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U n d e r s t a n d  W h a t  Y o u ’ r e  S e e i n g
W h e n  y o u  g e t  t o  R o m e ,  y o u ' l l  s e e  a m a z i n g  p l a c e s  l i k e
t h e  C o l o s s e u m  a n d  t h e  R o m a n  F o r u m ,  b u t  t o  t r u l y
u n d e r s t a n d  t h e m ,  y o u  h a v e  t o  k n o w  t h e  s t o r y  b e h i n d
t h e m .  R o m e ' s  h i s t o r y  i s n ' t  j u s t  a b o u t  e m p e r o r s  a n d
b a t t l e s ;  i t ' s  a  f a s c i n a t i n g  j o u r n e y  o f  a  s m a l l  f a r m i n g
v i l l a g e  t h a t  g r e w  i n t o  a  m a s s i v e  r e p u b l i c  a n d  t h e n  i n t o
a  p o w e r f u l  e m p i r e .  T h i s  h i s t o r y  i s  t h e  l i v i n g  s p i r i t  o f
t h e  c i t y  a n d  k n o w i n g  i t  w i l l  m a k e  y o u r  v i s i t  s o  m u c h
m o r e  m e a n i n g f u l .  T h i s  o v e r v i e w  w i l l  g i v e  y o u  t h e  b i g
p i c t u r e  o f  h o w  R o m e  r o s e  t o  p o w e r  a n d  w h y  i t s  l e g a c y
i s  s t i l l  s o  i m p o r t a n t  t o d a y .

R o m a n  R e p u b l i c :  N e w  I d e a  o f  G o v e r n m e n t
R o m e ' s  s t o r y  b e g i n s  a s  a  s m a l l  c i t y - s t a t e ,  n o t  m u c h
d i f f e r e n t  f r o m  i t s  n e i g h b o r s .  B u t  a f t e r  g e t t i n g  r i d  o f
i t s  k i n g s ,  R o m e ’ s  p e o p l e  d e c i d e d  t o  t r y  s o m e t h i n g
n e w :  a  r e p u b l i c .  T h i s  m e a n t  t h a t  i n s t e a d  o f  o n e  p e r s o n
h a v i n g  a l l  t h e  p o w e r ,  c i t i z e n s  e l e c t e d  l e a d e r s  t o  m a k e
d e c i s i o n s  f o r  t h e m .  T h e  m o s t  i m p o r t a n t  o f  t h e s e  w e r e
t h e  c o n s u l s ,  w h o  w e r e  l i k e  p r e s i d e n t s ,  a n d  t h e  S e n a t e ,
a  g r o u p  o f  p o w e r f u l ,  w i s e  m e n  w h o  a d v i s e d  t h e m .  T h i s
w a s  a  r e v o l u t i o n a r y  i d e a  a t  t h e  t i m e ,  a n d  i t  w a s  t h i s
f o r m  o f  g o v e r n m e n t  t h a t  a l l o w e d  R o m e  t o  b e c o m e  s o
s t r o n g .

T h r o u g h  a  m i x  o f  s m a r t  a l l i a n c e s  a n d  m i l i t a r y
v i c t o r i e s ,  t h e  R o m a n  R e p u b l i c  s l o w l y  e x p a n d e d  i t s
c o n t r o l  o v e r  a l l  o f  I t a l y .  A  m a j o r  t u r n i n g  p o i n t  c a m e
d u r i n g  t h e  P u n i c  W a r s ,  a  s e r i e s  o f  h u g e  c o n f l i c t s
a g a i n s t  i t s  p o w e r f u l  r i v a l ,  C a r t h a g e ,  a  c i t y  i n  N o r t h
A f r i c a .  R o m e  w o n ,  a n d  i n  d o i n g  s o ,  i t  g a i n e d  c o n t r o l  o f
a  v a s t  a m o u n t  o f  t e r r i t o r y  a r o u n d  t h e  M e d i t e r r a n e a n
S e a .  T h i s  m a d e  R o m e  t h e  m o s t  p o w e r f u l  f o r c e  i n  t h e
r e g i o n ,  b u t  i t  a l s o  s t a r t e d  t o  c r e a t e  p r o b l e m s  a t  h o m e .
T h e  g o v e r n m e n t ,  d e s i g n e d  f o r  a  s m a l l  c i t y ,  s t r u g g l e d
t o  m a n a g e  a  h u g e  e m p i r e .  R i c h  l a n d o w n e r s  b e c a m e
e v e n  r i c h e r ,  w h i l e  p o o r  f a r m e r s  l o s t  t h e i r  l a n d  a n d
m o v e d  t o  t h e  c i t y ,  c a u s i n g  s o c i a l  a n d  e c o n o m i c
t e n s i o n .  T h i s  t e n s i o n  c r e a t e d  a  l o t  o f  i n t e r n a l  c o n f l i c t
a n d  e v e n t u a l l y  l e d  t o  c i v i l  w a r s .

