" could lampoon Roman mores and present a reversal of social structure
because they were part of a festival atmosphere, and the fact that they were ostensibly set in Greece (despite the use of purely Roman legal and idiomatic language) helped to displace any sense of Roman impropriety. Plautus' brand of comic chaos remained unfailingly popular for hundreds of years. Even Shakespeare used one of Plautus' comedies of
recognition, The Twin Brothers Named Menaechmus, as the source for his Comedy of Errors and inspired the Broadway musical and film A Funny Thing Happened on the Way to the Forum. Terence, on the other hand, did not aim for such mass appeal, nor did he receive it. A former slave from Africa, Terence rose socially to enter the elite "Scipionic
Circle," as the friends and clients of Scipio Africanus (c. 185-129 b.c.e.) were called. The Scipio family was fond of Greek culture, and they stood in opposition to conservatives like Cato the Elder, who promoted traditional Roman values and perceived Hellenism as a bad influence. Terence adapted four of his six plays (all of which survive) from
Menander, and overtly adhered much more closely to the form and language of his originals than Plautus did. Terence, too, was aiming to please an audience of elite philhellenes and inSASSY SISTERSintroduction: Titus Maccius Plautus was Rome's favorite comic playwright. He flourished during the late third and early second centuries b.c.e. in
Rome, though he may originally have come from Umbria. Plautus freely adapted plots from his Greek New Comedy predecessors for his Roman revels, but since there is very little extant of Greek New Comedy, it is not often that we can compare Plautus' riotous shows with those of his models. In his play Two Sisters Named Bacchis, however, we
actually have a significant portion of the Menandrian original, called Double Dealer, which allows us to make an educated guess about the changes Plautus may have included in his adaptation. Plautus amplifies the roles of the marginalized—the female prostitutes and the clever slave—and employs the double-plot technique, often seen in Terence, in
this madcap play. The comedy is about two sisters, both prostitutes, who are trying to avoid extended service to a pompous soldier, while a clever slave named Chrysalus ("Goldie") schemes to assist his young master in his relationship with one of the Bacchis sisters while at the same time trying to forestall his old master's lust for the same girl. In this
scene, one of the young men tries to resist the wiles of Bacchis I, but at last gives in to her charms. In this scene we can see something of Plautus' love of alliteration, puns, and double entendre (many do not translate from Latin).Pistoclerus: I'm more afraid of your allure than of being lured to the bed itself. You are an evil creature. A lurking lair is not
appropriate for this young man, woman. ... Why am I, a young man, afraid, you ask? To enter into a wrestling arena of this sort, where one sweats into debts? Where I should take up debt instead of a discus, disgrace instead of a race?Bacchis I: You talk beautifully!Pistoclerus: Where I would take up a turtledove instead of a sword [both slang words
for penis], and where someone would put a drinking cup in my hand instead of a boxing glove, a ladies' chamber pot instead of a helmet, a braided wreath instead of military decorations, dice instead of a spear, a soft cloak instead of a breastplate, where I'd be given a bed instead of a horse, and would lie down with a whore instead of a shield? Get
away from me, away!Bacchis I: You are much too rough.Pistoclerus: I am to myself.Bacchis I: So make yourself super-soft. ... Go on then. By Pollux I don't care, except for your sake. He [the blowhard soldier] will certainly carry her [Bacchis II] off; you don't have to be with me, if it's not what you want.Pistoclerus: Am I nothing at all, then, can't I
control myself?Bacchis I: What is it you're afraid of?Pistoclerus: It's nothing, just nonsense. Woman, I put myself in your power. I am yours, command me.Bacchis I: You're sweet. Now, this is what I want you to do.source: Plautus, Bacchides, in T. Macci Plauti Comeoediae. Ed. W. M. Lindsay (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1903): lines 55-56; 65-73; 91-93.
Translated by Lisa Rengo George.that he may have succeeded, but he certainly failed to please the masses as Plautus did. He complains bitterly in some of his prologues that his Roman audiences were frequently distracted by displays of spectacle, such as gladiatorial fights and acrobats. Terence was also criticized for contaminatio—combining plot
elements and characters from more than one play to create something new. The tensions surrounding Terentian drama reflect the contemporary concerns about the possible infestation of Greek culture and its ability to defile Roman purity during a time when Rome had just vanquished Greece and was inundated with Greek art and culture. Terence's
tendency to celebrate and honor his Greek originals as works of art in their own right made him less admired than his older contemporary Plautus. Nevertheless, Terence's talent was considerable: his language is fluid and elegant and his philosophical interest in the human condition lends a global appeal to his plays.sourcesMargarete Bieber, The
History of the Greek and Roman Theatre (Princeton, N.]J.: Princeton University Press, 1961).John Evans, The Empress Theodora: Partner of Justinian (Austin: University of Texas Press, 2002).Charles Garton, Personal Aspects of the Roman Theatre (Toronto: Hakkert, 1972).Timothy J. Moore, The Theater of Plautus: Playing to the Audience (Austin:
University of Texas Press, 1998).John Wright, Dancing in Chains: The Stylistic Unity of the Comoedia Palliata (Rome: American Academy in Rome, Papers and Monographs, 1974). roman theaters: architectural marvels of ancient entertainment 8 Roman theaters were not just venues for entertainment; they played a pivotal role in the cultural and
social dynamics of ancient society. The Roman Empire witnessed the evolution of these structures from simple temporary wooden stages to grand stone edifices that reflected the grandeur of Roman architectural innovation. These theaters were central to the communal life, where citizens gathered not only to watch performances but also to engage in
civic and political events. The architecture and design of Roman theaters were heavily influenced by Greek theater, but they also incorporated unique features that catered to the Roman taste and urban landscapes. As these performances were an integral part of Roman culture, the theaters were built in a manner that allowed for a wide variety of
shows, ranging from plays to gladiatorial contests. The structural designs—including the scaenae frons, the orchestra, and the auditorium—optimized the spectator’s experience of the performance. Key Takeaways Roman theaters were multifunctional spaces deeply integrated into ancient Roman culture. Architectural elements of these theaters were
