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ABSTRACT

This paper will demonstrate, through an analysis of Rome’s use of
spectacles in its capital and Ephesos. how the narrative symbolically encapsulated
in the arenas of wild animal shows, public executions. and gladiatorial combat was
one that had more similarities between Romans and Greeks than differences, and
because of these similarities, its use contributed to a taming, rather than an
antagonizing, of subjected peoples. It will begin by tracing the origins and

development of the Roman spectacle, and will identify those elements in Greek
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spectacles that account for the popularity they had in the East. This is not to
argue, however, that the spectacles were used as tools of a highly centralized
Roman state consciously employing the games in order to spread its hegemony.
Rather, it will be shown that the wealthy Hellenistic East was predisposed to enjoy
Roman spectacles because of their own historical experience in which similar
traditions developed, such as recognition of wild animal destruction as something
positive and an overall appreciation for the visual entertainment value of activities
in the theater. This conclusion will also be supported by a brief analysis of

archaeological remains of monumental architecture and public works in Ephesos

and other Roman territories in its province of Asia.
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Chapter One: Introduction

When Rome acquired the province of Asia in the will of Attalus Il in 133 BCE, it
was faced with a challenge: how to rule a hostile populace effectively while continuing to
expand its hegemony elsewhere. The curtailment of civic liberties, the introduction of
burdensome taxes, and the imposition of a Roman identity all contributed to building
resentment among the new subjects. But subjection to Rome was not without its
advantages. If a city was deemed compliant, Rome promoted. to a degree, native
traditions and invested in its monuments and infrastructure. In newly acquired territories,
the Roman authorities also introduced their preferred form of entertainment — the
spectacle.

The Roman spectacle has fascinated the modern imagination. For many, it
represents a dark past for human history: a time when human life was of little value,
when slaughter served to entertain bloodthirsty crowds, when depraved emperors
manipulated mobs from towers of marble by the allure of gore and prizes, and when
violence was institutionalized in sadistic rituals. Donald Kyle states that because of
“martyrology, historians such as Edward Gibbon, artists such as J.-L. Gérome, novels and
Hollywood epics such as Quo Vadis, the enduring image of Rome will forever be stained
with the blood of the arena.” Until recently, scholars had viewed the spectacles in a
similar light, and when trying to account for their popularity in the East, have attributed
Greek acceptance of the games to the seductive qualities inherent within them. Though

this is true to an extent, it ignores some deeper issues that are at play. An examination

' Donald G. Kyle, Spectacles of Death in Ancient Rome (New York: Routledge, 1998), 3.
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into how the Roman spectacles were received at Ephesos can shed answers to the larger
context involving the Greek-speaking East and Roman shows.

Ephesos played a prominent role for the Roman Empire in the East. According to
Strabo the Geographer, “because of its advantageous situation, [Ephesos] grows daily,
and is the largest emporium in Asia this side of the Taurus.™ Its level of preservation
also makes it an invaluable source for information about Antiquity. Yet students of the
Roman spectacles have largely ignored this important city. Much of the scholarship on
Ephesos has focused on its relationship with Christianity — a driving factor in the area’s
current tourism industry. G. H. R. Horsley acknowledged this fact in the introduction to
his work on the city when he wrote that “for the contemporary tourist with an interest in
antiquity . . . [and] for the student of the New Testament, Ephesos is a name to conjure
with.™ The “century-long archaeological attention” that Ephesos has received, shows it
to be representative of other Greco-Roman cities that have not received the same
attention.’ The city’s spectacles, however, have been largely ignored in the rich
scholarship produced on the city and the greater part of the Greek East. For this reason, a
study of the function of the Roman spectacle in Ephesos can be useful in better
understanding the city itself and the border lands of the Roman Empire as a whole.

Traditional scholarship has tended to view the relationship between Rome and its
Greek subjects assuming that the identities developed by each culture were mutually
exclusive and could not coexist with the other. This assumption led to the view that

panhellenic cultural traditions and practices predisposed Greeks to reject Roman

2 Geography 14.1.24.

3 G. H. R. Horsley, “The Inscriptions of Ephesos and the New Testament,” Novum Testamentum 34
(April 1992): 106.

* Ibid.
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sensational exhibitions in favor of their established athletic games and theatrical
productions. Recent scholarship, however, has shown that Roman spectacles were as
popular in the Greek East as they were in other parts of the empire.” This study will
continue in light of that work and pay special attention to the city of Ephesos.

This paper will demonstrate, through an analysis of Rome’s use of spectacles in
its capital and Hellenistic regions, how the narrative symbolically encapsulated in the
arenas of wild animal shows, public executions, and gladiatorial combat was one that had
more similarities between Romans and Greeks than differences, and because of these
similarities, its use contributed to a taming, rather than an antagonizing, of subjected
peoples. It will begin by tracing the origins and development of the Roman spectacle,
and will identify those elements in Greek spectacles that account for the popularity they
had in the East. This is not to argue, however, that the spectacles were used as tools of a
highly centralized Roman state consciously employing the games in order to spread its
hegemony. Rather, it will be shown that the wealthy Hellenistic East was predisposed to
enjoy Roman spectacles because of their own historical experience in which similar
traditions developed, such as recognition of wild animal destruction as something
positive and an overall appreciation for the visual entertainment value of activities in the
theater. This conclusion will also be supported by an analysis of archaeological remains

of monumental architecture and public works in Ephesos and other Roman territories in

its province of Asia.

