Places in Rome

The Roman
Forum

In the time of the Emperors, after a long period of
peace and prosperity, the population of Rome had
reached the impressive figure of one million people. A
tiny minority of these lived in tranquil, spacious villas,
while the most of the common people had to put up
with living in apartment blocks known as insulae or
"islands". These were several stories high, built with
low-quality materials, and crowded together, so that a
map of the city consisted of a dense tangle of streets
and alleyways.

Rome in those days benefited from considerable
advances such as drainage, thermal baths, and
aqueducts. But to get an idea of the conditions in
which people lived, it has to be borne in mind that the
apartments were extremely small, very often consisting
of one room per family; there was no hot water, no
central heating, and no glass in the windows; and the
narrowness of the streets, among other things, very
often meant that when fires broke out, whole districts
were burned down.

The Romans mitigated the discomforts of their
homes by spending as little time in them as they could.
They would get up very early to make full use of the
daylight. When dawn was breaking they would already
be out and about, on their way to work. For many of
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them, this meant going to the forums, which were the
nerve-centers of the city's life.

Imperial splendor

The magnificence of the public buildings offered a
striking contrast with the modest dwellings of the
crowded residential blocks. They reflected the
immense power of the Roman Empire, and were like a
summary of the whole of Rome's history.




PLACES IN ROME

At the beginning, in the sixth century B.C., the
Roman Forum was simply a market-place, but
religious buildings soon began to be built there. One of
the first was the Temple of Vesta, where the sacred fire
was kept burning perpetually in honor of the goddess
of the hearth. Beside it was the Regia, the royal palace
which, according to legend, had been built for Numa,
the second king of Rome. When the monarchy fell, the
Regia was used to house the archive of the Calendars
and the Annals, which recorded the history of the City
of Rome.

The coming of the Republic saw an increase in
political activity, and the Forum filled up with
government and administrative buildings. The Curia,
where the Senate held its deliberations, is still in good
condition today. Very little, however, remains of the
Comitium, the circular space where the assemblies
met to elect the magistrates. Likewise, little is to be
seen of the platform called the Rostra, or ships' prows,
from which orators addressed the people. All the
crucial episodes in the history of the Roman Republic
originated in this part of the Forum: the speeches of
the Gracchi to improve the lot of the common people;
the polemics between Marius and Sulla; Cicero's
denunciations of Catiline; the debate in the Senate
about ordering Julius Caesar to abandon his military
command - an order that he disobeyed, crossing the
Rubicon instead and taking the City; and the granting
of the title Augustus to Octavius in 29A.D., which is
reckoned as the beginning of the imperial era.

This new change of government was followed by
extension and improvements to the forums, which
became more and more spectacular. Together with the
ancient Roman Forum, the Imperial Forums were built
by Julius Caesar, Augustus, Trajan, Nerva and
Vespasian. These great public spaces were imposing
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to see: the broad roads were paved with travertine
marble, as were the squares, which were usually
dominated by enormous statues; on the buildings, the
glimmer of bronze alternated with the gray, white and
ochre tones of marble. In religious and civic buildings
alike, every detail was carefully designed to stand the
test of time, and to impress the beholder.

Most imposing of the civic buildings were the
majestic basilicas, used for legal trials and commercial
transactions. The vast spaces inside these buildings
were divided into long naves and aisles by lines of

A reconstruction of the Roman Forum. In the center, almost at ground

level, the Rostra, from which orators addressed the populace.
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Domitilla, for instance, were a married couple related
to the Emperor Domitian. They had seven children, of
whom the eldest two had been selected as candidates
for the Imperial throne and educated accordingly by
the famous teacher of rhetoric, Quintillian. However, in
A.D. 95 Flavius Clemens was suddenly put on trial on
a charge of atheism, which was only used against
Christians. Domiitilla, who was banished to the island
of Pandataria, is also known as the owner of the land
which included the catacombs that bear her name.
Their children never attained the throne, since in A.D.
96 Domitian himself was assassinated, and the Flavian
dynasty ended.

Persecution and martyrdom were an ever-present
danger for the first Christian faithful. But even in times
of tranquility, ordinary life was not free from obstacles.
In Roman society, daily life was filled with acts of
adoration of the gods and goddesses. People
requesting a loan had to take an oath in the name of
the gods; those taking up public office had first to offer
sacrifice; if someone walked past a temple or the
statue of one of the gods, it was common practice to
take off his hat, and so on. There was a long list of
accepted modes of behavior whose omission was
considered a mark of impoliteness and a betrayal of
the traditions of their ancestors. This was one of the
most damaging accusations made by Celsus against
the Christians:

"If they refuse to render due service to the gods,
and to respect those who are set over this service, let
them not come to manhood, or marry wives, or have
children, or indeed take any share in the affairs of life;
but let them depart hence with all speed, and leave no
posterity behind them."




strange religion, and to prove themselves superior to
others. Such twisted interpretation was aggravated by
slander and insults, such as that suffered by a young
man called Alexamenos in the Paedagogium, the
training school for the Emperor's page-boys. This
school was situated on the Palatine, close to the
Forum, and archaeologists discovered a graffito
depicting a man praying before a crucified figure with
the head of an ass. Beside it a scratched inscription
says: "Alexamenos adores his god". Nearby, an
inscription in different handwriting reads: "Alexamenos
the faithful." This may well have been the retort of
young Alexamenos himself to his companions' taunts.

In many respects, morality in the Roman Empire was
in a deplorable state. Celebrations were marked by
indecent plays in the theatres, human beings were
made to kill one another for the entertainment of circus
crowds, and art portrayed lasciviousness. Divorce was
allowed, and the birthrate was very low because of
widespread recourse to abortion and infanticide among
other reasons. It is true that not all Romans lived in this
way, and morality went into really steep decline only
towards the end of the imperial period. But it was
always the case that widely accepted pagan customs
contradicted the human dignity that Christianity had
come to restore.

Faced with all this - degraded customs, persecution,
slander, insults, and the very real threat of martyrdom -
the first Christians could simply have turned their
backs on the world and retreated into a ghetto, as
Celsus maliciously urged them to. This, however,
never occurred to them. They had found the faith, their
Christian vocation, their calling to holiness, in the
middle of their work: in the Forum, in studios and
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St Josemaria with Don Alvaro del Portillo
in front of the Basilica of Maxentius

in the Roman Forum,

on December 1, 1946