designed to enhance the experience of diverse spectacles. These structures symbolized Roman architectural prowess and societal values. Origins and Evolution of Roman Theater Roman theater emerged from the fertile cultural exchange with the Greeks and evolved as an integral part of public festivals and drama, reflecting Rome’s societal values
and artistic progression. Influence of Greek Theater The Romans were deeply influenced by the art and culture of the Greeks, and this extended into the realm of theater. They adopted the architectural style and dramatic genres of the Greek theater, adjusting them to fit their own cultural context. Early Roman theaters were temporary wooden
structures, modeled after Greek counterparts, but later became monumental stone edifices that symbolized Rome’s power and cultural aspirations. Ludi and Public Festivals Public festivals known as ludi played a pivotal role in the development of Roman theater. These events, often sponsored by the state or wealthy individuals, celebrated religious
and social occasions with lavish entertainment. The introduction of theater performances into the ludi added a new dimension, combining athletics, chariot races, and dramatic presentations as a means of public spectacle and communal engagement. Introduction of Drama to Rome Drama was formally introduced to Ancient Rome by Livius
Andronicus, a Greek captive who translated and adapted Greek works into Latin, merging Hellenistic traditions with native Roman elements. This marked a key turning point as Rome began to develop its own distinctive theatrical traditions, while dramatic performances in Latin aided in the spread and reinforcement of the Roman language and
culture. Architecture and Structure The Roman theater was a marvel of engineering, showcasing the Romans’ mastery of both architecture and structure. Theaters were a prominent feature in Roman cities, reflecting the value placed on public spectacle and cultural gatherings. Design of Roman Theaters Roman theaters typically featured a semi-
circular design, with the cavea — the seating area — strategically tiered to provide optimal views for spectators. The scaenae frons, or stage front, was an elaborate, multi-story facade that served as the backdrop to the performance space, known as the orchestra. Roman theaters were designed to reflect their cultural importance and facilitate the
massive audiences they attracted. In cities like Pompeii, the remains of these theaters serve as a testament to their enduring design principles. Types of Structures There were mainly two types of structures related to Roman theaters: permanent stone theaters and temporary wooden structures. The stone theaters were monumental, lasting edifices,
prominently featuring in urban landscapes. In contrast, temporary wooden structures were erected to host fleeting events and could be taken down as needed. These temporary structures often preceded the more durable stone theaters, which were eventually constructed throughout the Roman Empire. Acoustic Innovations Roman architects were
pioneers in the field of acoustics, implementing designs that enhanced the audience’s auditory experience. The layout of the cavea and the materials used in construction worked in unison to channel sound effectively from the stage to the furthest seats. Innovations such as the amphitheater took these principles further, encapsulating the crowd
within a fully enclosed oval form that amplified the spectacle’s sights and sounds. Cultural and Social Aspects In the Roman Empire, theaters were more than just venues for entertainment; they were integral to the cultural and social framework, reflecting and reinforcing the societal norms and hierarchies of the time. Role of Theater in Roman
Society Theaters in ancient Rome were significant spaces for social interaction and cultural exchange. They served as important venues for a variety of performances, such as plays, orations, and musical events, which were aesthetically pleasing and also a means of imparting Roman values and ideologies. For citizens, attending the theater was a
common practice and an essential aspect of public life. Social Stratification and Seating Arrangements Seating arrangements in Roman theaters mirrored the social class structure. Magistrates and elite members of society occupied the prominent lower seats, known as the ima cavea. Ordinary citizens had seats further back, while women and the
lower classes were relegated to the upper tiers or summa cavea. This spatial organization visibly showcased the social hierarchy and reinforced the divisions within the society. Theater as a Means of Control Roman authorities often used theater as a tool for maintaining social control and political stability. By offering free admission to theater
spectacles, magistrates could appease and entertain the populace, distracting them from political issues. Spectacles in the theater provided a platform for emperors and politicians to demonstrate power and propagate state-approved messages, thus using entertainment to subtly exert influence over spectators. Literary and Artistic Contributions The
literary and artistic fabric of Roman theater was rich and multifaceted, with contributions spanning from inventive playwrights and their compelling works to the evolution of distinctive theatrical genres that resonated with Roman societal values and tastes. Notable Playwrights and Works Roman theater flourished with the works of prolific
playwrights like Plautus and Terence, who significantly shaped the landscape of Roman drama. Plautus’s career produced a plethora of plays, of which about 20 survive, including the renowned Palliata such as Miles Gloriosus and Menachmi. Terence, another key figure, crafted six influential works, like Andria and Adelphoe, which displayed more
refined language and complex characters. These literary works, rooted in comedy, often explored common life and social norms of the day, setting the blueprint for the genre of Roman comedy. Development of Roman Genres Roman theater genres underwent a fascinating evolution, with tragedy and comedy being the primary categories. Tragedy in
ancient Rome often stemmed from Greek influences, giving rise to Latin tragedy, although few works survive to provide a comprehensive understanding of its nature. On the other hand, Roman comedy thrived, divided into two sub-genres: the palliata, dealing with scenes in a Greek setting, and the togata, based on Roman subjects. Beyond these,
Roman theater embraced pantomime and mime, delivering more performance-driven, less scripted entertainment that captivated audiences with expressive narratives without reliance on intricate literary language. These genres reflected an adaptability and creativity that underscored the varied social functions of Roman theater as a mirror to
society, a platform for satire, and an arena for spectacle. Performance and Production Elements In Roman theaters, the spectacle of drama and entertainment was brought to life through skilled actors, elaborate stagecraft, and distinctive costumes and masks. Each element played a critical role in contributing to the grandiosity of performances.