5 Gladiatorial combat was particularly popular in Iberia. Some scholars have proposed that Iberia had
developed their own form of duel spectacles prior to Roman conquest.
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1.2: VIEWS

Modern scholars’ differing views on the function of the Roman spectacle often
reflect their conceptions of the nature of the Roman state. Alison Futrell finds that the
spread of amphitheaters corresponded with the spread of Romanization.’ The
amphitheater, according to Futrell, created “communal bonds™ in the highly diverse
environment of the early Principate,” which were constant reminders of Roman
hegemony.‘ In addition, colonists reminded locals who was in charge through
inscriptions on the structures (an important point when testing this theory in Ephesos,
where the construction of an amphitheater was not required).” She views Rome as a
“Totalitarian” state, which consciously used its amphitheaters to Romanize *“barbarian”
pf.eoples.Io Her analysis of the distribution of amphitheaters reveals that the size of a city
did not determine whether it should have an amphitheater; rather it was the projected
sociopolitical potential for “quelling political unrest™ or “incorporating non-Roman
peoples into the Roman worldview.”"!

Futrell’s analysis is compelling and will certainly be useful for this paper. Yet her
conclusions rely on the assumption that Rome was highly centralized and able to dictate
policy in a top-down fashion. Fergus Millar, however, has demonstrated decades ago that
Rome was primarily a reactive entity. In his view, the “emperor’s role in the

‘government” of the empire must have been such that it could be carried on while he

¢ Alison Futrell, Blood in the Arena: The Spectacle of Roman Power (Austin: University of Texas
Press, 1997), 4.

" Ibid., 6.

* Ibid., 41.

? Ibid., 42.

" Ibid., 4.

"' Ibid., 5.



spent years (like Hadrian) traveling through the provinces or (like Marcus Aurelius) on
campaign .. ."'? Millar’s conclusions allow for an Ephesian identity to persist alongside

Roman imperialism, even though Romanization undoubtedly occurred.

1.3: SOURCES

Evidence for the Roman spectacles comes primarily from two sources: objects
and texts. Evidence from objects includes the arenas where shows were performed and
other monumental structures, artwork such as frescoes, statues, and pottery, and finally,
surviving inscriptions (which double as texts). Material evidence is becoming
increasingly important to the historian. Jas’ Elsner identifies this importance:

Monuments, houses and works of art help to construct a collective sense of

subjectivity within culture . . . However, monuments may work not only on the

collective level by propagating generally accepted sensibilities. They may also
work on the individual level, helping an individual to construct a private and more

personal sense of the self. Images and monuments embody a history . . s
Monumental structures grounded a history for the community, a particularly important
aspect for illiterate members of the society. Each structure carried a story that was passed
down through generations, reinforcing an Ephesian’s sense of identity through their
function (communal centers of entertainment in the case of stadiums and theaters) and
visual presence. In Ephesos, the Great Theater, the stadium, and the newly discovered

gladiator cemetery, represented the interactions between Greek and Roman forms of

entertainment, and how those forms competed and fused over time. These structures

'f Fergus Millar, The Emperor in the Roman World (New York: Cornell University Press, 1977), 6.
3 Jas® Elsner, Art and the Roman Viewer: The Transformation of Art from the Pagan World to
Christianity (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1997), 125.
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were powerful institutions, able to develop a culture’s identity. and, as we will see below,
mold Ephesos along Roman lines. In addition, the importance of these structures can be
gauged by their location: along prominent routes with high volumes of pedestrian traffic.

Inscriptions allow for an examination of official dogma and, when produced by
commoners, for a peek into the lives of the less illustrious. Even illiterate residents
would have been able to make out at least a few words inscribed on monuments, or could
have been told by others what various inscriptions said. Many inscriptions were placed
in areas difficult, or impossible, for even literate members of the community to read. One
did not have to read an inscription to extract value from it. Their visual presence and
ability to transcend mortality by transmitting messages throughout generations convinced
many of their value as sound investments.

Graffiti provides insight into spectator response to spectacles. Viewers often
produced inscriptions depicting popular performers or spectacular scenes from the shows.
These sources give us a glimpse into what the audience deemed important — they chose
what images to represent in their art. Finally, a great deal of information, though not
necessarily the most “accurate,” will be produced from an examination of documents,
both Latin and Greek from the second century BCE to the fourth century CE. These
types of evidence do not necessarily reflect the larger sentiments of a community, since
those who produced literature in antiquity almost always came from the elite class;

nevertheless, through careful examination, a wealth of information about the spectacles

can be discovered.
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