R i s e  o f  a n  E m p i r e :  F r o m  C a e s a r  t o  A u g u s t u s
T h e  e n d  o f  t h e  R o m a n  R e p u b l i c  w a s n ' t  a  s u d d e n  e v e n t ,
b u t  a  s l o w  a n d  d i f f i c u l t  p r o c e s s .  I t  w a s  a  t i m e  o f
p o w e r f u l  i n d i v i d u a l s  f i g h t i n g  f o r  c o n t r o l ,  a n d  n o  o n e  
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C o n t i n u e d
w a s  m o r e  f a m o u s  t h a n  J u l i u s  C a e s a r .  A  b r i l l i a n t
g e n e r a l  a n d  p o l i t i c i a n ,  h e  b e c a m e  i n c r e d i b l y  p o p u l a r
w i t h  t h e  p e o p l e .  T h e  S e n a t e ,  h o w e v e r ,  s a w  h i m  a s  a
t h r e a t  t o  t h e i r  p o w e r  a n d  t h e  R e p u b l i c  i t s e l f .  W h e n
h e  r e t u r n e d  t o  R o m e  a f t e r  a  l o n g  m i l i t a r y  c a m p a i g n ,
h e  c r o s s e d  a  s m a l l  r i v e r  c a l l e d  t h e  R u b i c o n ,  a  d e c i s i o n
t h a t  m e a n t  h e  w a s  s t a r t i n g  a  c i v i l  w a r .  H e  w o n ,  a n d
t h o u g h  h e  c l a i m e d  t o  b e  r e s t o r i n g  o r d e r ,  h e  w a s
e s s e n t i a l l y  i n  c o n t r o l  o f  R o m e  a s  a  d i c t a t o r .  H i s
e n e m i e s ,  f e a r i n g  h e  w o u l d  d e c l a r e  h i m s e l f  k i n g ,
a s s a s s i n a t e d  h i m  i n  4 4  B C .

C a e s a r ' s  d e a t h  d i d n ' t  s a v e  t h e  R e p u b l i c ;  i t  j u s t  l e d  t o
m o r e  c i v i l  w a r s .  T h e  m a n  w h o  f i n a l l y  b r o u g h t  p e a c e
a n d  s t a b i l i t y  w a s  C a e s a r ' s  a d o p t e d  s o n ,  O c t a v i a n .
A f t e r  d e f e a t i n g  a l l  h i s  r i v a l s ,  h e  w a s  g i v e n  t h e  t i t l e  o f
" A u g u s t u s , "  m e a n i n g  " r e v e r e d  o n e , "  a n d  b e c a m e
R o m e ' s  f i r s t  e m p e r o r .  A u g u s t u s  w a s  s m a r t .  H e  d i d n ’ t
c a l l  h i m s e l f  a  k i n g  a n d  h e  k e p t  t h e  S e n a t e ,  b u t  h e
m a d e  s u r e  h e  h a d  a l l  t h e  r e a l  p o w e r .  T h i s  m a r k e d  t h e
o f f i c i a l  e n d  o f  t h e  R e p u b l i c  a n d  t h e  b e g i n n i n g  o f  t h e
R o m a n  E m p i r e ,  a  f o r m  o f  g o v e r n m e n t  t h a t  w o u l d  l a s t
f o r  h u n d r e d s  o f  y e a r s .