Actors and their Roles The actors in Roman theater were predominantly male and took on various roles, including that of mimes, which were performed without masks. They employed an exaggerated style of acting suitable for the large theaters to ensure visibility to all spectators. Notably, vocal projection and clear articulation were vital, as the
audience spanned considerable distances from the stage. Stagecraft and Scenography The stage in a Roman theater, known as the ‘scaenae frons’, was an elaborate structure featuring a decorated background. It often included multiple levels and intricate columns and arches. Scenography, the art of creating theatrical scenes, involved: Using
movable painted panels: To change scenes. Machinery: For special effects like flying or dramatic entrances. Theatrical equipment was also utilized for creating sound effects to accompany actions on stage. Costumes and Masks Costumes and masks were integral to defining characters and conveying their roles: Costumes: Embellished and colorful,
distinguishing characters by social status, gender, and occupation. Masks: Crafted to depict a variety of personas, these were essential for visual exaggeration and acoustic purposes, as they helped amplify the actor’s voice. Roman theater costumes and masks also helped a small number of actors to portray multiple characters efficiently. Roman
Theater in the Wider Empire The Roman Empire’s theaters extended far beyond Rome, showcasing the cultural and architectural influence of Roman society. These theaters were not mere venues for entertainment; they were symbols of Roman architectural ingenuity and a means to disseminate Roman culture throughout the empire. Spread of
Roman Theaters Through the process of Romanization, theaters began to appear extensively across the provinces. Spain and France, for example, still have remnants of Ancient Roman theaters, which serve as a testament to the widescale establishment of cultural sites in conquered territories. The Great Roman Theater at Apamea, Syria, possibly one
of the largest in the empire, is illustrative of the importance the Romans placed on such structures as part of urban development. This clear geographic dispersion highlighted Rome’s commitment to integrating its culture within the day-to-day lives of its provincial citizens. Regional Variations in Design Despite a common architectural thread, regional
theaters often integrated local styles and materials, leading to diverse structural forms. For instance, the Roman theater in Pula is notable for its preservation and adaptations unique to the region. The Architecture of Roman theaters varied widely. For example, some theaters may have been open-air while others were covered. Details such as stage
design, seating arrangements, and acoustics were adapted to local conditions and resources, demonstrating the Romans’ skill in engineering and construction. Preservation and Legacy Preservation of Roman theaters and their ongoing legacy play a crucial role in maintaining the link between ancient civilization and modern culture. These structures
offer a tangible connection to the theatrical practices and social customs of ancient Rome. Modern-Day Ruins The Colosseum, perhaps the most iconic of all Roman amphitheaters, stands as a testament to Roman architectural ingenuity and the enduring appeal of Roman public entertainments. Partially ruined due to earthquakes and stone-robbers, it
continues to dominate the landscape of the Roman Forum, eliciting awe and providing educational insights into ancient Rome’s cultural psyche. Efforts have been made to stabilize and restore the structure, ensuring that this monument endures as a central figure in Rome’s legacy. Pompeii’s preserved theatric structures provide another glimpse into
the Roman world. The Wall paintings preserved at Pompeii offer invaluable details on decor and aesthetics of the era. Reinforcement and preservation efforts are vital to protect these historical treasures against the elements and the passage of time. Influence on Contemporary Theater The Roman approach to theater design has significantly
influenced today’s performance spaces. Aspects such as tiered seating and the semi-circular orchestra pit hail directly from ancient Roman prototypes. For instance, the architectural framework of the Theatre of Pompey — a venue that once stood as Rome’s premier stage — echoes in modern stadiums and theaters across the globe. Roman theaters,
through their architectural innovations, have provided a blueprint for current theatric and public gathering venues. These ancient sites have influenced contemporary theater-makers, allowing them to adapt and meld historical elements with modern creative sensibilities, preserving the legacy of Roman entertainment. Conclusion Roman theaters were
an integral part of social and cultural life in ancient Rome. They served not only as venues for entertainment but also as spaces for community gathering and the expression of Roman societal values. The remains of these structures offer insights into the architectural expertise of Roman builders and their understanding of acoustics and audience
engagement. Theaters typically featured a semi-circular design, indicating an emphasis on visibility and acoustics, allowing spectators to enjoy performances without the aid of modern technology. In the archaeological study of Roman theaters, research suggests that state-sponsored ludi scaenici were significant cultural events. These insights are
drawn from combining social practices with the material record. The construction and design of Roman theaters evolved over time, with influences and improvements made by various emperors. The intricate scaenaefrons (stage front) is a testament to the artistic grandiosity of the period, with some attributing developments in design to the Hadrianic
or early Antonine period. Scholars continue to analyze historical texts and excavations to further understand the existence and development of theaters in the post-Roman world. For instance, the Description of a show provides evidence of theatrical activities during the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, signifying the lasting impact of Roman theater.
The work of Vitruvius and his writings on theater design also remain a crucial point of study. This provides a critical link to comprehending how Roman architects may have laid out their theaters, showcasing a blend of practicality and aesthetic sensibility. Ultimately, Roman theaters reflected the empire’s grandeur and its enduring influence on
subsequent generations, not just in architecture, but in societal norms and cultural practices. Frequently Asked Questions This section explores commonly asked questions about ancient Roman theater, covering topics from notable playwrights to the architectural features that distinguish Roman theaters. Which playwrights were prominent in ancient
Roman theater? Prominent playwrights of ancient Roman theater include Plautus, Terence, and Seneca. Their works were fundamental in shaping Roman theatrical tradition, blending elements of Greek theater with local cultural influences. What are some examples of Roman tragedy plays? Examples of Roman tragedy plays are Seneca’s “Phaedra”
and “Oedipus”. Although few Roman tragedies survive, these works are testament to the Roman contribution to the genre, characterized by strong emotions and complex characters. How did actors in ancient Rome contribute to the theatrical experience? Actors in ancient Rome were highly skilled performers who utilized gestures, vocal techniques,
and distinctive masks to convey their characters. They were often slaves or freedmen, and their performances were central to the theatrical experience, captivating audiences with dramatic storytelling. Can you list some of the most famous Roman theaters that have survived? Some of the most famous Roman theaters that have survived include the
Theater of Pompey in Rome, the Roman theater at Corinth, and the Theater of Orange in France. These sites continue to be of great historical and archaeological significance. What are the distinctive characteristics of Roman theatre architecture? Roman theater architecture is characterized by semi-circular structures, prominent use of arches, and
scaenae frons, a permanent, elaborately decorated stage background. Unlike the Greeks, Romans often built their theaters on flat ground, relying on complex vaulting systems to support the cavea or seating areas. What was the role and significance of masks in Roman theatre performances? Masks in Roman theatre were essential for projecting a
