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The spectacle day began in the morning with the
presentation of all the participants (pompa). This was
followed by the venationes, hunts in which hunters tackled
wild animals lurking among sets replicating the
geographical contexts from which they came. During the
lunch interval, when executions ad bestias took place, the
condemned, naked and unarmed, faced the wild beasts
which would eventually tear them to pieces. During the
intervals there were performances by jugglers, acrobats
and magicians, as well as parodies and re-enactments

of ancient myths. Finally, gladiatorial combats (munera)
were held in the afternoon. Their origin, perhaps Etruscan
or Samnite, was linked to funerary celebrations in honour
of eminent individuals. The participants in these combats
were usually prisoners of war or slaves, but some
gladiators were free men seeking fame and fortune.
There were numerous categories of gladiators,
distinguished by their weapons and combat techniques.
Those who were defeated in a duel could hope to be
pardoned by the emperor or the audience, saving their life.
Thanks to their popularity, the games (ludi) were often
financed by politicians who hoped to curry favour with
the public whereas intellectuals saw these spectacles

as a means of swaying public opinion and as a cause

of spiritual decadence.




The Amphitheatre had a large central oval depression
covered by a wooden platform forming the arena,
named after the sand (harena in Latin) spread here.
According to some ancient sources, the central area could
be flooded to host spectacular naval games using the
system of channels with which Nero had created his
private lake. This became impossible when, some years
after its inauguration in AD 80, Domitian had the
underground, or hypogeum, level built: 15 vaulted
corridors with walls in tufa blocks and brick at the sides
of a central gallery along the long axis of the ellipse.
These rooms hosted the equipment needed for the games:
weapons, cages for animals and machinery, including
80 winch-operated lifts which raised men, stage sets
and wild beasts up to the arena level through trap doors
and inclines. The central gallery continued beneath the
east entrance towards the Ludus Magnus, the most
important gladiators’ barracks, the remains of which can
still be seen just outside the Colosseum, between Via
Labicana and Via di San Giovanni in Laterano. Gladiators
could reach the underground level of the amphitheatre
directly through this passageway. Another underground
tunnel, the so-called “Passage of Commodus”, was used
exclusively by the emperors, who could thus avoid
crossing the open space in front of the amphitheatre
crowded with spectators.
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stake, o edthe of the inferno,
d. The fir death sen-
tence by means of animal C (Valerius
Maximus, 2,7.14). In time, the damnatio ad bestia Srgec
with the venatio and perhaps under Augustus was included
pattern of the sp damnatio required
age sets which transformed the death of the convicts into
pantomimes with a mythological or historical theme. Execu-
tions by burning were carried out by means of the tunica mo-
ta (Mar Epigrams, 10,25). The condemned men wore
tunics impregnated with inflammable substances: when the
dancing began, the clothing was set alight, and the dance
was transformed into dramatic contortions. In late antiquity.
ences were executed by sword or fire with far

uency than in previous centuries.

mes in late antiquit

om the first half of the 5th century AD the widespread
economic crisis and the mediocre level of the fights led to the
decline and final end of the munera and venationes. Between
the end of the 5th and the beginning of the 6th century AD
the underground structures began to be filled up with earth
and detritus on the initiative of the Prefect D.M. Venantius
Basilius. Lacking machinery for shifting sceneries, the arena
only served to accommodate displays similar to our modern
circus performances, with acrobatics and shows of dexterity.
which demanded the use of simple equipment and the pres-
ence of trained animals, in particular bears. Among the
equipment used were the coclea and the ericius, both places
in which to hide when escaping the animals. The first was a
system of revolving doors, like screens; the second had the
form of an openable hedgehog, equipped with prickly spikes.
One very fashionable type of game was the contomonobolon,
executed by acrobats who performed spectacular jumps
among the animals with the aid of a pole (contus). Accordini
to historical sources, the last shows in the Amphitheatre too!
place in 523 AD,
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Ricostruzione grafica dei blocchi
edilizi della Domus Aurea nella valle
del Colosseo e sulle pendici

del Palatino e della Velia e particolare
delle strutture rinvenute

negli scavi (in rosa).
In grigio la topografia moderna.
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