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Roman Culture

1.)  Roman art and architecture:  The Romans adopted many features of the Greek style of art and architecture.  They developed a taste for Greek statues which were placed in public and in private residences.  Once demand outstripped the supply of originals reproductions of Greek statues became fashionable.  Romans also adopted the Greek style of portrait painting.  In architecture they imitated the Greek use of rows of columns and rectangular buildings.

2.)  Roman Literature:  Latin literature was also strongly influenced by the ancient Greeks.  The Greatest Roman poet of all time, a guy named Virgil, wrote a work called the Aeneid which was meant to rival the work of the great Greek poet Homer.  In the Aeneid Virgil wrote:

Let others fashion from bronze more lifelike, breathing images—For so they shall—and evoke living faces from marble; Others excel as orators, others track with their instruments The planets circling in heaven and predict when stars will appear. But, Romans, never forget that government is your medium! Be this your art: to practice men in the habit of peace, Generosity to the conquered, and firmness against the aggressor.

3.)  The Roman Family: At the heart of Roman social structure stood the family.  Roman families were headed by the paterfamilias—the dominant male.  The household also included the wife, sons with their wives and children, unmarried daughters and slaves.  Fathers arranged marriages for their daughters.  Marriage was meant to be for life, but in the third century BC divorce was introduced and became fairly easy to obtain.  Legal minimum age for marriage was 12 several years for girls, before childbirth was possible.  For males it was 14.  The Paterfamilias also had the power to sell his children into slavery or even put them to death.  This power did not change until the 2nd century AD.

4.)  Role of Women:  Upper class women had considerable freedom and independence.  Women could own, inherit, and sell property.  Women were appreciated as enjoyable company and were at the center of the household social life.  Women could attend theaters and races although they would have to sit in a separate section.   Some women owned businesses.  Although it was illegal for women to participate in politics many wealthy women influenced the political system through their husbands.

5.)  Education of Roman Children:  Unlike the Greeks the family was the center of attention for Romans—Romans raised their own children.  All upper-class Roman children, both males and females, were taught to read.  The father was the chief educator of the family.  He made the decision to teach himself, hire a tutor, or send them to school.  Roman boys were taught reading, writing, moral principles and family values, law, and military training.  Upon the age of 16 boys traded in their purple edged toga for the plain white toga of man-hood.  The ceremony occurred on March 17 in private household ceremonies.

6.)  Slavery:  It has been said that one of the reasons that Roman civilization did not discover such things as steam power and other labor saving machinery was due to the reliance on slave labor.  Although slavery was common in the ancient world, no civilization relied on slave labor as heavily as did Rome.  Slaves performed many tasks in the Roman Empire.  Slaves were used in all capacities as household servants.  Slaves were used on farms.  Greek slaves were used as doctors, musicians, and tutors.  Businessmen employed slaves as shopkeepers or artisans.  Aqueducts, Roads and other public buildings were built with the use of slave labor.  Somewhere between 20 and 35 percent of the population of the empire were slaves.  This caused the people of Rome to live in fear of their slaves.  There were several great slave uprisings and revolts.  The usual form of execution for slaves was crucifixion.  Most slaves that took part in a revolt were crucified.

7.)  The Roman Diet: Wealthy Romans dined on the finest of foods from around the world.  Jellyfish, roasted deer, boiled ostrich, and even roast parrot could be found on a household menu.  The wealthy put on tremendous feasts with numerous choices for each course.  Puking in between courses was considered proper so that a diner could eat more food during the next course.  The poor ate little meat.  They stayed with the basics bread, olives, and grapes.

8.)  Gladiatorial Competitions: Gladiatorial shows were an important part of Roman society.  They took place in the public coliseums.  Contests were to the death between to trained fighters—often they were condemned criminals.  Criminals of all ages and sexes would be thrown unarmed into the arena with wild beasts that had been starved so that the criminals would be ripped to pieces for the enjoyment of the masses.  Numerous animal contests were held also such as bears against buffalo.  It is recorded that a record 5000 beasts were killed in one day of games when the Emperor Titus inaugurated the Colosseum in AD 80.  These contests were the talk of the empire and had a dual purpose first, they took peoples minds off of political unrest (gave people something to do other than plot against their government).  Second, they served to remind people of what could happen to those who fail to please their master.

Roman Achievements

1.  Roads:  After the Romans would conquer an area they would build roads to connect it with the rest of their territory.  These roads served a two-fold purpose, first they were good for commerce, and second they provided a means for the rapid deployment of troops.  All together the Romans built 50,000 miles of primary highways and more than 200,000 miles of secondary roads.

