ROMAN  AMPHITHEATRES
Unlike the more civilised Greeks, the Romans enjoyed gladiatorial contests and beast-hunts far more than the intellectual stimulation of the theatre. Armed combat, as a sport, developed from the famous ‘funeral games’ known in early Greek times; they are referred to in Homer. They became an important part of aristocratic funerals in the Roman Republic. They were known in Rome as a munus (pl. munera). A dead man would usually leave funeral instructions in his will and it was his heirs obligation or munus, to fulfil this part of his directions. Thus the munus/munera was originally an obligatory offering in honour of the dead; they were not state occasions, but were an offering to be enjoyed by the populace. Originally such games took place in the Forum Romanum; wooden stands were erected both to seal off the area and as seating for spectators. However, in 53BC Curio Minor, a candidate for public office, had two wooden theatres placed back-to-back with the stages removed, leaving a central arena (‘amphitheatre’ means double theatre). The original design was Etruscan or Campanian in origin.
The earliest extant (surviving) Roman amphitheatre was built at Pompeii after its foundation as a military colony by the dictator Sulla in 80BC. In order to keep his veterans happy and entertained an amphitheatre was commissioned and can be dated by an inscription to between 70-65BC.  The amphitheatre (140m.x105m.) is situated in the south-eastern zone of the town, chosen because the area was still free of buildings at the time. The architects altered the ellipse so that it would back onto the city wall, thus providing a support for the eastern section of the seating area (ie. the city wall was used as an abutment or support). The arena (70m.x35m.) was excavated to a depth of 6m. below the existing level of the land and the earth was used as a landfill to support the seating on the western side of the structure. To hold the earth in place, a thick containing concrete wall was erected. Its exterior was faced with brick and this was the amphitheatre’s main façade. The wall was strengthened by massive buttresses which were joined at the top, forming blind arches. (Wheeler p.119). On festival days, snacks would be sold from stalls set up in the alcoves.

The double staircases on the west side and two single staircases on the north and south led to an uncovered corridor which gave access to the highest tier of seating. This carried a series of boxes (for women?). The mound of earth surrounding the arena is pierced by a series of corridors. The north corridor follows the axis of the arena; the south corridor approaches from the west and then turns at a right angle ( there could be no south opening as that side backs onto the city wall). The north and south entrance corridors were paved for the use of wagons. A third western corridor was probably used to remove dead animals and dead/wounded gladiators. Parallel to this on either side were two further corridors, giving access to internal walkways which in turn led to the lower tiers of seating. The lowest tier of seating was reserved for persons of rank (Wheeler p.120). The middle section was divided into wedge shaped blocks of seating (cunei) by flights of stairs. Wooden seating predominated, although there were some stone seats.
The elliptical arena is surrounded by a parapet wall 2m. high, originally painted with scenes of the hunt and gladiatorial fights. On the outside of the upper parapet, poles set in rings supported a linen awning which shaded spectators from the heat of the sun. 
The amphitheatre was the setting for venationes (beast-hunts) and munera (gladiatorial fights). These were sponsored by the town’s most prominent citizens for personal propaganda. Umbricius Scaurus, a prominent Pompeian citizen had a sculpture of a gladiator fight which he had sponsored carved onto his tomb. Gladiators became very popular. They were either prisoners of war fighting to obtain their freedom, or or common criminals who wanted to redeem their sentences. In 59AD a riot took place in the amphitheatre took place in the amphitheatre between the Pompeians and the Nucerians (Wheeler p.149). Nero and the Senate intervened. The instigators of the rioting were exiled and shows in the amphitheatre were prohibited for 10 years (this was later revoked).
The first permanent amphitheatre in Rome was built in 29BC by Statilius Taurus, a personal friend of the Emperor Augustus. Situated to the south of the Campus Martius, it was destroyed in the great fire of 64AD. The emperor Vespasian (69-79AD) decided to replace the burnt-out structure with a larger amphitheatre of the same design on the site of Nero’s Domus Aurea (Golden House – his palace).The great Flavian Amphitheatre, popularly known as the Colosseum after a colossal statue of the emperor Nero situated nearby, was begun in 70AD by Vespasian and completed by his sons and successors, Titus and Domitian (81-96AD). It was formally dedicated in 81AD with magnificent a magnificent gladiatorial show that lasted for 100 days. The ruins still stand at the foot of the Esquiline Hill, east of the Forum Romanum.
The Colosseum was built on concrete foundations 13.5m. deep. Tufa, brickwork, and marble (for the seating) were also used in the structure, but the main building material was blocks of marble.

