THE  EARLY  ROMAN  THEATRE

In the time of Plautus (early third century BC), the Romans did not have any permanent theatres but actors performed on a low wooden stage in front of wooden seats built on scaffolding. The stages were usually built to the same pattern as each other and consisted of a wooden platform about 1.5m. high, 50m. long and 5m. deep.

Behind was a stage building with scenery painted onto it. This setting usually had three doorways in it with double doors. In front of the stage was the flat space called the orchestra where seats were sometimes put for important visitors; steps led from there up to the stage. There were exits at each side of the stage – one going to the town and the other to the sea. There was no roof over the stage.

THE LATER ROMAN THEATRE
The later theatre was built of stone but was the same shape ie. like a capital D. Behind the stage was an elaborate backdrop called the scaenae frons, decorated with marble pillars and statues but still containing three doors like the earlier theatre. The seats for the audience were often made of marble and the orchestra was paved. The earliest stone built theatre in Rome dates from 55BC. In some theatres a curtain could be raised across the front of the stage and lowered into a groove when the play began. These theatres sometimes had awnings (velaria) suspended from poles around the top of the theatre and secured by ropes to rings under the front seats. The area above the stage was roofed; this provide some shelter from the elements for the actors and also helped to project their voices.The seats were divided into the lower or better seats and the upper, less desirable seats. Sometimes moveable seats were placed in the orchestra for important visitors. Entrance was usually free.

THE ACTORS
An acting company was produced by a producer-manager who was sometimes the playwright himself. There would be about five actors (all of them men), a flute player, apprentices and a few  extras to help with the props and costumes. The manager bought from the writer permission to perform the play. It was up to the manager to arrange the performances with the authorities, to hire costumes, arrange rehearsals and to stand any losses that the play might make. Prizes were awarded at the official festivals and there was much competition between different companies. The social position of actors was low and at one time becoming an actor meant giving up your rights as a Roman citizen and becoming a slave. 
COSTUMES AND MASKS
The actors wore ordinary clothes ie. a tunic, cloak and sandals or slippers with low soles. For some parts, eg. soldiers, fishermen or girls, they might wear suitable costumes over their tunics.
The masks worn by comic actors covered the whole face and head. They were made of stiffened cloth or wood or clay. They were usually cheap .They had wide open mouths to help project the actor’s voice. They had hair attached. Colour was used to distinguish one character from another. Old men had masks with white hair or bald heads. Young men had dark hair while slaves often had red hair. Three advantages of wearing masks were the quick identification, projection of the voice and the ability of a single actor to play several parts. The disadvantages were the inability to use facial expression and the masks were hot, heavy and uncomfortable.