character’s personality and social status. They were designed to amplify the actor’s voice and expressions. These masks allowed a single actor to play multiple roles and were an integral part of the visual spectacle of Roman theatre. Home | Category: Culture, Literature and Sports ROMAN THEATERS Roman theater in Pompeii Dramas are still
performed in Roman amphitheaters in Verona, Italy, Carthage, Tunisia, Arles France and other places. Some of the theaters had huge walls on which actors and performers cast long, intriguing shadows. Describing the effect with a modern production at a theater in Orange in France, Elaine Sciolino wrote in the New York Times, “As the performers
began to move, their shadows rose 100 feet and danced across the imposing backdrop of a yellow limestone wall. A marble statue of Caesar Augustus stood ghostly white upon his perch in the wall, his right arm raised as if he had just commanded the singers to begin their performance." According to the Metropolitan Museum of Art: “The first
permanent theater in the city of Rome was the Theater of Pompey, dedicated in 55 B.C. by Julius Caesar's rival, Pompey the Great. The theater, of which only the foundations are preserved, was an enormous structure, rising to approximately forty-five meters and capable of holding up to 20,000 spectators. At the rear of the stage-building was a large,
colonnaded portico, which housed artworks and gardens. Constructed in the wake of Pompey's spectacular military campaigns of the 60s B.C., the theater functioned in large part as a victory monument. The cavea (seating area) was crowned by a temple to Venus Victrix, Pompey's patron deity, and the theater was decorated with statues of the
goddess Victory and personifications of the nations that Pompey had subdued in battle. [Source: Laura S. Klar, Department of Greek and Roman Art, Metropolitan Museum of Art, October 2006, metmuseum.org \"/] “Pompey's dedication effectively canonized the form of the Roman theater, providing a prototype that would be replicated across the
empire for nearly three centuries. This new building type differed in striking ways from the traditional Greek theater. The latter consisted of two separate structures: a horseshoe-shaped seating area and a freestanding stage-building. The Roman theater, in contrast, was a fully enclosed edifice, unroofed but often covered with awnings on
performance days. “The seating area in the Greek theater was supported against a natural hillside, whereas the Roman theater was carried at least in part on concrete vaults, which provided access from the exterior of the building to the cavea. In the Hellenistic world, the stage-building was a relatively low structure, ornamented with painted panels
but rarely with large-scale sculpture. The Roman theater, on the other hand, was characterized by a tall, wide scaenae frons (stage-front) with multiple stories, articulated by freestanding columns and lavishly ornamented with statues of gods and heroes and portraits of the imperial family and local luminaries. \"*/ “The architectural differences
between the Roman theater and its Greek predecessor are not satisfactorily explained by functional factors such as optics, acoustics, or staging needs. Rather, Rome's adaptation of the Greek theater seems to have been driven largely by social and political forces. The columnar scaenae frons, for example, may have developed to house statuary looted
from Greece and Asia Minor by Roman generals and exhibited at triumphal games as evidence of their military prowess. The architecture of the Roman theater also signals Roman concern for social control and hierarchical display. In contrast to the Greek world, where seating in the theater was largely open, Roman audiences were rigorously
segregated on the basis of class, gender, nationality, profession, and marital status. This is reflected in both the enclosed form of the Roman theater, which restricted access to the building, and the system of vaulted substructures, which facilitated the routing of spectators to the appropriate sector of seating.” \"~/ RELATED ARTICLES: DRAMA IN
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done for the accommodation of the actors or the audience. The stage was merely a temporary platform, the width of which was much greater than its depth; it was built at the foot of a hill or a grass-covered slope. There were few of the things that we are accustomed to associate with a stage; there were no curtains, no flies, no scenery that could be
changed, not even a sounding board to aid the actor’s voice. There was no way to represent the interior of a house. [Source: “The Private Life of the Romans” by Harold Whetstone Johnston, Revised by Mary Johnston, Scott, Foresman and Company (1903, 1932) |+]|] “For a comedy the stage represented a street. At the back of the stage were shown,
usually, the fronts of two or three houses with windows and doors that could be opened; sometimes there was an alley or passageway between two of the houses. This was the regular setting for the play, and consequently the dramatist was forced to place there scenes and conversations that might normally be expected to take place indoors. |+| “An
altar stood on the stage, we are told, to remind the people of the religious origin of the games. No better provision was made for the audience than for the actors. The people took their places on the slope before the stage, some reclining on the grass, some standing, some, perhaps, sitting on stools which they had brought from home. There were
always din and confusion to try the actor’s voice, pushing and crowding; disputing and quarreling, wailing of children; and in the very midst of the play the report of something livelier to be seen elsewhere might draw the whole audience away.” |+| Parts of a Roman Theater The general appearance of Roman theaters, the type of many erected later
throughout the Roman world, the plan of a theater on lines laid down by Vitruvius is the back line of the stage (proscaenium); between GH and CD is the scaena, devoted to the actors; beyond CD is the cavea, devoted to the spectators. Opposite IKL are the positions of three doors. The first four rows of seats closest to the stage, in the semicircular
orchestra CMD, constitute the part appropriated to the senators. The seats behind these front rows, rising in concentric semicircles, are divided by five passageways into six portions (cunei); in a similar way the seats above the semicircular passage (praecinctio) are divided by eleven passageways into twelve cunei. Access to the seats of the senators
was afforded by passageways under the seats at the right and the left of the stage, which represents a part of the smaller of the two theaters uncovered at Pompeii, built about 80 B.C. [Source: “The Private Life of the Romans” by Harold Whetstone Johnston, Revised by Mary Johnston, Scott, Foresman and Company (1903, 1932) |+|] theater in Merida
Over the vaulted passage will be noticed what must have been the best seats in the theater, which correspond in some degree to the boxes of modern times. Those on one side were reserved for the emperor, if he should be present, or for the officials who superintended the games; those on the other side were reserved for Vestals. These reserved
seats were reached only by private staircases on the stage side of the auditorium. Access to the upper tiers of the cavea was given by passageways constructed under the seats and running up to the passageways between the cunei. Above the highest seats were broad colonnades, affording shelter in case of rain, and above them were tall masts from
which awnings (vela) were spread to protect the people from the sun. |+| The great width of the Roman stage, sometimes forty or sixty yards, made practicable certain dramatic devices that seem forced or unnatural on the modern stage, such as asides and dialogues on one part of the stage unheard at another, and the length of time sometimes
allowed for crossing the stage. In the later theater changes in scenery were possible; the extant Roman plays, however, seldom require change of scenery. It should be noticed that the stage was connected with the auditorium by the seats over the vaulted passages to the orchestra, and that the curtain was raised from the bottom, to hide the stage,
