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THE ROMAN THEATRE. 
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1. 

FOREWORD. 

I n w r i t i n g t h i s T h e s i s my aim has been to t r a c e the r i s e and 

development of the a n c i e n t Roman Th e a t r e . 

The method I have adopted I n pursuance of t h i s aim has been 

to base my o b s e r v a t i o n s to a v e r y l a r g e e x t e n t on the inform-

- a t i o n provided by,or which may be l e g i t i m a t e l y deduced from, 

the p l a y s themselves,as w e l l as on the statements of e a r l y 

w r i t e r s and l a t e r commentators who r e f e r to the s u b j e c t . 

Hence the very numerous r e f e r e n c e s , w h i c h , f o r the sake of con-

-venlence,have been c o l l e c t e d together a t the end and r e f e r r e d 

to by numerals i n the t e x t . 
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l o THE BUILDINa. 

A. H i s t o r y of development. 

For a long time th e r e was no f i x e d p l a c e I n Rome s e t apart f o r 

dramatic r e p r e s e n t a t i o n s . An improvised " s t a g e " , c o n s i s t i n g of 

a wooden platform(pulpltum) f o r the actors,was s e t up as o c c a s i o n 

r e q u i r e d and dismantled a f t e r i t had ser v e d I t s purpose. ( 1 ) 

The p l a c e chosen v a r i e d a c c o r d i n g to circumstances,sometimes i t was 

i n the Forum,sometimes I n the C i r c u s Maximus.and sometimes - perhaps 

more u s u a l l y - near the temple of the d e i t y i n whose honour the 

f e s t i v a l was being c e l e b r a t e d . 

The f i r s t stage e r e c t e d i n Rome was s e t up t e m p o r a r i l y i n the C i r c u s 

Maxlmus f o r the use of the E t r u s c a n " l u d i o n e s " who were brought to 

Rome f o r the f i r s t time i n BoGo3b4 on the o c c a s i o n of the outbreak 

of a p e s t i l e n c e t h e r e , ( 2 ) 

Then a rough kind of wooden pl a t f o r m was e r e c t e d i n the open a i r whan-

-ever i t was d e s i r e d to giv e a performance,the p l a c e occupied by tne 

spectators,termed the "cavea",or hollow,being sometimes fenced i n 

with a wooden p a l i s a d e , b u t t h e r e were no s e a t s f o r the people. (3) 

During the l i f e t i m e of P l a u t u s (BoCo254-I84),however,the c u r u l e 

a e d l l e s were ordered to s e t a p a r t the space immediately I n f r o n t of 

the pulpitum f o r the s e a t s of the s e n a t o r s . ( 4) 

I n B»C.I79 a t h e a t r e was c o n s t r u c t e d i n Rome,made of wood,and s l t u -

-ated near the temple of A p o l l o . ( 5 ) The background was composea 

of a w a l l of boards,on which were d e p i c t e d X J ^ J ^ two houses,which 

served as a " s c e n e - b u i l d i n g " ( s c a e n a ) • I n the f r o n t of t h i s ( p r o -

-scaenlum) was a pl a t f o r m (pulpitum) on which the p l a y e r s a c t e d , 

and i n the middle stood an a l t a r , (b) 



2. 

T h i s structure,however,was not allowed to remain permanently,and 
f o r the next hundred y e a r s temporary wooden stages were e r e c t e d 
each year f o r the s p e c i a l o c c a s i o n s on which dramatic performances 
were given,and then demolishedo (7) 

I n 3 o C o I 5 5 the b u i l d i n g of the f i r s t stone t h e a t r e ( 8 ) i n Rome was 

begun by the censors CoGassius Longlnus and V a l e r i u s Messala ( 9 ) , 

ton a s i t e between the L u p e r c a l and the P a l a t i n e H i l l . (10) 

The c e n s o r s had c o n t r a c t e d f o r the framing and s e t t i n g up of the 

t h e a t r e , b u t , a t the i n s t i g a t i o n of P o S c i p i o N a s i c a , l n h i s second 

c o n s u l s h i p , t h e Senate passed a decree o r d e r i n g i t s d e s t r u c t i o n f o r 

f e a r t h a t such a b u i l d i n g savouring of Greek l u x u r y would be harm-

- f u l to p u b l i c m o r a l i t y ( i n u t i l e e t nociturum p u b l i c l s m o r i b u 8 ) ( I I ) 

and unworthy of the s t e m s i m p l i c i t y of Roman c i t i z e n s . 

