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G e t  R e a d y
I f  y o u ' r e  i n  R o m e ,  y o u ' l l  s e e  a  l o t  o f  o l d  b u i l d i n g s  a n d
r u i n s .  T h i s  b o o k l e t  i s  t o  h e l p  y o u  u n d e r s t a n d  w h a t
y o u ' r e  l o o k i n g  a t  a n d  w h y  i t  m a t t e r s .  T h e  R o m a n s
w e r e  i n c r e d i b l e  b u i l d e r s ,  a n d  t h e i r  a r c h i t e c t u r e  w a s
a b o u t  m o r e  t h a n  j u s t  l o o k i n g  g o o d ;  i t  w a s  a b o u t
s h o w i n g  o f f  t h e i r  p o w e r ,  o r g a n i z i n g  s o c i e t y ,  a n d
m a k i n g  l i f e  b e t t e r  f o r  e v e r y o n e .

R o m a n  F o r u m  a n d  H e a r t  o f  P u b l i c  L i f e
T h e  R o m a n  F o r u m  w a s  t h e  c e n t e r  o f  e v e r y t h i n g  i n
a n c i e n t  R o m e .  I t  w a s  t h e  m a i n  p u b l i c  s q u a r e ,  w h e r e
p e o p l e  m e t  t o  d o  b u s i n e s s ,  t a l k  a b o u t  p o l i t i c s ,  a n d
c e l e b r a t e  m i l i t a r y  v i c t o r i e s .  W h e n  y o u  w a l k  t h r o u g h
i t s  r u i n s  t o d a y ,  y o u  c a n  s e e  t h e  f o u n d a t i o n s  o f
t e m p l e s ,  g o v e r n m e n t  b u i l d i n g s ,  a n d  b a s i l i c a s ,  w h i c h
w e r e  n o t  c h u r c h e s  a t  t h e  t i m e  b u t  l a r g e  p u b l i c  h a l l s .
T h i s  w a s  t h e  b e a t i n g  h e a r t  o f  t h e  R e p u b l i c  a n d  t h e
e a r l y  E m p i r e .  I t ' s  w h e r e  t h e  f a m o u s  p o l i t i c i a n s  m a d e
s p e e c h e s  a n d  w h e r e  t h e  R o m a n  p e o p l e  h e l d  t h e i r  m o s t
i m p o r t a n t  c e r e m o n i e s .

C o l o s s e u m :  S y m b o l  o f  P o w e r  a n d  S p e c t a c l e
T h e r e ' s  n o  m o r e  f a m o u s  s y m b o l  o f  R o m e ' s  p o w e r  t h a n
t h e  C o l o s s e u m .  T h i s  m a s s i v e  a m p h i t h e a t e r  w a s  b u i l t
b y  E m p e r o r  V e s p a s i a n  a n d  f i n i s h e d  b y  h i s  s o n  T i t u s  i n
8 0  A D .  I t s  p u r p o s e  w a s  t o  e n t e r t a i n  t h e  m a s s e s  w i t h
g l a d i a t o r  f i g h t s ,  w i l d  a n i m a l  h u n t s ,  a n d  p u b l i c
e x e c u t i o n s .  T h e  h u g e  s i z e  o f  t h e  C o l o s s e u m  a n d  t h e
w a y  i t  w a s  b u i l t — w i t h  a r c h e d  e n t r a n c e s ,  s e a t i n g  f o r
o v e r  5 0 , 0 0 0  p e o p l e ,  a n d  a  c o m p l i c a t e d  s y s t e m  o f
t r a p d o o r s — s h o w s  j u s t  h o w  a d v a n c e d  R o m a n
e n g i n e e r i n g  w a s .  F o r  a  R o m a n  c i t i z e n ,  a  v i s i t  h e r e  w a s
a  c h a n c e  t o  f e e l  c o n n e c t e d  t o  t h e  p o w e r  a n d  g l o r y  o f
t h e  e m p i r e .

P a n t h e o n :  M a s t e r p i e c e  o f  A r c h i t e c t u r e
T h e  P a n t h e o n  i s  a  t e m p l e  t h a t ' s  s t i l l  a l m o s t  p e r f e c t l y
p r e s e r v e d .  W h a t  m a k e s  i t  s o  a m a z i n g  i s  i t s  g i a n t
d o m e ,  w h i c h  w a s  t h e  l a r g e s t  i n  t h e  w o r l d  f o r  o v e r  a
t h o u s a n d  y e a r s .  I t s  m o s t  u n i q u e  f e a t u r e  i s  a  h u g e
c i r c u l a r  o p e n i n g  a t  t h e  t o p  c a l l e d  t h e  oculus ,  o r  " e y e . "
T h i s  o p e n i n g  i s  t h e  o n l y  s o u r c e  o f  l i g h t  i n s i d e  a n d
m a k e s  t h e  b u i l d i n g  f e e l  e v e n  m o r e  i m p r e s s i v e .  T h e
P a n t h e o n  s h o w s  j u s t  h o w  w e l l  t h e  R o m a n s  u n d e r s t o o d
t h i n g s  l i k e  w e i g h t  a n d  s t r u c t u r e ,  a n d  i t  c o n t i n u e s  t o
i n s p i r e  a r c h i t e c t s  t o d a y .
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B a t h s  a n d  S o c i a l  S c e n e
T h e  R o m a n s  w e r e n ' t  j u s t  a b o u t  w o r k  a n d  f i g h t i n g ;  t h e y
l o v e d  a  g o o d  s o a k .  P u b l i c  b a t h s ,  l i k e  t h e  B a t h s  o f
C a r a c a l l a ,  w e r e  m o r e  t h a n  j u s t  a  p l a c e  t o  g e t  c l e a n .
T h e y  w e r e  h u g e  s o c i a l  c e n t e r s  w h e r e  p e o p l e  w o u l d  g o
t o  e x e r c i s e ,  r e a d  i n  a  l i b r a r y ,  g e t  a  m a s s a g e ,  o r  j u s t  h a n g
o u t  w i t h  f r i e n d s .  T h e s e  b u i l d i n g s  w e r e  m a s s i v e  a n d  h a d
f a n c y  a r t  a n d  s t a t u e s .  T h e  B a t h s  o f  C a r a c a l l a ,  f o r
e x a m p l e ,  c o u l d  h o l d  t h o u s a n d s  o f  p e o p l e  a t  a  t i m e  a n d
s h o w  h o w  i m p o r t a n t  c o m m u n i t y  a n d  l e i s u r e  w e r e  t o  t h e
R o m a n  p e o p l e .