not lowered from the top as ours is now. The slot through which the curtain was dropped can still be seen in some theaters, as at Pompeii. Vitruvius suggested that rooms and porticos be built behind the stage, like the colonnades that have been mentioned, to afford space for the actors and properties, and shelter for the people in case of rain. |+]|
Vomitorium A vomitorium is not a room where ancient Romans went to throw up lavish meals so they could return to the table and stuff themselves some more. They were actually part of theaters, so named because it discouraged the audience after a performance. At the 8000-seat marble amphitheater in Aphrodisias in Asia Minor, audiences
watched masked and robed actors perform dramas about conspiring slaves and two-timing wives. When the show was over the audience was discouraged out of a gate called the vomitorium . At the first theaters wooden benches were set up, but later they were replaced by stone or marble seats. The first theaters had a circular orchestra for singers
and dancers. This followed the tradition of the early Dionysus festivals when the merrymakers danced around a maypole, altar or image of a god. Theaters built later on had a “ vomitorium”. [Source: "The Creators" by Daniel Boorstin] Stephanie Pappas wrote in Live Science: As far as pop culture is concerned, a vomitorium is a room where ancient
Romans went to throw up lavish meals so they could return to the table and feast some more. It's a striking illustration of gluttony and waste, and one that makes its way into modern texts. Suzanne Collins' "The Hunger Games" series, for example, alludes to vomitoriums when the lavish inhabitants of the Capitol—all with Latin names like Flavia and
Octavia—imbibe a drink to make them vomit at parties so they can gorge themselves on more calories than citizens in the surrounding districts would see in months. [Source Stephanie Pappas, Live Science, August 28, 2016] But the real story behind vomitoriums is much less disgusting. Actual ancient Romans did love food and drink. But even the
wealthiest did not have special rooms for purging. To Romans, vomitoriums were the entrances/exits in stadiums or theaters, so dubbed by a fifth-century writer because of the way they'd spew crowds out into the streets. "It's just kind of a trope," that ancient Romans were luxurious and vapid enough to engage in rituals of binging and purging, said
Sarah Bond, an assistant professor of classics at the University of lowa. The Roman writer Macrobius first referred to vomitoriums in his "Saturnalia." The adjective vomitus already existed in Latin, Bond told Live Science. Macrobius added the "orium" ending to turn it into a place, a common type of wordplay in ancient Latin. He was referring to the
alcoves in amphitheaters and the way people seemed to erupt out of them to fill empty seats. At some point in the late 19th or early 20th century, people got the wrong idea about vomitoriums. It seems likely that it was a single linguistic error: "Vomitorium" sounds like a place where people would vomit, and there was that pre-existing trope about
gluttonous Romans. Classically trained poets and writers at the time would have been exposed to a few sources that painted ancient Romans as just the sort of people who would vomit just to eat more. One source was Seneca, the Stoic who lived from 4 B.C. to A.D. 65 and who gave the impression that Romans were an emetic bunch. In one passage,
he wrote of slaves cleaning up the vomit of drunks at banquets, and in his Letter to Helvia, he summarized the vomitorium idea succinctly but metaphorically, referring to what he saw as the excesses of Rome: "They vomit so they may eat, and eat so that they may vomit." Roman Odeon (Roofed Theater) Found in Crete Benjamin Leonard wrote in
Archaeology Magazine: An excavation team led by archaeologist Katerina Janakakis of the Ephorate of Antiquities of Chania has uncovered ruins of an odeon, or roofed theatrical building, in the ancient city of Lissos on the southwest coast of Crete. Thus far, the team has unearthed 14 rows of seats, two vaulted side chambers, and part of the stage,
all constructed from local limestone. [Source: Benjamin Leonard, Archaeology Magazine, May/June 2023] The odeon was built in the first century A.D., when Lissos was a prosperous Roman city. The settlement was heavily damaged, likely during a devastating earthquake in A.D. 365 that leveled other cities in the eastern Mediterranean. Although
odeons typically hosted musical performances and poetry competitions,Janakakis believes this particular building might also have served as a gathering place for government authorities. “Lissos was a small, provincial city,” she says, “so it’s a rather logical assumption that the odeon might have had a double use, judging by its form and location in the
center of the city.” Ancient odeons were used for lectures, literary and musical contests, or theatrical performances. According to Live Science: In the first phase of the odeon's excavation,Janakakis and her team found part of the stage, 14 rows of seats and two vaulted side chambers. The odeon dates to the Roman period, roughly the first to fourth
centuries A.D., a time when the sanctuary to Asclepius at Lissos was transformed into a political center with a new mosaic floor and portraits of the Roman emperors Tiberius and Drusus. [Source Kristina Killgrove, Live Science, November 10, 2022] As the odeon was adjacent to the city center, Janakakis thinks it also might have operated as a
bouleuterion, a building for meetings of the city council. Francis and her husband, George W. Harrison, a classical archaeologist at Carleton University in Ottawa, told Live Science by email that the size and date of the building mean that it was most likely an odeon, but the fact that "it was designed and used as a covered theater does not preclude
secondary use as a council house." Later Roman Drama Theaters Beginning about 145 B.C., however, efforts were made to improve upon this poor apology for a theater, in spite of the opposition of those who considered the plays ruinous to morals. In that year a wooden theater provided with seats was erected on Greek lines, but the senate caused it
to be pulled down as soon as the games were over.3 It became a fixed custom, however, for such a temporary theater (with special and separate seats for senators and, much later, for the knights) to be erected as often as plays were given at public games, until in 55 B.C. Pompeius Magnus erected the first permanent theater at Rome. It was built of
stone after the plans of one he had seen at Mytilene and could probably seat seventeen thousand people; Pliny the Elder says forty thousand.4 This theater showed two noteworthy divergences from its Greek model. The Greek theaters were excavated out of the side of the hill, while the Roman theater was erected on level ground (that of Pompeius
was erected in the Campus Martius) and gave, therefore, a better opportunity for exterior magnificence. The Greek theater had a space, usually circular, or larger than a semicircle, called the orchestra, before the scaena or scene building; this orchestra or dancing-place gave room for the choruses of the Greek drama. |+| “In the Roman theater the
orchestra was not used for the chorus (there was seldom a chorus in a Roman play); the orchestra in a Roman theater was therefore reduced in size until it became an exact semicircle. The seats nearest the orchestra were assigned at Rome to the senators, in the country towns to the magistrates and town council. The first fourteen rows of seats
rising immediately behind them were reserved at Rome for the knights. The seats back of these were occupied indiscriminately by the people, on the principle, apparently, of first come, first served. No other permanent theaters were erected at Rome until 13 B.C., when two were constructed. The smaller, that of Balbus,5 is said to have had room for
eleven thousand spectators, the larger, erected in honor of Marcellus, the nephew of Augustus, for twenty thousand.5 These improved playhouses made possible spectacular elements in the performances that the rude scaffolding of early days had not permitted, and these spectacles proved the ruin of the legitimate drama. To make realistic the scenes
representing the pillaging of a city, Pompeius is said to have furnished troops of cavalry and bodies of infantry, hundreds of mules laden with real spoils of war, and three thousand mixing bowls. In comparison with these three thousand mixing bowls, the avalanches, runaway locomotives, airplane crashes, and cathedral scenes of modern times seem