I t was f u r t h e r decreed t h a t no-one should set, s e a t s f o r s p e c t a t o r s , 

or s i t down h i m s e l f , t o see the p l a y s , e i t h e r i n the c i t y or w i t h i n 

a mile of the c i t y g a t e s , s o t h a t by having to stand on t h e i r f e e t 

manly f o r t i t u d e might be I n c u l c a t e d i n the people. 

St.Augustine (12) commends S c i p l o N a s l c a f o r having persuaded the 

Senate to order the d e m o l i t i o n of the p a r t l y - b u i l t t h eatre,and a l s o 

f o r o b t a i n i n g an ex p r e s s p r o h i b i t i o n of the use of the movable s e a t s 

( s u b s e l l i a ) which the Romans had begun to use i n the beholding of 

p l a y s . 

Applan (13) a l s o r e f e r s to the d e m o l i t i o n by the c o n s u l S c i p l o of 

the t h e a t r e begun by C a s s i u s . 

T e r t u l l i a n (14) mentions the f a c t t h a t the censors used to d e s t r o y 

t h e a t r e s w h i l s t they were being b u i l t i n order to "safeguard p u b l i c 

morals!' 
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At the p l a y s given a t the triumph of L u c i u s Muamlus i n B.C.146, 
a f t e r h i s conquest Af Corinth,wooden s e a t s were e r e c t e d f o r the 
s p e c t a t o r s . 

The next mention of a t h e a t r e being b u i l t i n Rome I s by P l l n y ( I 5 ) 

who d e s c r i b e s the wooden s t r u c t u r e b u i l t by M.Aemillus Scaurus 

when he was a e d l l e i n B«Co58« T h i s was an e l a b o r a t e and m a g n i f l -

-cent b u i l d i n g adorned with 3bO marble columns. The background of 

the stage had three 8oreys,the lowest being of marble,or perhaps 

l i n e d w i t h marble,the second of g l a s s ( e v i t r o ) , i . e . c o v e r e d w i t h 

g l a s s mosaics - a then unheard-of l u x u r y - and the topmost of g l l d -

-ed wood. The lowermost columns were 36 f e e t high,and,placed be-

-tween these columns,were 300 brazen s t a t u e s . 

According to Marllan l i b ) i t s "cavea" would s e a t 30,000 s p e c t a t o r s , 

compared w i t h the s e a t s f o r only 40,000 i n Pompey's t h e a t r e . 

I n BoC,50 G.Curio b u i l t a s t i l l more amazing s t r u c t u r e . T h i s con-

- s l s t e d of two wooden t h e a t r e s f o r s c e n i c r e p r e s e n t a t i o n s w i t h two 

s e m i c i r c u l a r " a u d i t o r l a " back-to-back,each being made to r e v o l v e 

so as to form a complete c i r c l e , o r a m p h i t h e a t r e , f o r g l a d i a t o r i a l 

shows. (17) B e f o r e noon the two t h e a t r e s were turned back to 

b a c k , w h i l s t s e p a r a t e s p e c t a c l e s were be i n g presented i n each; then 

i n the afternoon the LWO t h e a t r e s were swung round t o f o r a an amphl-

- t h e a t r e . 

The f i r s t completed stone t h e a t r e (theatrum lapideum)(18) was the 

Theatre of Pompey (19),which was opened i n B.C.55,though i t was not 

f i n i s h e d t i l l the y e a r 52. (20) 

T h i s was s i t u a t e d i n the P r a t a F l a m l n l a a d j o i n i n g the Campus Martiu s , 

and i s s a i d to have been modelled on the Greek t h e a t r e a t M l t y l e n e 

i n the I s l a n d of Lesbos. (21) 
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According to P l u t a r c h (22) when Pompey was a t Mi t y l e n e he was pleased 

w i t h the t h e a t r e t h e r e and had a ske t c h taken of i t , a n d a p l a n made, 

wi t h the i n t e n t i o n of making one l i k e i t i n Rome,but l a r g e r and more 

s p l e n d i d . 

