The Amphitheatre of Pompeii

The Amphitheatre of Pompeii was constructed around 70 BCE, it is widely thought of as the earliest surviving permanent stone amphitheatre in the Roman world. Differing from later imperial structures such as the Colosseum in Rome, the Pompeian amphitheatre is from the late Republican period and reflects both local tastes and evolving roman traditions. Because of the eruption of Mount Vesuvius in 79 CE, this amphitheatre is in an impressive state of presentation which allows archaeologists and historians to gain a more detailed analysis of the function, social significance and architecture of the structure.
The Pompeii amphitheatre was an entertainment venue, however it also embodies key aspects of Roman civic ideology, the remains of the amphitheatre give us insight into the social hierarchy and identity of the town. We can analyse the architecture, placement, graffiti and use for gladiatorial games to understand it as a space that intersected political power, culture and urban life. Placing the amphitheatre in its historical and archaeological context helps provide crucial evidence for better understanding Roman society.
By the first century BCE, Pompeii had become a prosperous Campanian town with a mixture of Oscan, Greek, and Roman influences. Following the Social War between 91 and 88 BCE Pompeii became a Roman colony, and this political transformation called for substantial urban development. The amphitheatre was constructed soon after this change, around 70 BCE, under the patronage of Gaius Quinctius Valgus and Marcus Porcius who were both local magistrates at the time. (Cooley & Cooley 2013[footnoteRef:1]) [1:  Alison E. Cooley and M. G. L. Cooley, Pompeii and Herculaneum: A Sourcebook, 2nd edn (Routledge, 2013), doi:10.4324/9781315885759.] 

The amphitheatre was likely built at this time in order to reinforce the Roman identity to the public and demonstrate the benefits of Roman citizenship, Public architecture such as the amphitheatre was a visible marker of political integration and alignment with Roman customs and values.
Roman amphitheatres were often funded by elite benefactors, and Pompeii’s amphitheatre was a clear example of this system. We know from inscriptions that Valgus and Porcius provided the building “at their own expense” which would have reinforced their status and secured their favour. These acts would have been politically strategic, by providing games and venues for people to enjoy, these elites gained loyalty and enhanced their reputation within the community. (Zanker 1999[footnoteRef:2]) [2:  Paul Zanker, Pompeii: Public and Private Life (Harvard University Press, 1999).] 


The relationship between benefactors and the population is important to understanding the amphitheatre’s true significance. The building was not only functional, it was also a monument to the elite’s generosity and an aid to building community.
The architecture of the amphitheatre follows an elliptical plan, it measures approximately 135 metres by 104 metres. Unlike later amphitheatres, which were constructed with complex systems of vaults and arcades, the Pompeii amphitheatre is partially sunken into the ground. Earth embankments support the seating (also known as the cavea), reducing the need for extensive substructures and showing a more economical and innovative approach to construction for its time. (Bomgardner 1988[footnoteRef:3]) [3:  David L. Bomgardner, ‘A New Era for Amphitheatre Studies - JEAN-CLAUDE GOLVIN, L’AMPHITHÉÂTRE ROMAIN. ESSAI SUR LA THÉORISATION DE SA FORME ET DE SES FONCTIONS (Publications Du Centre Pierre Paris (UA 991) No.18, Paris1988). 2 Vols., Vol. 1 Texte, Pp. 459, 65 Tableaux; Vol. 2, Planches, Pp. 9, LXXI Planches. ISSN 0339-1736. FF900.’, Journal of Roman Archaeology, 6 (1993), pp. 375–90, doi:10.1017/S1047759400011727.] 

Recent analysis of the geometric shape suggests that the ellipse was not an exact oval but instead a carefully planned form using geometric principles (Duvernoy & Rosin 2014[footnoteRef:4]). This challenges older assumptions that early amphitheatres were architecturally crude and instead highlights the mathematical competence of Roman designers during the Republican period. [4:  Sylvie Duvernoy, ‘Architecture and Mathematics in Roman Amphitheatres’, in Architecture and Mathematics from Antiquity to the Future: Volume I: Antiquity to the 1500s, ed. by Kim Williams and Michael J. Ostwald (Springer International Publishing, 2015), pp. 189–99, doi:10.1007/978-3-319-00137-1_13.] 


The seating arrangement reflects Roman social hierarchy. The cavea was divided into tiers that corresponded to status, the ima cavea closest to the arena was reserved for local elites, while higher tiers would accommodate ordinary citizens, with the top being for women and spectators of lower status. This organisation reinforced social hierarchy through physical proximity to the entertainment. (Hopkins & Beard 2012[footnoteRef:5]) [5:  Keith Hopkins and Mary Beard, The Colosseum (Harvard University Press, 2012).] 

Access routes were carefully planned to manage the movement of the crowd, with separate entrances and stairways directing different social groups. Though this amphitheatre was simpler than imperial amphitheatres, the Pompeii structure demonstrates an awareness of crowd control and visibility that would be refined later on in Rome.
The arena floor of the Pompeii amphitheatre was surrounded by a low podium designed to protect the spectators from fighters and animals. There is limited evidence for complex underground machinery which suggests that performances relied more on surface level staging. However, post holes and fittings indicate the presence of a velarium which was a fabric awning used to shield spectators from the sun. (Beacham 1991[footnoteRef:6]) [6:  Richard C. Beacham, The Roman Theatre and Its Audience (Harvard University Press, 1991).] 

