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Many funny things happened in the theatre. Indeed the theatre seems to have been a fairly 

riotous place at the end of the 3rd and the beginning of the 2nd century BCE when at the 
plays of Plautus and Terence were performed. However it will be argued in this paper that the 
theatre became the most prestigious entertainment venue by the time of the Julio-Claudians. 
There are a number of reasons for this, but firstly a word about the main competing forms of 
entertainment.  

One form of entertainment was the gladiatorial games and beast hunts (uenationes) which 
were held in the amphitheatre. The atmosphere of the amphitheatre seems to have been quite 
informal. Men could sit with women, and eating and drinking do not seem to have been 
frowned on. Excavations in the Colosseum have revealed plates, bowls, glass beakers, spoons, 
the stones of peaches, olives, cherries and walnuts, as well as grape-pips, pig and chicken 
bones, and oyster shells. Quintilian tells a story of Augustus who saw a Roman knight drink-
ing at the games.1 He sent him the following message: ‘If I want to dine, I go home.’ To 
which the other replied: ‘Yes, but you are not afraid of losing your seat.’  

Gladiatorial shows were immensely popular, in some cases more popular than theatrical 
performances. In a theatre in the early 2nd century BCE a rumour was spread that a gladiato-
rial show was about to start.2 Immediately the audience scrambled to leave the theatre and the 
performance had to be abandoned. However, although gladiatorial games were popular and 
provided an opportunity for the emperor to display his power and munificence, the amphi-
theatre as a building was a difficult venue for benefactors, or emperors, to show off. There 
was no obvious place for propagandistic statuary and inscriptions inside the building, as eve-
ryone faced each other around the arena. Also because of the shape of the building the hierar-
chy of the spectators was less noticeable than in the theatre. 

As for the Circus or Hippodrome, less than a sixth as many circuses are known as theatres, 
probably because building a hippodrome was such an enormous undertaking.3 However char-
iot racing was a popular form of entertainment and continued long after most theatres and 
amphitheatres had been closed down by the Christians. It aroused the same sort of passions as 
modern football matches. Up to twelve four-horse chariots performed seven laps of the circus 
and raced under the four colours, red, blue, green and white (Domitian added purple and 
gold). Pliny the Younger was critical of the fact that it was not the swiftness of the horses or 
the skill of the men that attracted the fans, but it was a bit of cloth that captivated them, i.e. 
the team’s colours.4 It was a dangerous sport; the riders tied their reins around their bodies 
and used their weight to control the chariot. If an accident occurred they could be dragged and 
trampled to death. There were frequent attempts to foul the opposition and sometimes curses 
were laid upon their horses. Cases are known where a fan committed suicide when his team 

                                                 
1 Quint. Inst. 6.363. 
2 Ter. Hec. 25-34. 
3 Humphrey (1986). 
4 Plin. Ep. 9.6. 
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lost. As a building, the circus offered more opportunities for propaganda display than the am-
phitheatre. The spina or median strip could be used to display statuary and even an obelisk in 
the case of the Circus Maximus, and the median strip was always in full view of the specta-
tors.5 

The third main venue for entertainment was the theatre, and in this category I include the 
odeum or concert hall. Quite often there was a concert hall adjacent to the theatre, as in Pom-
peii. Musical concerts were a respectable form of entertainment, and certainly the most high-
brow, although even there audiences could be distracted from the singing. Strabo tells the sto-
ry of a lyre player giving a concert at Iasos.6 Everyone listened until the bell rang announcing 
that the fish market was open, at which point they all left—except for one man who was hard 
of hearing. The musician went up to him and thanked him as a true music lover for staying 
although the bell had rung. ‘Oh, has the bell rung?’ the man said, and he too got up and left.  

In contrast the theatre was very unruly, at least in the late 3rd century BCE at the time of 
Plautus. After all, the prologue of Plautus paints a picture of actors having to shout to make 
themselves heard above the din of a noisy audience, old hags sitting on the stage, lictors 
clanging their rods, nurses bringing children into the theatre, ushers walking in front of people 
to show latecomers to their seats, and slaves slipping out of the theatre to buy hot tarts.7 Also 
much more went on in the theatre than simply plays. Other entertainments competed for 
popularity, such as tight-rope walking, dancing and boxing matches.  