G o l d e n  A g e :  P a x  R o m a n a
T h e  r e i g n  o f  A u g u s t u s  s t a r t e d  a  p e r i o d  k n o w n  a s  t h e  Pax
Romana ,  o r  " R o m a n  P e a c e , "  w h i c h  l a s t e d  f o r  o v e r  2 0 0
y e a r s .  T h i s  w a s  t h e  g o l d e n  a g e  o f  t h e  R o m a n  E m p i r e .
T h e  e m p i r e  w a s  a t  i t s  l a r g e s t  a n d  m o s t  p o w e r f u l ,
c o n t r o l l i n g  t e r r i t o r y  f r o m  m o d e r n - d a y  E n g l a n d  a l l  t h e
w a y  t o  t h e  M i d d l e  E a s t .  W i t h  t h e  e m p i r e  a t  p e a c e ,  t r a d e
f l o u r i s h e d ,  a n d  p e o p l e  e n j o y e d  a  t i m e  o f  p r o s p e r i t y  a n d
s t a b i l i t y .

T h i s  e r a  w a s  a  t i m e  o f  i n c r e d i b l e  a c h i e v e m e n t .  R o m a n s
b u i l t  a n  e x t e n s i v e  n e t w o r k  o f  r o a d s  t h a t  c o n n e c t e d  t h e
e n t i r e  e m p i r e ,  m a n y  o f  w h i c h  a r e  s t i l l  u s e d  t o d a y .  T h e y
a l s o  c r e a t e d  m a s t e r p i e c e s  o f  e n g i n e e r i n g ,  l i k e
a q u e d u c t s  t h a t  b r o u g h t  f r e s h  w a t e r  t o  c i t i e s  a n d  t h e
f a m o u s  p u b l i c  b a t h s .  T h e  C o l o s s e u m  a n d  t h e  P a n t h e o n
w e r e  b o t h  b u i l t  d u r i n g  t h i s  p e r i o d ,  s h o w i n g  o f f  t h e
R o m a n s '  i n c r e d i b l e  a r c h i t e c t u r a l  s k i l l s .  I t  w a s  a l s o
d u r i n g  t h i s  t i m e  t h a t  C h r i s t i a n i t y ,  w h i c h  s t a r t e d  a s  a
s m a l l  r e l i g i o n  i n  t h e  R o m a n  p r o v i n c e  o f  J u d e a ,  b e g a n  t o
s p r e a d  r a p i d l y  t h r o u g h o u t  t h e  e m p i r e ,  h e l p e d  b y  t h e
v e r y  r o a d s  a n d  p e a c e  t h e  R o m a n s  h a d  c r e a t e d .
.
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D e c l i n e  a n d  L a s t i n g  I n f l u e n c e
N o t h i n g  l a s t s  f o r e v e r ,  a n d  t h e  R o m a n  E m p i r e  w a s  n o  e x c e p t i o n .  A f t e r  c e n t u r i e s  o f  s t r e n g t h ,  t h e
e m p i r e  b e g a n  t o  f a c e  s e r i o u s  c h a l l e n g e s  f r o m  w i t h i n  a n d  o u t s i d e  i t s  b o r d e r s .  T h e  v a s t  s i z e  o f
t h e  e m p i r e  m a d e  i t  d i f f i c u l t  t o  g o v e r n ,  a n d  a  s e r i e s  o f  w e a k  a n d  c o r r u p t  e m p e r o r s  l e d  t o
p o l i t i c a l  i n s t a b i l i t y .  A t t a c k s  f r o m  b a r b a r i a n  t r i b e s  o n  i t s  b o r d e r s  b e c a m e  m o r e  f r e q u e n t  a n d
m o r e  d i f f i c u l t  t o  f i g h t  o f f .

