
44 -  Colosseum (Flavian Amphitheater) 

Rome, Italy. Imperial Rome. 70-80 CE., Stone and concrete 

Video at Khan Academy: https://www.khanacademy.org/humanities/ap-art-history/ancient-
mediterranean-ap/ap-ancient-rome/v/colosseum-amphitheatrum-flavium-c-70-80-c-e-rome 

 

 it is the largest amphitheatre ever built and is considered one of the greatest works of 
architecture and engineering. 

 constructed by emperors of the Flavian dynasty 

 could hold, it is estimated, between 50,000 and 80,000 spectators,[6][7] having an average 
audience of some 65,000  

 used for gladiatorial contests and public spectacles such as mock sea battles, animal hunts, 
executions, re-enactments of famous battles, and dramas based on Classical mythology  

 partially ruined because of damage caused by devastating earthquakes and stone-robbers  

 [The name Colosseum has long been believed to be derived from a colossal statue of Nero 
nearby (in turn, named after the Colossus of Rhodes) – name started around 1000 CE 

 Statue lasted well in the medieval era – changed heads with different emperors 

 Was built “symbolically and precisely at the heart of Rome” 

 Built with jewish ‘booty’ of war along with work from 100,000 jewish prisoners 

 over 9,000 wild animals were killed during the inaugural games 

 The interior of the amphitheater was extensively stripped of stone, which was reused 
elsewhere, or (in the case of the marble façade) was burned to make quicklime 

 In 1749, Pope Benedict XIV endorsed the view that the Colosseum was a sacred site where early 
Christians had been martyred  - - - However, there is no historical evidence to support Benedict's 
claim 

 its basic exterior and interior architecture from that of two Roman theatres back to back.  
o It is elliptical in plan and is 189 meters (615 ft / 640 Roman feet) long, and 156 meters 

(510 ft / 528 Roman feet) wide, with a base area of 24,000 square metres (6 acres).  
o The height of the outer wall is 48 meters (157 ft / 165 Roman feet).  
o The perimeter originally measured 545 meters (1,788 ft / 1,835 Roman feet).  
o The central arena is an oval 87 m (287 ft) long and 55 m (180 ft) wide, surrounded by a 

wall 5 m (15 ft) high, above which rose tiers of seating. 

 The outer wall is estimated to have required over 100,000 cubic metres (3,531,467 cubic feet) of 
travertine stone which were set without mortar; they were held together by 300 tons of iron 
clamps 

 the distinctive triangular brick wedges at each end are modern additions… constructed in the 
early 19th century to shore up the wall.  

 The remainder of the present-day exterior of the Colosseum is in fact the original interior wall. 

 façade comprises three stories of superimposed arcades surmounted by a podium on which 
stands a tall attic 

 The arcades are framed by half-columns of the Doric, Ionic, and Corinthian orders, while the 
attic is decorated with Corinthian pilasters (the appearance of a supporting column) 

 Each of the arches in the second- and third-floor arcades framed statues, probably honoring 
divinities and other figures from Classical mythology 
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 retractable awning, known as the velarium, that kept the sun and rain off spectators (run by 
sailors) 

 approx. 90 entrances /exits – similar to stadiums today  

 They accessed their seats via vomitoria (singular vomitorium) 
o The name vomitoria derived from the Latin word for a rapid discharge, from which 

English derives the word vomit 

 seated in a tiered arrangement that reflected the rigidly stratified nature of Roman society 

 arena: comprised a wooden floor covered by sand (the Latin word for sand is harena or arena) 

 elaborate underground structure called the hypogeum (literally meaning "underground") 

 Elevators and pulleys raised and lowered scenery and props, as well as lifting caged animals 

 evidence for the existence of major hydraulic mechanisms 
o could be flooded rapidly from nearby aqueduct (for sea battle scenes) 

*Use: 

The Colosseum was used to host gladiatorial shows as well as a variety of other events. The shows, called 

munera, were always given by private individuals rather than the state. They had a strong religious element 

but were also demonstrations of power and family prestige, and were immensely popular with the 

population. Another popular type of show was the animal hunt, or venatio. This utilized a great variety of 

wild beasts, mainly imported from Africa and the Middle East, and included creatures such as rhinoceros, 

hippopotamuses, elephants, giraffes, aurochs, wisents, Barbary lions, panthers, leopards, bears, Caspian 

tigers, crocodiles and ostriches. Battles and hunts were often staged amid elaborate sets with movable trees 

and buildings. Such events were occasionally on a huge scale; Trajan is said to have celebrated his victories 

in Dacia in 107 with contests involving 11,000 animals and 10,000 gladiators over the course of 123 days. 

During lunch intervals, executions ad bestias would be staged. Those condemned to death would be sent 

into the arena, naked and unarmed, to face the beasts of death which would literally tear them to pieces. 

Other performances would also take place by acrobats and magicians, typically during the intervals. 

During the early days of the Colosseum, ancient writers recorded that the building was used for 

naumachiae (more properly known as navalia proelia) or simulated sea battles. Accounts of the inaugural 

games held by Titus in AD 80 describe it being filled with water for a display of specially trained 

swimming horses and bulls. There is also an account of a re-enactment of a famous sea battle between the 

Corcyrean (Corfiot) Greeks and the Corinthians. This has been the subject of some debate among 

historians; although providing the water would not have been a problem, it is unclear how the arena could 

have been waterproofed, nor would there have been enough space in the arena for the warships to move 

around. It has been suggested that the reports either have the location wrong, or that the Colosseum 

originally featured a wide floodable channel down its central axis (which would later have been replaced by 

the hypogeum).
[16]

 

Sylvae or recreations of natural scenes were also held in the arena. Painters, technicians and architects 

would construct a simulation of a forest with real trees and bushes planted in the arena's floor, and animals 

would then be introduced. Such scenes might be used simply to display a natural environment for the urban 

population, or could otherwise be used as the backdrop for hunts or dramas depicting episodes from 

mythology. They were also occasionally used for executions in which the hero of the story – played by a 

condemned person – was killed in one of various gruesome but mythologically authentic ways, such as 

being mauled by beasts or burned to death. 
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