In spite of this, ludi scaenici or stage performances became more and more popular. This 
can be measured by the fact that the number of days devoted to them was only 11 at the time 
of Plautus, but by the time of Julius Caesar it had risen to 55 of the 77 days devoted to the 
games. One reason is that by the first century CE theatre spectacles had achieved a splendour 
and scale that would not have been dreamt of in Plautus’ time. Although, in Rome, theatres of 
the late republic were temporary wooden structures, pulled down after the games had fin-
ished, they were remarkably lavish buildings. The scene building erected for the games of 
Claudius Pulcher in 99 BCE was greatly admired for its tromp l’oeuil painting. Crows kept 
flying into the roof tiles represented on the scenery, thinking they were real.8 We hear of other 
examples of tromp l’oeuil painted scenery, for example in the small theatre designed by 
Apaturius of Alabanda. Vitruvius describes the upper part of the scene with ‘painted rotundas, 
porticoes, half-pediments, and all the different kinds of decoration employed in a roof’.9 The 
actual date of the theatre is unknown but the type of decoration described seems to be similar 
to second Pompeian style of about the middle of the 1st century BCE.  

Another luxury was the uela, the awnings stretched over the auditorium to shade the spec-
tators. They are first mentioned in connection with a theatre built on the Capitoline Hill by 
Quintus Catulus in 69 BCE.10 The awning was purple according to Pliny.11 Valerius Maximus 
goes on to say that C. Antonius, in about 63 BCE, faced the whole of the scene with silver, 
Petreius, at about the same time, with gold, and Q. Catulus, again, with ivory. The Luculli 
made it revolving. This may be a reference to the periacti or revolving scenery mentioned by 

                                                 
5 Humphrey, Sear and Vickers (1972-73). 
6 Str. Geogr. 14.2.21. 
7 Pl. Poen 40-43. 
8 Plin. Nat. 35.23. 
9 Vitr. Arch. 7.5.5-7. 
10 V. Max. 2.4.6. 
11 Plin. Nat. 19.23. 
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Vitruvius.12 However none of these theatres could match the extravagance of the theatre 
erected by Marcus Scaurus, the aedile of 58 BCE. Clearly exaggerating, Pliny describes the 
theatre as having 360 columns, 3000 statues and a capacity of 80,000 people.13 The lowest 
storey of the scene was of marble with columns 38 feet high, the middle one of glass, and the 
top storey of gilded planks—this may be taken to refer to the roof over the stage.  

Finally in 55 BCE the great theatre of Pompey was opened.14 The first permanent theatre in 
Rome, it was also the largest ever built, with a diameter of 500 Roman feet (150 metres) A 
few years later in 52 BCE Pompey dedicated the Temple of Venus at the top of the cavea and 
approached Cicero for advice about the wording of the inscription. A grammatical problem 
had arisen. The temple was dedicated in Pompey’s third consulship. It seems that we are not 
the only ones to have trouble with Latin grammar because a debate arose as to whether ‘third 
consulship’ was consul tertium or consul tertio.15 Furthermore it appears that Cicero was not 
sure either, or at least did not want to contradict anyone. He suggested diplomatically that 
they should write cos. tert. and leave it ambiguous. That was the way it was written until 
many years later the back wall of the theatre had to be rebuilt and the third consulship was 
indicated by three incised lines. Today the massive bulk of Pompey’s theatre is enveloped in 
the buildings of 17th and 18th century Rome and its glittering interior can only be imagined.  

The Theatre of Pompey was the scene of many epic events. It was there that Caesar wore a 
crown adorned with rays.16 It was in a hall adjoining the Theatre of Pompey that the Senate 
was meeting on that fateful day in 44 BCE. Ironically Caesar fell at the base of a statue of 
Pompey. According to Plutarch, ‘Cassius, turning his eyes towards the statue of Pompey be-
fore the attack began, invoked it silently’.17 

Julius Caesar planned to build a theatre of enormous size, resting against the Tarpeian 
rock.18 However, despite the staggering scale of the projects he planned there is no mention of 
his wanting to build an amphitheatre, nor did Pompey for that matter. Nor indeed did Augus-
tus, although a small amphitheatre partly of stone was built by Statilius Taurus. However two 
large theatres were erected at the time of Augustus. One was the Theatre of Cornelius Balbus, 
opened in 13 BCE. Unfortunately on the day of the opening the Tiber had flooded and Balbus 
was ‘unable even to enter his theatre, except by boat’.19 Two years later Augustus opened his 
own, even larger theatre, the Theatre of Marcellus. Augustus was no more fortunate at the 
opening than Balbus was. The joints of his curule chair came apart and he fell on his back.20 
To make matters worse at the games for his grandsons, when the people were alarmed at the 
prospect that the theatre might collapse, and he could not restrain or encourage them in any 
way, he left his own seat and sat down in the part which seemed most dangerous.21 Otherwise 
the history of the Theatre of Marcellus is comparatively uneventful.  