B y  t h e  4 t h  c e n t u r y  A D ,  t h e  e m p i r e  w a s  s p l i t  i n t o  t w o  h a l v e s ,  t h e  W e s t e r n  a n d  E a s t e r n  R o m a n
E m p i r e s ,  t o  m a k e  i t  e a s i e r  t o  m a n a g e .  T h e  W e s t e r n  E m p i r e ,  w i t h  i t s  c a p i t a l  i n  R o m e ,  c o n t i n u e d
t o  w e a k e n ,  a n d  i n  4 7 6  A D ,  t h e  l a s t  R o m a n  e m p e r o r  w a s  r e m o v e d  f r o m  p o w e r .  T h i s  i s
t r a d i t i o n a l l y  s e e n  a s  t h e  " f a l l "  o f  t h e  W e s t e r n  R o m a n  E m p i r e .  H o w e v e r ,  t h e  E a s t e r n  h a l f ,  w i t h
i t s  c a p i t a l  i n  C o n s t a n t i n o p l e  ( m o d e r n - d a y  I s t a n b u l ) ,  c o n t i n u e d  t o  t h r i v e  a s  t h e  B y z a n t i n e
E m p i r e  f o r  a n o t h e r  t h o u s a n d  y e a r s ,  p r e s e r v i n g  R o m a n  t r a d i t i o n s  a n d  k n o w l e d g e .

T h e  s o - c a l l e d  f a l l  o f  R o m e  w a s n ' t  t h e  e n d  o f  i t s  i n f l u e n c e .  R o m a n  i d e a s  a b o u t  l a w ,  g o v e r n m e n t ,
a n d  e n g i n e e r i n g  c o n t i n u e d  t o  s h a p e  t h e  w o r l d .  R o m a n  c u l t u r e  a n d  L a t i n ,  i t s  l a n g u a g e ,  b e c a m e
t h e  f o u n d a t i o n  f o r  m a n y  E u r o p e a n  c u l t u r e s  a n d  l a n g u a g e s .  A n d ,  o f  c o u r s e ,  t h e  c i t y  o f  R o m e
i t s e l f  r e m a i n e d  t h e  h e a r t  o f  t h e  C h r i s t i a n  w o r l d ,  c o n t i n u i n g  t o  b e  a  c e n t e r  o f  p o w e r  a n d  f a i t h
f o r  c e n t u r i e s  t o  c o m e .  T h e  r u i n s  y o u  s e e  t o d a y  a r e  n o t  j u s t  a  s t o r y  o f  a  f a l l e n  e m p i r e ,  b u t  a
s t o r y  o f  h o w  o n e  c i t y ' s  i d e a s  a n d  p e o p l e  t r u l y  c h a n g e d  t h e  w o r l d .



T o  l e a r n  m o r e ,  v i s i t  T h o m a s  I n s t i t u t e  a t  w w w . t h o m a s - i n s t i t u t e . c o m .

C o p y r i g h t  ©  2 0 2 5  b y  T h o m a s  I n s t i t u t e  P r e s s .  A l l  r i g h t s  r e s e r v e d .

Reflection Questions

1. It’s important  to know the history behind famous places like the Colosseum. How
might understanding that Rome went from a small village to a republic, then to a huge
empire, change how you experience its ancient ruins compared to just seeing them
without knowing their story?

2. Rome started as a republic, where citizens voted for leaders, which was a new idea
at the time. How do you think this form of government, where power was shared more,
helped Rome become so strong before it turned into an empire?

3. Julius Caesar and later Octavian (Augustus) played huge roles in ending the Republic
and starting the Empire. What were some of the key reasons the Republic struggled,
and how did these two leaders change Rome's government and future?

4. The "Pax Romana" was a long period of peace and growth for the Roman Empire.
What kinds of achievements happened during this "golden age" (like roads, buildings,
or the spread of Christianity), and how did they show Rome's power and skill?

5. Even though the Western Roman Empire eventually "fell," its ideas about law,
government, and language still influence the world today. What do you think is the
most important lasting legacy of ancient Rome, and why do you feel it's still so
important?
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