Pompey'8 t h e a t r e was not,however,a r e p l i c a of t h i s , a s the "cavea" of 

h i s t h e a t r e was e x a c t l y a s e m i - c i r c l e , w h e r e a s i n Greek t h e a t r e s the 

"cavea" was always g r e a t e r than a s e m i - c i r c l e . 

To avoid the r i s k of censure f o r having e r e c t e d a stone t h e a t r e , 

Pompey p l a c e d a temple of Venus V i c t r l x a t the top of the "cavea" so 

th a t the t h e a t r e s t e p s should appear to be steps of the temple,and 

the d e d i c a t i o n was t h a t of a temple of Venus. (23) 

T a c i t u s , h o w e v e r , t e l l s us (24) t h a t a t the time of the i n s t i t u t i o n a t 

Rome of the Neronian quinquennial c o n t e s t s (25),when s c e n i c r e p r e s e n t 

- a t l o n s were given,some of the people r e c a l l e d how Gnaeus Pompeius 

had been censured by h i s e l d e r s " f o r b u i l d i n g a permanent t h e a t r e " 

(quod mansuram t h e a t r i sedem p o e u i s s e t ) . 

Attached to the t h e a t r e , a t the back of the " s t a g e - b u i l d i n g s " ( s c a e n a ; 

was the P o r t l c u s Pompeii,or Ambulatio Magnl,with p a r a l l e l rows of 

columns,and an open space i n the ce n t r e p l a n t e d w i t h t r e e s and adorn-

-ed with f o u n t a i n s and s t a t u e s . ( 2 6 ) T h i s was a l s o known as the 

"Hecato8tylon';the H a l l of the Hundred P i l l a r s . (27) 

Apart from the remains of Pompey's t h e a t r e which a r e now i n existence^ 

the d e s i g n i s known from the Marble P l a n of Rome pre s e r v e d i n the 

C a p i t o l . (23) 

^ I t was i n the p o r t i c u s of Pompey's t h e a t r e t h a t Brutus and G a s s i u s 

were engaged i n t h e i r b u s i n e s s as p r a e t o r s s h o r t l y before the murder 

of Caesar i n 44B,G.(29),which took p l a c e i n the a d j o i n i n g C u r i a ^ 
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I n common w i t h almost a l l the b u i l d i n g s of Rome,the t h e a t r e of Pom-
-pey s u f f e r e d f r e q u e n t l y from f i r e , s i n d was s e v e r a l times r e s t o r e d 
and r e - b u i l t . 

The f i r s t r e s t o r a t i o n was by Caesar Augustus (BoCo27-I4A.D.) ( 3 0 ) , 

who a l s o removed the s t a t u e of Pompey from the C u r i a and p l a c e d i t 

under a marble a r c h i n f r o n t of the p a l a c e a t t a c h e d to Pompey's 

t h e a t r e . ( 3 1 ) 

The Ancyrean I n s c r i p t i o n r e c o r d s t h a t i t was r e s t o r e d a t a g r e a t 

c o s t by Augustus,without the a d d i t i o n of h i s name to t h a t of Pompey 

on the f r o n t . "POMPEIUM.THEATRUM..,.,IMPENSA.GhANDI.REFEGI.SINE. 

ULLA.INSGhlPTIONE.NOMINIS.MEI." 

The o r i g i n a l i n s c r i p t i o n recorded t h a t the t h e a t r e was completed i n 

the t h i r d c o n s u l s h i p of Pompey B . C .52,and the q u e s t i o n arose whether 

i t was more elegant to use the word "TERTIUl^d" or "TERTIO". 