The theatre was a building of such prestige partly because of its layout. The audience were 
all facing the stage which was framed by projecting wings at the side and the roof over it.22  
                                                 
12 Vitr. Arch. 5.6.8 
13 Plin. Nat. 34.36; 36.5, 50; 36.113-115, 189 
14 Cic. Pis. 65. 
15 Gel. NA 10.1.6-9. 
16 Flor. Epit. 2.13.91. 
17 Plu. Caes. 66.1. 
18 Suet. Jul. 44.1. 
19 D.C. 54.25. 
20 Suet. Aug. 43. 
21 Suet. Aug. 43. 
22 Sear (2006), 12, 53. 
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Fig. 1: Theatre at Sabratha 
 
Behind it rose the massive scaenae frons which was decorated by two or three storeys of col-
umns (Fig. 1). The entablatures over the columns allowed space for inscriptions and there 
were niches for statuary in the wall. In the theatre at Orange an above life-size statue of the 
Emperor presides over the theatre (Fig. 2). Even the lower parts of the scaenae frons were 
permanently in view. The stage scenery would not have been very high because the curtain 
came up from a slot in the floor of the stage and rose only about 3.00-5.00 metres.23  

Another reason why the theatre was a prestigious building was the seating arrangements. 
The senators gained the right to sit at the front as early as 194 BC24. Their seats (bisellia) were 
twice as wide as normal seats and were placed around the rim of the orchestra. Vitruvius de-
scribes them as being ‘in the orchestra’.25 The knights too had a sector of seating allocated to 
them in the theatre.26 In 67 BCE the Lex Roscia assigned the front 14 rows of seats to the 
equestrian order. The knights applauded this move, but the populace as a whole were insulted 
and hissed Marcus Roscius Otho who had introduced the law.27 The ordo equestris had first 
been recognised at the time of the Gracchi and the prerequisites were strict, but standards fell 
and by the end of the 1st century CE we find Juvenal openly contemptuous of those sitting in 
the 14 rows: ‘Get up, if your property is not sufficient for you to qualify. Only the sons of 
pimps can sit here, whatever brothel they were born in, or auctioneers’ sons or the sons of 
gladiators.’28 Martial is particularly critical of a somewhat mincing character called Didymus, 
who was ‘more effeminate than a eunuch, babbling about theatres, and rows of seats, and 
edicts, and togas with the purple stripe, pointing at poor men with his pumice-smoothed 

                                                 
23 Sear (2006), 90. 
24 Liv. 34.44.5. 
25 Vitr. Arch. 5.6.2. 
26 Cic. Fam. 10.32.2. 
27 Plu. Cic. 13.2-4. 
28 Juv. Sat. 1.3.154. 
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hand’. Is he really entitled to sit on the seats reserved for the knights? Perhaps, but he certain-
ly cannot sit on those reserved for married men.29  
 

 
 

Fig. 2. Theatre at Arausio (Orange): scaenae frons 
 
Liberties were being taken as early as the late Republic and on one occasion in 41 BCE a 

common soldier was discovered sitting in the 14 rows in the theatre at Perugia. Augustus, 
then still Octavian, ordered him to be ejected by an attendant.30 However a rumour was spread 
that he had had the man killed and tortured too. As a result Octavian ‘almost died at the hands 
of an angry mob of soldiers, and only survived because the missing man suddenly appeared 
safe and sound’. On another occasion he was incensed when nobody would make room for a 
senator at a crowded theatre in Pozzuoli.31 In the end, probably by the law called Lex Julia 
Theatralis, he ‘corrected the confusion and disorder with which the spectators took their seats 
at the public games’. The law introduced strict segregation in theatres and reaffirmed the reg-
ulations, such as keeping the front rows empty for senators, and the first 14 rows for the 
knights. He also assigned married men of the plebeian order their own seats, boys their own 
section of seating and the adjoining one to their tutors, and he decreed plebeians could sit in 

                                                 
29 Mart. Epigr. 5.41.8. 
30 Suet. Aug. 14. 
31 Suet. Aug. 44.1. 
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the media cauea provided they had a white toga. If they wore dark clothing they had to sit in 
the summa cauea along with the slaves. 32  

It has been assumed that women sat in the summa cauea too. For example Ovid complains 
that his jealous mistress takes offence ‘if he so much as glances back at the top rows of the 
theatre. She takes offence if a beautiful woman looks at him even if she does not say any-
thing. She thinks there are unspoken signals in her face’.33 But did all women sit at the back? 
Ovid was a knight, presumably sitting in the 14 rows with his mistress sitting next to him. 
Were high-born women entitled to sit in the 14 rows? In the Satyricon the maid Chrysis de-
scribes the antics of her mistress who ‘skips fourteen rows away from the orchestra, and hunts 
for a lover among the low people at the back’.34 Even more remarkably Chrysis declares that 
she may be only a lady’s maid, but for all that she never sits in any seats but the knights’.  
 