2.  Aqueducts:  One of the most magnificent achievements of the Romans was the construction of great aqueducts.  The aqueducts would carry water over vast distances for personal use or crop irrigation.  The aqueducts were often linked to baths or fountains or other public facilities.  In Rome itself nearly a dozen aqueducts provided water for more than one million people.

3.  The Twelve Tables of Roman Law:  One of Rome’s chief gifts to civilization was its system of law.  The Twelve Tables of Law which was set down in 450 BC was Rome’s first code of laws.  Over the years the code was modified to meet the needs of a changing empire.  When Stoicism began to influence the empire Romans began to identify their law as natural law or universal law that was based on reason.  All people had the same rights.  Their standards of justice which have largely been adopted by the United States are 1) a person is considered innocent until proven guilty. 2) People have the right to defend themselves against accusations before a judge.  3) A judge was expected to weigh evidence and make an impartial decision.

4.  Arches, vaults, and domes:  The Romans were able to create many of these new architectural forms as a result of their use of a new material: concrete.  Recently scientists have been experimenting with the use of volcanic ash in the manufacture of concrete (like the ancient Romans used) and have found that the concrete is harder and more durable when ash is added to the recipe.  This mixture of the Romans would even set-up under water.  Just think it has taken American engineers two thousand years to develop a concrete as good as the Romans.

5.  Baths:  The ancient Romans were very meticulous about staying clean. They bathed regularly in community baths.  These baths were heated.  Baths were places for men.  Business was often conducted at the bath.  In many ways they were the center of masculine social life much in the same way that taverns were for later generations of men.

6.  Amphitheaters: For the entertainment of the masses Rome built great amphitheaters.  Some were for theater while some were for gladiatorial competition.  The roman coliseum and the circus maximus were two very famous amphitheaters.

Great People of Rome    

1.  Livy:  The most famous Roman historian.  Wrote History of Rome which was 142 volumes and traced Roman history from the foundation to 9 BC Only 35 volumes of the history survive.

2.  Cincinnatus:  He was a farmer and senator who was given emergency power as a dictator for six months.  Cincinnatus raised an army, marched out and defeated the enemy.  He resigned the post of dictator to return to his farm after holding the position for 15 days.

3.  Hannibal:  Carthaginian general who almost conquered Rome by using elephants.

4.  Cato:  Roman senator who was responsible for the ultimate destruction of Carthage.  He ended every speech that he gave with the words, “Carthage must be destroyed.”

5.  Crassus:  Richest man in Rome; part of the first Triumvirate; Ruled over Syria.

6.  Pompey:  A great naval commander.  Pompey was part of the first triumvirate.  His army ruled over spain.

7.  Julius Caesar: Also part of the first triumvirate.  His army controlled Gaul (modern France)  After the death of Crassus, Caesar’s army defeated Pompey’s. The  Senate then named Caesar sole consul for life in 47 BC; this effectively made him a dictator and led to his assassination.  Caesar gave land to the poor and increased the number of senators from 300 to 900 thereby weakening the senates power.  Caesar also reformed the calendar by adopting the Egyptian calendar which was based on the Solar year and contained 365 days.  Caesar was killed on March 15, 44 BC (the ides of March)

8.  Cassius:  Leader of the conspiracy that assassinated Julius Caesar.

9.  Brutus:  It is reported that Caesar fought valiantly avoiding all of the blows leveled against him until his good friend Brutus stabbed him with a spear.  Caesar was reported to have uttered the words “Et tu Brute” as his will left to him and he was pummeled to the ground by sword blows.  

10.  Octavian:  Caesar’s heir and nephew.  After Caesar’s death he controlled the western portion of the Roman Empire.  The Eastern portion was controlled by Mark Antony (Cleopatra’s old man).  Octavian defeated the forces of Antony and Cleopatra and ruled supreme over the Roman Empire.  The civil wars had ended, but so had the Republic.  In 27 BC Octavian proclaimed that the Republic had been restored.  In reality what had happened is that Octavian had been declared Emperor by the Roman senate.  The senate awarded Octavian the title of Augustus (meaning Revered One). 

11.  Nero:  Nero was a particularly debauched emperor.  He would have people killed if they disagreed with him.  He ordered the execution of his own mother.  

12.  Trajan:  One of the five good emperors.  Ruled from 98—117 AD he extended the Roman Empire to its greatest lengths.

13.  Virgil: Most famous of all Roman poets.  Wrote an epic poem called the Aeneid.

14.  Horace: Great Roman poet who wrote satires about daily life in Rome.

15.  Sparticus: Sparticus was a famous gladiator who led a famous slave revolt in 73 BC.  Sparticus’s army of 70,000 slaves defeated several roman armies before being defeated in 71 BC in southern Italy.