The amphitheatre is oval-shaped with a circumference of 527m., diameters of 188m. and 156m. and rising to a height of 49m. Estimates on capacity range from 45,000 to 82,000 seated and 5,000 standing. The exterior of the four storey building is faced with blocks of travertine (Wheeler p.123). The first three storeys consist of three superimposed tiers of 80 arcades or arched bays. The piers are decorated by engaged pillars of the Tuscan (shorter than the Doric and with a base), Ionic and Corinthian orders (ascending). The arcades at ground level (76 open to the public) gave access to an elaborate system of staircases which serviced all parts of the building for ticket-holders. The ticket numbers corresponded to the gates and thus everybody could reach their place in an orderly fashion. The arcades on the second and third storeys contained statues. The fourth storey is a plain, bare wall, divided into 80 sections by Corinthian pilasters and pierced alternately by central windows. There is a smaller window in the podium at the bottom of the other bays, above which were shields of bronze. At the top of each bay there are three corbels (stone projections) which supported the masts of the velarium (awning to shade spectators from the sun) that rise up through three corresponding holes in the cornice above. A four metre thick projecting cornice ran all around the top of each storey.

The arena of the Colosseum measured 80m.x54m. in diameter and enclosed an area of 3,500 square metres. Beneath the wooden floor (Wheeler p.123)(which was covered in sand to soak up the blood) were vaulted substructures containing dens for wild beasts, enclosures for gladiators and mechanical elevators (there is a theory that the arena could be flooded for mock naval battles but it is doubtful in this particular amphitheatre because of the vaulted substructure). Four cryptoportici (underground passages) led out of the Colosseum. One linked the imperial box to the emperor’s palace while another led to the gladiatorial barracks, the Ludus Magnus. The other two were probably for removing dead animals and dead or wounded gladiators. The arena was surrounded by a high metal grating which protected the spectators from wild animals.
The seating area, which was divided into four zones, began 4m. behind the metal barrier with a podium which was protected by a bronze balustrade (ornamental railing); this improved sight lines and of course protected the spectators from the dangers of the show. The first zone on the podium supported the marble seating for the privileged. The best places were those which faced the two ends of the shorter axis of the arena. The state couch (pulvinar) of the emperor and his family was situated on the northern side, the seats for the city governor (praefectus urbi) on the southern side. The second zone of 20 rows, behind and above the podium was reserved for members of the senatorial and equestrian orders. The plebeians occupied the third zone of 16 rows. The fourth zone was occupied by women (who sat in boxes) and slaves who stood on the terraced roof above them. Elliptical horizontal corridors (praecinctiones) running between low walls separated the various zones. Vertically the rows of seats were pierced by sloping exit-corridors (vomitoria). The zone for the plebeians was separated from that for women and slaves by a wall 5m. high, broken by a door and windows. The seats were of marble, apart from the topmost level where they were of wood to save weight because of the lack of adequate buttressing at that point.
The Ludi Circenses (so-called because they were held in the Circus before the erection of the first amphitheatre) consisted of different kinds of spectacles. The most usual were the ludi gladiatorii in which well trained gladiators (generally prisoners-of-war or criminals fighting for their freedom) competed against each other, their fate depending on the mood of the spectators. If they all waved their handkerchiefs, the fallen man’s life was spared but if they turned down their thumbs, he was doomed. The beast-hunts (venationes) involved starved beasts being released from underground cages and pursued by armed gladiators. The latter were trained to fight on water as well as on dry ground and some amphitheatre could be flooded for mock sea battles. The public execution of criminals also formed part of the Ludi Circenses. They were either thrown to the wild beasts or put to death in some equally cruel way. The Romans’ love of the blood sports of the amphitheatre casts a dark shadow on the reputation of a people who were so humane and civilised in other respects.
Fragmentary remains of more than 75 amphitheatres have been discovered in widely scattered areas throughout what was once the Roman Empire. The best preserved are at Verona and Capua in Italy; at Nîmes in France (Wheeler p.121) and in Caerleon in Wales.