 
 

Fig. 3. Theatre at Beneventum 
 

Finally the Emperor himself. He sat on his curule chair, probably not among the senators 
but a little above them, perhaps the position occupied in the theatre at Pompeii by Holconius 
Rufus, a man of great importance in Pompeii.35 His seat, in the front row of the ima cauea just 
above the seats of the decuriones or local senators, is marked by an inscription.36 As 
Holconius Rufus modelled himself on Augustus this may have been where Augustus was sit-
ting when the joints of the chair came apart and he fell on his back. He must have been most 
embarrassed because he was in full view of everyone and people could hardly have missed 
witnessing it.  

                                                 
32 Suet. Aug. 44.1-3. 
33 Ov. Am. 2.7.3. 
34 Petr. Sat. 126. 
35 D’Arms (1988) 51-68. 
36 CIL 10.838. 
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This hierarchy of seating was still in force at the time of Nero. Tacitus tells the story of two 
Frisian leaders, Verritus and Malorix, who visited Rome in 58 CE:  

 
While waiting for Nero they visited, among the things which are shown to barbarians, 
the Theatre of Pompey, where, having nothing else to do—their ignorance prevented 
them from enjoying the play—they enquired as to the crowd seated in the auditorium: 
the distinction between the orders, which were the knights, where was the Senate? Then 
they noticed some men in foreign dress in the seats of the senators. They asked who 
they were, and when they were told that this was an honour given to the envoys of na-
tions which displayed outstanding courage and friendship to Rome, exclaimed that no 
people on earth ranked before the Germans in arms or loyalty. So they went down, and 
sat down among the senators. This action was well received by the spectators as old-
fashioned impulsiveness and generous rivalry. Nero conferred Roman citizenship on 
both of them.37 

 

 
Fig. 4. Theatre at Arausio (Orange): seating plan 

 
Nero had for many years performed publicly in his palace or his gardens at the Juvenalia 

Games, but these venues were too small for him. As Tacitus puts it they were ‘too circum-
scribed for so ample a voice’.38 Nero’s voice is elsewhere described as ‘celestial’39 and ‘weak 
and husky’.40 He wanted to perform in a public theatre, but did not dare to take the first step in 
Rome. He planned to do a tour of Greece, but first try out his talents in Naples, originally a 
Greek colony which retained much of its Greek character. It was an unfortunate choice be-

                                                 
37 Tac. Ann. 13.54. 
38 Tac. Ann. 15.33. 
39 Tac. Ann.16.22. 
40 Suet. Nero 20; D.C. 61.20. 
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cause the theatre collapsed shortly after the audience had left. Fortunately nobody was 
killed.41  

The segregation customary in theatres explains the layout of the theatre at Orange (Fig. 4), 
where the people sitting in the summa and media cauea reached their seats by an external 
staircase and emerged out of a maze of dark passageways to sit well removed from the privi-
leged occupants of the ima cauea who were protected from them by a high wall.42 It also ex-
plains the rebuilding of the theatre at Pompeii which occurred in Augustan times. The old 
cauea was strengthened and retained, but major additions were made to the top of it in the 
form of a new summa cauea. The occupants of this new summa cauea, who were either poor 
people or slaves, reached their seats by dark staircases and a sort of elevated catwalk. When 
they reached their seats they found themselves separated from everybody else by a high wall. 
The plebeians in white togas, sitting in the media cauea, reached their seats through passages 
running under the summa cauea and did not have to climb any stairs, while the privileged oc-
cupants of the ima cauea came in via the orchestra. Even more complex was the Theatre at 
Benevento (Fig. 3) which was recently surveyed by a team from the University of Melbourne, 
directed by the author of this paper. A study of the passageways revealed that the three sectors 
of the cauea, ima, media and summa were all approached through separate passageways and 
staircases, with minimal contact between the various groups. The senators and knights in the 
ima cauea could enter directly through the orchestra, or if they were sitting a little further 
back through short staircases opening off an underground passageway running under the ima 
cauea. Those occupying the media cauea used the same passageway, but as soon as they had 
reached it they had to turn and then climb staircases up to their seats. The occupants of the 
summa cauea had hardly set foot in the building before they had to climb steep staircases to 
the very top of it. Contact between the groups was minimal and every doorway had its as-
signed purpose. Perhaps the entrances were also numbered, as in the Colosseum.  

In conclusion, funny things did happen in the theatre, but that was not the reason why far 
more theatres were built than amphitheatres in the Roman world. One important reason was 
that if you were anybody, the theatre was THE place to be seen.  
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