C i c e r o c a u t i o u s l y r e f u s e d to commit h i m s e l f to e i t h e r opinion,and 

a d v i s e d the use of the c o n t r a c t e d form "TERT." i n order to av o i d 

the d i f f i c u l t y . The Emperor Claudius,however,did not approve of 

the a b b r e v i a t i o n and a l t e r e d "TERT." i n t o " I I I . " (The form " T E R T I U M " 

was adopted by Agrippa on the f r i e z e of the Parthenon.) (32) 

Aulus G e l l l u s (33) quotes V a r r o as s a y i n g t h a t Pompeius d i d not w r i t e 

the f i n a l l e t t e r s of the word " t e r t l u m " of " t e r t l o " on the i n s c r i p t -

- i o n on h i s t h e a t r e , b u t wrote only "TERT," to avoid any ambiguity. 

A few l i n e s f u r t h e r on he quotes a l s o T u l l i u s T i r o , t h e l e a r n e d freed-

-man and f r i e n d of Cicero,on t h i s same p o i n t . 

However,as G e l l l u s p o i n t s out a t the end of t h i s chapter,when,meuiy 

y e a r s l a t e r , t h e back w a l l of the s t a g e ( s c a e n a ) , w h i c h had f a l l e n 

down,was r e s t o r e d , t h e number was i n d i c a t e d , n o t as befo r e by the 
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f i r s t f our l e t t e r s , b u t by " t h r e e i n c i s e d l i n e s " ( t r l b u s l l n l o l l s 

i n c l s i s ) . 

T a c i t u s s a y s (34) t h a t when the t h e a t r e of Pompelus was a c c i d e n t a l l y 

burned down,(only the "scaena" was destroyed,the r e s t being of stone;, 

the Emperor T i b e r i u s (A.D»l4-38) undertook to r e - b u i l d i t h i m s e l f , 

p r e s e r v i n g the neime of Pompeius. 

A s t a t u e was voted by the Senate to be s e t up i n the t h e a t r e ( a p u d 

theatrum) to SeJanus,because to h i s v i g i l a n c e and e x e r t i o n s i t was /a. 

due t h a t the l o s s from t h i s g r e a t f i r e had been confi n e d to a s i n g l e 

b u i l d i n g . 

The r e s t o r a t i o n of t h i s t h e a t r e i s mentioned by T a c i t u s (35) as beixi|, 

one of the only two p u b l i c works executed by T i b e r i u s , ( 3 6 ) 

Suetonius t e l l s us (37) t h a t the work,which had been l e f t u n f l n l s h e a 

by T i b e r i u s , w a s completed by C a l i g u l a (AoD.38-41),who,however,insert-

-ed h i s own nsune i n the p l a c e of Pompey's, 

I t was a g a i n burned down i n the time of C l a u d i u s (A.D.4I-54),by whom 

a l s o i t was r e - b u i l t , w i t h Pompey's name r e s t o r e d i n i t s o r i g i n a l 

place,and dedicated w i t h much ceremony and splendour.(38) 

C l a u d i u s a l s o completed the marble a r c h near Pompey's th e a t r e , w h i c h 

had formerly been decreed by the Senate i n honour of T i b e r i u s , b u t 

which had been n e g l e c t e d . ( 3 9 ) 

I n the g r e a t f i r e a t Rome,which occurred i n the second year of the 

r e i g n of T i t u s (A,D,79-81) ( 4 0 ) , t h e t h e a t r e of Pompey was once more 

destroeyed and again r e - b u i l t . 

I n succeeding r e i g n s i t s u f f e r e d from v a r i o u s f i r e s , e . g . i n the time 

o f P h i l i p p u s Arab8(A,D.244-249),and under D i o c l e t i a n (AoD,284-305); 

but i t continued i n use u n t i l the time of Theodorlc and even l a t e r 

i n the s i x t h century A.D. 
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Remains of Pompey's t h e a t r e a r e s t i l l i n e x i s t e n c e , a n d a few f r a g -
-ments have been d i s c o v e r e d i n the c e l l a r s of the Pa l a z z o P l o . ( 4 l ) 

The next stone t h e a t r e to be c o n s t r u c t e d i n Rome was planned by 

l u l l u s Caesar (42),and was,as Suetonius s a y s , a t h e a t r e of v e r y greab 

s i z e l y i n g near to the Tarp e i a n h i l l ( T a r p e l o montl a c c u b a n s ) . 