C i r c u s  M a x i m u s :  T h e  T h r i l l  o f  t h e  R a c e
I m a g i n e  a  s t a d i u m  t h a t  c o u l d  h o l d  o v e r  1 5 0 , 0 0 0  p e o p l e .
T h a t ' s  w h a t  t h e  C i r c u s  M a x i m u s  w a s  l i k e .  L o c a t e d  i n  t h e
v a l l e y  b e t w e e n  t h e  P a l a t i n e  a n d  A v e n t i n e  h i l l s ,  t h i s  w a s
R o m e ' s  m a i n  c h a r i o t  r a c i n g  t r a c k .  T h e  r a c e s  w e r e  a  b i g
d e a l ,  a n d  p e o p l e  w o u l d  c h e e r  o n  t h e i r  f a v o r i t e
c h a r i o t e e r s  i n  a  f e v e r  o f  e x c i t e m e n t .  W h i l e  n o t  m u c h  o f
t h e  o r i g i n a l  s t r u c t u r e  r e m a i n s ,  s t a n d i n g  i n  t h e  w i d e -
o p e n  s p a c e  o f  t h e  C i r c u s  M a x i m u s  l e t s  y o u  f e e l  t h e
s c a l e  o f  t h i s  a n c i e n t  e n t e r t a i n m e n t  a n d  i m a g i n e  t h e
r o a r  o f  t h e  c r o w d s .

O t h e r  N o t a b l e  L a n d m a r k s
A s  y o u  e x p l o r e  R o m e ,  y o u ' l l  s e e  m a n y  m o r e  l a n d m a r k s
t h a t  t e l l  p i e c e s  o f  i t s  s t o r y .  Y o u  m i g h t  s e e  t h e  A r c h  o f
T i t u s ,  b u i l t  t o  h o n o r  t h e  R o m a n  v i c t o r y  o v e r  J e r u s a l e m .
O r  y o u  c o u l d  s e e  t h e  m a s s i v e  T r a j a n ' s  C o l u m n ,  w h i c h
t e l l s  t h e  s t o r y  o f  E m p e r o r  T r a j a n ' s  m i l i t a r y  c a m p a i g n s
i n  i n t r i c a t e  c a r v i n g s  t h a t  s p i r a l  u p  t o  t h e  t o p .  E a c h  o f
t h e s e  s t r u c t u r e s  w a s  b u i l t  t o  t e l l  a  s t o r y  o r  t o  c e l e b r a t e
a  v i c t o r y ,  m a k i n g  t h e  c i t y  i t s e l f  a  g i a n t  h i s t o r i c a l
r e c o r d .  T h e y  s t a n d  a s  a  t e s t a m e n t  t o  t h e  f a c t  t h a t  f o r
t h e  R o m a n s ,  a r c h i t e c t u r e  w a s n ' t  j u s t  a b o u t  s h e l t e r ;  i t
w a s  a b o u t  c e l e b r a t i n g  t h e i r  a c h i e v e m e n t s  a n d  t e l l i n g
t h e i r  s t o r y  t o  t h e  w o r l d .
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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.  Roman architecture was built to show power and improve society, not just to look
good. How do structures like the Roman Forum or the Colosseum show both the power
of Rome and how organized their society was?

2. The Pantheon is described as an "architectural masterpiece" because of its huge
dome and the oculus (the opening at the top). What makes this building so impressive
even today, and what does it tell you about the Romans' understanding of building and
design?

3. Public baths, like the Baths of Caracalla, were more than just places to get clean; they
were big social centers. What does this tell you about what was important to the
Roman people, and how does it compare to places where people socialize today?

4. The Colosseum and Circus Maximus were built for massive spectacles like gladiator
fights and chariot races. What do these types of entertainment and the huge size of the
venues suggest about the Roman Empire's wealth, control, and its relationship with its
citizens?

5. Structures like the Arch of Titus and Trajan's Column were built to celebrate victories
and tell stories. How do these monumental structures help the city itself become a giant
historical record, and what message do you think the Romans wanted to send with
them?
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