poor indeed. |+ Image Sources: Wikimedia Commons Text Sources: Internet Ancient History Sourcebook: Rome sourcebooks.fordham.edu ; Internet Ancient History Sourcebook: Late Antiquity sourcebooks.fordham.edu ; “Outlines of Roman History” by William C. Morey, Ph.D., D.C.L. New York, American Book Company (1901) ; “The Private Life of
the Romans” by Harold Whetstone Johnston, Revised by Mary Johnston, Scott, Foresman and Company (1903, 1932); BBC Ancient Rome bbc.co.uk/history/ ; Project Gutenberg gutenberg.org ; Metropolitan Museum of Art, National Geographic, Smithsonian magazine, New York Times, Washington Post, Los Angeles Times, Live Science, Discover
magazine, Archaeology magazine, Reuters, Associated Press, The Guardian, AFP, The New Yorker, Wikipedia, Encyclopeedia Britannica, Encyclopedia.com and various other books, websites and publications. Last updated November 2024 Theatrical genre Roman mosaic depicting actors and an aulos player (House of the Tragic Poet, Pompeii). The
architectural form of theatre in Rome has been linked to later, more well-known examples from the 1st century BC to the 3rd Century AD.[1] The theatre of ancient Rome referred to a period of time in which theatrical practice and performance took place in Rome. The tradition has been linked back even further to the 4th century BC, following the
state’s transition from monarchy to republic.[1] Theatre during this era is generally separated into genres of tragedy and comedy, which are represented by a particular style of architecture and stage play, and conveyed to an audience purely as a form of entertainment and control.[2] When it came to the audience, Romans favored entertainment and
performance over tragedy and drama, displaying a more modern form of theatre that is still used in contemporary times.[2] 'Spectacle' became an essential part of an everyday Romans expectations when it came to theatre.[1] Some works by Plautus, Terence, and Seneca the Younger that survive to this day, highlight the different aspects of Roman
society and culture at the time, including advancements in Roman literature and theatre.[1] Theatre during this period of time would come to represent an important aspect of Roman society during the Republican and Imperial periods of Rome.[1] Rome was founded as a monarchy under Etruscan rule, and remained as such throughout the first two
and a half centuries of its existence. Following the expulsion of Rome's last king, Lucius Tarquinius Superbus, or "Tarquin the Proud," circa 509 BC, Rome became a republic and was henceforth led by a group of magistrates elected by the Roman people. It is believed that Roman theatre was born during the first two centuries of the Roman Republic,
following the spread of Roman rule into a large area of the Italian Peninsula, circa 364 BC. Following the devastation of widespread plague in 364 BC, Roman citizens began including theatrical games as a supplement to the Lectisternium ceremonies already being performed, in a stronger effort to pacify the gods. In the years following the
establishment of these practices, actors began adapting these dances and games into performances by acting out texts set to music and simultaneous movement. As the era of the Roman Republic progressed, citizens began including professionally performed drama in the eclectic offerings of the ludi (celebrations of public holidays) held throughout
each year—the largest of these festivals being the Ludi Romani, held each September in honor of the Roman god Jupiter.[3] It was as a part of the Ludi Romani in 240 BC that author and playwright Livius Andronicus became the first to produce translations of Greek plays to be performed on the Roman stage.[4][5][6] Prior to 240 BC, Roman contact
with northern and southern Italian cultures began to influence Roman concepts of entertainment.[7] The early Roman stage was dominated by: Phylakes (a form of tragic parody that arose in Italy during the Roman Republic from 500 to 250 BC), Atellan farces (or a type of comedy that depicted the supposed backwards thinking of the southeastern
Oscan town of Atella; a form of ethnic humor that arose around 300 BC), and Fescennine verses (originating in southern Etruria).[7] Furthermore, Phylakes scholars have discovered vases depicting productions of Old Comedy (e.g. by Aristophanes, a Greek playwright), leading many to ascertain that such Comedic plays were presented at one point to
an Italian, if not "Latin-Speaking" audience as early as the 4th century.[7] This is supported by the fact that Latin was an essential component to Roman Theatre.[7] From 240 BC to 100 BC, Roman theatre had been introduced to a period of literary drama, within which classical and post-classical Greek plays had been adapted to Roman theatre.[7]
From 100 BC till 476 AD, Roman entertainment began to be captured by circus-like performances, spectacles, and miming while remaining allured by theatrical performances.[7] Ancient Roman Theatre of Orange, South of France, 2008 The early drama that emerged was very similar to the drama in Greece. Rome had engaged in a number of wars,
some of which had taken place in areas of Italy, in which Greek culture had been a great influence.[8] Examples of this include the First Punic War (264-241 BC) in Sicily.[8] Through this came relations between Greece and Rome, starting with the emergence of a Hellenistic world, one in which Hellenistic culture was more widely spread and through
political developments via Roman conquests of Mediterranean colonies.[8] Acculturation had become specific to Greco-Roman relations, with Rome mainly adopting aspects of Greek culture, their achievements, and developing those aspects into Roman literature, art, and science.[8] Rome had become one of the first developing European cultures to
shape their own culture after another.[8] With the end of the Third Macedonian War (168 BC), Rome had gained greater access to a wealth of Greek art and literature, and an influx of Greek migrants, particularly Stoic philosophers such as Crates of Mallus (168 BC) and even Athenian philosophers (155 BC).This allowed the Romans to develop an
interest in a new form of expression, philosophy.[8] The development that occurred was first initiated by playwrights that were Greeks or half-Greeks living in Rome.[8] While Greek literary tradition in drama influenced the Romans, the Romans chose to not fully adopt these traditions, and instead the dominant local language of Latin was used.[8]
These Roman plays that were beginning to be performed were heavily influenced by the Etruscan traditions, particularly regarding the importance of music and performance.[8] Theatrical masks of Tragedy and Comedy, Roman mosaic, 2nd century AD. Capitoline Museums The first important works of Roman literature were the tragedies and
comedies written by Livius Andronicus beginning in 240 BC. Five years later, Gnaeus Naevius, a younger contemporary of Andronicus, also began to write drama, composing in both genres as well. No plays from either writer have survived. By the beginning of the 2nd century BC, drama had become firmly established in Rome and a guild of writers
(collegium poetarum) had been formed.[9] An ivory statuette of a Roman actor of tragedy, 1st century. A Roman actor playing Papposilenus, marble statue, c. 100 AD, after a Greek original from the 4th century BC No early Roman tragedy survives, though it was highly regarded in its day; historians know of three early tragedians—Ennius, Pacuvius
and Lucius Accius. One important aspect of tragedy that differed from other genres was the implementation of choruses that were included in the action on the stage during the performances of many tragedies.[10] From the time of the empire, however, the work of two tragedians survives—one is an unknown author, while the other is the Stoic
philosopher Seneca. Nine of Seneca's tragedies survive, all of which are fabulae crepidatae; a fabula crepidata or fabula cothurnata is a Latin tragedy with Greek subjects. Seneca appears as a character in the tragedy Octavia, the only extant example of fabula praetexta (tragedies based on Roman subjects, first created by Naevius), and as a result,
the play was mistakenly attributed as having been authored by Seneca himself. However, though historians have since confirmed that the play was not one of Seneca's works, the true author remains unknown.[9] Senecan tragedy put forth a declamatory style, or a style of tragedy that emphasized rhetoric structures.[11] It was a style characterized