I t was b u i l t by Augustus and de d i c a t e d i n I I B<»C. ( a c c o r d i n g to 

P l i n y ) ( 4 3 ) , o r perhaps i n 13 B.C. 

T h i s was named the "Theatre of M a r c e l l u s " i n memory of the nephew 

of Augustus who had d i e d i n 23 B«Co. (44) 

I t i s t h i s t h e a t r e which i n a l l p r o b a b i l i t y i s a l l u d e d to i n l i n e 

157 of the i n s c r i p t i o n ( d e s c r i b i n g the L u d i S a e c u l a r e s h e l d i n B.C. 

17) on a marble column,fragments of which were d i s c o v e r e d i n 1890, 

and which r e f e r s to "the t h e a t r e which i s i n the C i r c u s F l a m i n i u s 

The Reglonary Catalogues of the 4th , c e n t u r y A.D. mention the 

"Theatrum M a r c e l l i . c a p i t l o c a xxx m i l . " . (46) 

I t s "scaena" i s shown on one of the fragments of the Marble P l a n of 

Rome (47) wi t h the i n s c r i p t i o n "Theatrum.Marcelli", 

I t stood between the P o r t i c u s Octavlae and the G a p i t o l i n e h i l l , n o t 

f a r from the temple of Apollo,and i t was b u i l t on ground purchased 

from p r i v a t e owners. (48) 

L i v y t e l l s us (49) t h a t the t h e a t r e of M a r c e l l u s was b u i l t on the 

s i t e of an e a r l i e r one e r e c t e d by Ae m i l l u s L e p i d u s . 

I n the r e i g n of Vespasian(A.D.69-79) i t was r e p a i r e d a f t e r having 

s u f f e r e d damage by f i r e , (50) 

Imposing remains a r e s t i l l to be s e e n , e s p e c i a l l y of the e x t e r i o r 

a r c a d i n g of the curved "cavea". I t i s a l l worked i n t r a v e r t i n e , a 

porous y e l l o w rock which hardens on exposure,once covered w i t h hard 
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white s t u c c o (opus a l b a r i u m ) . An i n t e r e s t i n g f e a t u r e i s the 
columns of the Roman-Doric order which are placed a g a i n s t a w a l l 
("engaged"). (51) 

The t h i r d (52) of the stohe t h e a t r e s e r e c t e d i n Rome was t h a t of 

C o r n e l i u s Balbus,which was d e d i c a t e d i n B.C.13. 

T h i s was b u i l t I n response to the e x h o r t a t i o n s of Augustus who d e s i r e t 

persons of rank to adorn Rome by p u t t i n g up new b u i l d i n g s or r e p a i r -

-Ing o l d ones. (53) 

I t was of g r e a t splendour,and,according to the Catalogue of the 

Regions of Rome,seated more than 30,000 s p e c t a t o r s . 

The g r e a t s t a t u e s of Ca s t o r and P o l l u x l e a d i n g t h e i r horses,now a t 

the top of the C a p i t o l i n e steps,were found i n t h i s t h e a t r e . (54) 

I n a d d i t i o n to these the Odeum of Domltlan(A.D.8l-96)may be Inc l u d e d 

amongst the permanent t h e a t r e s of Rome. 

The Odeum was a b u i l d i n g modelled on the Greek Odeion b u i l t by 

P e r i c l e s about B.C.445 f o r the purpose of holdi n g m u s i c a l c o n t e s t s ; 

i t was c o n s t r u c t e d on the pla n of a t h e a t r e , b u t much smaller,and i t 

had a roof f o r a c o u s t i c a l r e a s o n s . 

The f i r s t Odeum a t Rome was b u i l t by Domltlan about Lhe year 86 AoD.; 

a second was b u i l t i n the r e i g n of T r a j a n (A.D.98-117)« 

Probably t h i s l a s t was the " t h e a t r e " r e f e r r e d to by Josephus (55) 

as having been b u i l t i n the Campus Martius and destroy e d by Hadrian 

(AoD.117-138) a g a i n s t the w i l l of the people. 






































































































































































































































































































































