through paradox, discontinuity, antithesis, and the adoption of declamatory structures and techniques that involved aspects of compression, elaboration, epigram, and of course, hyperbole, as most of his plays seemed to emphasize such exaggerations in order to make points more persuasive.[11] Seneca wrote tragedies that reflected the soul, through
which rhetoric would be used within that process of creating a tragic character and reveal something about the state of one's mind.[11] One of the most notable ways that Seneca developed a tragedy, was through the use of an aside, or a common theatre device found within Hellenistic drama, which at the time was foreign to the world of Attic
tragedy.[11] Seneca explored the interior of the psychology of the mind through 'self-representational soliloquies or monologues,' which focused on one's inner thoughts, the central causes of their emotional conflicts, their self-deception, as well as other varieties of psychological turmoil that served to dramatize emotion in a way that became central
to Roman tragedy, distinguishing itself from the prior used forms of Greek tragedy.[11] Those that witnessed Seneca's use of rhetoric; pupils, readers, and audience, were noted to have been taught Seneca's use of verbal strategy, psychic mobility, and public role-play, which for many, substantially altered the mental states of many individual's.[11]
Further information: Metres of Roman comedy All Roman comedies that have survived can be categorized as fabula palliata (comedies based on Greek subjects) and were written by two dramatists: Titus Maccius Plautus (Plautus) and Publius Terentius Afer (Terence). No fabula togata (Roman comedy in a Roman setting) has survived. In adapting
Greek plays to be performed for Roman audiences, the Roman comic dramatists made several changes to the structure of the productions. Most notable is the removal of the previously prominent role of the chorus as a means of separating the action into distinct episodes. Additionally, musical accompaniment was added as a simultaneous supplement
to the plays' dialogue. The action of all scenes typically took place in the streets outside the dwelling of the main characters, and plot complications were often a result of eavesdropping by a minor character. Plautus wrote between 205 and 184 B.C. and twenty of his comedies survive to present day, of which his farces are best known. He was admired
for the wit of his dialogue and for his varied use of poetic meters. As a result of the growing popularity of Plautus' plays, as well as this new form of written comedy, scenic plays became a more prominent component in Roman festivals of the time, claiming their place in events that had previously only featured races, athletic competitions, and
gladiatorial battles. All six of the comedies that Terence composed between 166 and 160 BC have survived. The complexity of his plots, in which he routinely combined several Greek originals into one production, brought about heavy criticism, including claims that in doing so, he was ruining the original Greek plays, as well as rumors that he had
received assistance from high-ranking men in composing his material. In fact, these rumors prompted Terence to use the prologues in several of his plays as an opportunity to plead with audiences, asking that they lend an objective eye and ear to his material, and not be swayed by what they may have heard about his practices. This was a stark
difference from the written prologues of other known playwrights of the period, who routinely utilized their prologues as a way of prefacing the plot of the play being performed.[12][9] Oil lamp decorated with the masks of comedy The following are examples of stock characters in Roman comedy: The adulescens is an unmarried man, usually in late
teens or twenties; his action typically surrounds the pursuit of the love of a prostitute or slave, who is later revealed to be a free-born woman, and therefore eligible for marriage. The adulescens character is typically accompanied by a clever slave character, the pseudolus servus who attempts to solve the adulescens’ problems or shield him from
conflict.[13] The senex is primarily concerned with his relationship with his son, the adulescens. Although he often opposes his son's choice of love interest, he sometimes helps him to achieve his desires. He is sometimes in love with the same woman as his son. He never ends up with her and is often dragged off by his irate wife.[13] The leno is the
character of the pimp or 'slave dealer.' Although the activities of the character are portrayed as highly immoral and vile, the leno always acts legally and is always paid in full for his services.[13] The miles gloriosus is an arrogant, braggart soldier character, deriving from Greek Old Comedy. The character’s title is taken from a play of the same name
written by Plautus. The miles gloriosus character is typically gullible, cowardly, and boastful.[14] The parasitus (parasite) is often portrayed as a selfish liar. He is typically associated with the miles gloriosus character, and hangs upon his every word. The parasitus is primarily concerned with his own appetite, or from where he will obtain his next free
meal.[13] The matrona is the character of the wife and mother, and is usually displayed as an annoyance to her husband, constantly getting in the way of his freedom to pursue other women. After catching her husband with another woman, she typically ends the affair and forgives him. She loves her children, but is often temperamental towards her
husband.[13] The virgo (young maiden) is an unmarried young woman, and is the love interest of the adulescens, She is often spoken of, but remains offstage. A typical plot point in the last act of the play reveals her to be of freeborn descent, and therefore eligible for marriage.[13] A well preserved Roman theater in Bosra (Syria) Beginning with the
first presentation of theatre in Rome in 240 B.C., plays were often presented during public festivals. Since these plays were less popular than the several other types of events (gladiatorial matches, circus events, etc.) held within the same space, theatrical events were performed using temporary wooden structures, which had to be displaced and
dismantled for days at a time, whenever other spectacle events were scheduled to take place. The slow process of creating a permanent performance space was due to the staunch objection of high-ranking officials: it was the opinion of the members of the senate that citizens were spending too much time at theatrical events, and that condoning this
behavior would lead to corruption of the Roman public. As a result, no permanent stone structure was constructed for the purpose of theatrical performance until 55 B.C.E. Sometimes theatre building projects could last generations before being completed, and would take a combination of private benefactors, public subscription, and proceeds from
the summae honorariae or payments for office positions made by magistrates.[15] To demonstrate their benefactions, statues or inscriptions (sometimes in sums of money) were erected or inscribed for all to see in front of the tribunalia, in the proscaenium or scaenae frons, parts of the building meant to be in the public eye.[15] Building theatres
required both a massive undertaking and a significant amount of time, often lasting generations.[15] Roman theatres, particularly ones constructed in western-Roman, were mainly modeled on Greek ones.[15] They were often arranged in a semicircle around an orchestra, but both the stage and scene building were joined together with the auditorium
and were elevated to the same height, creating an enclosure very similar in structure and appearance to that of a modern theatre.[15] This was furthered by odea or smaller theatres having roofs or larger theatres having vela, allowing for the audience to have some shade.[15] During the time of these temporary structures, theatrical performances
featured a very minimalist atmosphere. This included space for spectators to stand or sit to watch the play, known as a cavea, and a stage, or scaena. The setting for each play was depicted using an elaborate backdrop (scaenae frons), and the actors performed on the stage, in the playing space in front of the scaenae frons, called the proscaenium.
These structures were erected in several different places, including temples, arenas, and at times, plays were held in Rome’s central square (the forum).[12][4] Societal divisions within the theatre were made apparent in how the auditorium was divided, typically by broad corridors or praecinctiones, into one of three zones, the ima, media, and summa
cavea.[15] These zones served to section off certain groups within the population.[15] Of these three divisions, the summa cavea or 'the gallery' was where men (without togas or pullati (poor)), women, and sometimes slaves (by admission) were seated.[15] The seating arrangements of the theatre highlight the gender disparities in Roman society, as
women were seated among the slaves.[15] Sur notes that it wasn’t until Augustus that segregation in the theatre was enforced, to which women had to either sit at or near the back.[15] Theatres were paid for by certain benefactors and were seen as targets for benefaction, mainly out of the need to maintain civil order and as a consequence of the
citizens desire for theatrical performance.[15] Theatres were constructed almost always through the interests of those who held the highest ranks and positions in the Roman Republic.[15] In order to maintain segregation of power, those of high rank were often seated near the front or in the public eye (tribunalia).[15] Individuals who made
benefactions to the construction of theatres would often do so for propaganda reasons.[15] Whether it be at the hand of an imperial benefactor or a wealthy individual, the high cost of building a theatre usually required more than a single individual’s donations.[15] In 55 B.C., the first permanent theatre was constructed. Built by Pompey the Great,
the main purpose of this structure was actually not for the performance of drama, but rather, to allow current and future rulers a venue with which they could assemble the public and demonstrate their pomp and authority over the masses. With seating for 20,000 audience members, the grandiose structure held a 300-foot-wide stage and boasted a
three-story scaenae frons flanked with elaborate statues. The Theatre of Pompey remained in use through the early 6th century but was dismantled for its stone in the Middle Ages. Virtually nothing of the vast structure is visible above ground today.[12][3] Actor dressed as a king and two muses. Fresco from Herculaneum, 30-40 AD The first actors
that appeared in Roman performances were originally from Etruria. This tradition of foreign actors would continue in Roman dramatic performances. Beginning with early performances, actors were denied the same political and civic rights that were afforded to ordinary Roman citizens because of the low social status of actors. In addition, actors
were exempt from military service, which further inhibited their rights in Roman society because it was impossible for an individual to hold a political career without having some form of military experience. While actors did not possess many rights, slaves did have the opportunity to win their freedom if they were able to prove themselves as
successful actors.[16] The open-air declaiming, gesturing, singing, and dancing of Roman stage acting required stamina and agility.[17] Actor with a mask. Fresco from Pompeii The spread of dramatic performance throughout Rome occurred with the growth of acting companies that are believed to have eventually begun to travel throughout all of
Italy. These acting troupes were usually composed of four to six trained actors. Usually, two to three of the actors in the troupe would have speaking roles in a performance, while the other actors in the troupe would be present on stage as attendants to the speaking actors. For the most part, actors specialized in one genre of drama and did not
alternate between other genres of drama.[18] The most famous actor to develop a career in the late Roman Republic was Quintus Roscius Gallus (125BC-62BC). He was primarily known for his performances in the genre of comedy and became renowned for his performances among the elite circles of Roman society.[19] Through these connections he
became intimate with Lucius Licinius Crassus, the great orator and member of the Senate, and Lucius Cornelius Sulla.[20] In addition to the acting career Gallus would build, he also would take his acting abilities and use them to teach amateur actors the craft of becoming successful in the art. He would further distinguished himself through his



financial success as an actor and a teacher of acting in a field that was not highly respected. Ultimately, he chose to conclude his career as an actor without being paid for his performances because he wanted to offer his performances as a service to the Roman people.[21] Until recently it was commonly believed that although the possibility exists
that women may have performed non-speaking roles in Roman theatrical performances, historical evidence dictated that male actors portrayed all speaking roles. Later research has shown that, although likely rare, there were women who performed speaking roles.[22] Bassilla and Fabia Arete were, for example, two actresses known for their role of
Charition in a popular folk comedy.[22] There were certainly successful women stage performers within dance and singing in theatrical performances, many of whom apparently enjoyed widespread fame, and even a guild exclusively for female stage performers, the Sociae Mimae. The public opinion of actors was very low, placing them within the
same social status as criminals and prostitutes, and acting as a profession was considered illegitimate and repulsive. Many Roman actors were slaves, and it was not unusual for a performer to be beaten by his master as punishment for an unsatisfactory performance. These actions and opinions differ greatly from those demonstrated during the time
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