Despite lacking elaborate structuring, the Pompeii amphitheatre’s architecture isn’t seen as inferior, rather being tailored to the needs of Pompeii instead of trying to live up to the grandness of the imperial amphitheatres.
The amphitheatre is located at the South Eastern edge of the city, adjacent to the city walls. This placement contrasts with later Roman amphitheatres, which were often located in the centre of their surroundings. Several explanations have been proposed, from land availability and crowd management to isolating noisy or potentially dangerous events from residential areas. (Laurence 2004[footnoteRef:7]) [7:  Ray Laurence, ‘HEALTH AND THE LIFE COURSE AT HERCULANEUM AND POMPEII’, in Health in Antiquity (Routledge, 2004).] 

The amphitheatre’s proximity to the exercise grounds (palestra) also created a broader leisure zone which reinforced the association between physical training, spectacle and masculine identity. Despite its location, the amphitheatre was deeply integrated into Pompeian daily life. Painted advertisements (programmata) for upcoming games were displayed around the city, taverns and shops nearby also benefitting economically from event crowds. The structure functioned as both a destination and a focal point for communal experience.
The primary events held in the amphitheatre were gladiatorial combats, which meant trained fighters faced one another according to various game rules. These contests were supplemented by animal hunts (venationes), athletic displays, and possibly even executions. Contrary to many modern assumptions not all fights ended in death, referees and sponsors often played a role in determining outcomes. (Futrell 2009[footnoteRef:8]) [8:  Alison Futrell, The Roman Games: Historical Sources in Translation (John Wiley & Sons, 2009).] 

The games would have been expensive to stage and required a lot of logistical planning, including the gathering of animals, training of gladiators, and organisation of staff. Their regular occurrence are an indicator of the economic capacity and cultural priorities of Pompeii.
The amphitheatre games and performances served as a means of reinforcing Roman values such as courage, endurance, and discipline. At the same time, they provided opportunities for social negotiation. Spectators could express approval or disapproval vocally, putting pressure on organisers and fighters. This is how the amphitheatre functioned as a space for interaction between the elites and the wider population.
An example of the amphitheatre’s political significance is the riot of 59 CE, recorded by Tacitus, in which violence erupted between Pompeians and visitors from Nuceria. This incident led Emperor Nero to ban the games at Pompeii for ten years, showing the potential volatility of mass entertainment. (Tacitus, Annals)
Pompeii is often famous for its graffiti, the amphitheatre being closely associated with inscriptions mentioning the games and gladiators. These could include advertisements for upcoming events, praises of fighters and records of victories and defeats. Differing from official inscriptions, graffiti was often informal and personal, giving insight into popular attitudes. (Milnor 2014[footnoteRef:9]) [9:  Kristina Milnor, Graffiti and the Literary Landscape in Roman Pompeii (OUP Oxford, 2014).] 

Graffiti associated with the amphitheatre shows heavy emotional investment in the games. Gladiators are shown to be praised as heroes, their popularity somewhat mirroring that of modern athletes. These inscriptions demonstrate that spectators did not only passively consume the entertainment but actively engaged with it, commemorating events and individuals in writing.
More recent discoveries of charcoal drawings, said to possibly be made by children, further suggest that gladiatorial imagery was spread through everyday life and imagination (Benefiel 2022[footnoteRef:10]). These materials provide another perspective on Roman culture, complementing the elite literary sources. [10:  ‘Reading the Writing on Pompeii’s Walls’, Smithsonian Magazine, n.d. <https://www.smithsonianmag.com/history/reading-the-writing-on-pompeiis-walls-1969367/> [accessed 1 February 2026].] 

The eruption of Vesuvius in 79 CE buried the amphitheatre under volcanic debris, preserving its structure and much associated material culture. Unlike most buildings reused over centuries, the Pompeii amphitheatre gives us a snapshot of a Roman entertainment venue frozen in time.
Modern archaeological methods such as digital modelling and material analysis have given us more understanding of the construction techniques and spatial design used. The Pompeii amphitheatre is a key reference point in debates about the origins and evolution of Roman amphitheatre architecture.
The Amphitheatre of Pompeii is an example of how architecture, entertainment, and society were deeply connected in the Roman world. Architecturally, it represents a transitional form between the temporary wooden arenas and eventual stone amphitheatres. Socially, it was used as a space where hierarchy was reinforced but also negotiated through participation.
The amphitheatre demonstrates that provincial cities were not only passive parts of Roman culture but also active contributors to its development. Pompeii’s amphitheatre also predates Rome’s permanent amphitheatres, which suggests that innovation often occurred outside the capital.
When compared with later imperial amphitheatres (such as the Flavian Amphitheatre/Colosseum) in Rome, the Pompeii amphitheatre shows the evolution of Roman entertainment architecture. Unlike the Colosseum, which relied on complicated vaulting systems and monumental and complex building methods, the Pompeii amphitheatre uses a simpler structural strategy rooted in landscape integration and earth embankments. This contrast demonstrates that early amphitheatre design prioritised functionality and cost efficiency over visual impressiveness. (Golvin 1988[footnoteRef:11]) [11:  Bomgardner, ‘A New Era for Amphitheatre Studies - JEAN-CLAUDE GOLVIN, L’AMPHITHÉÂTRE ROMAIN. ESSAI SUR LA THÉORISATION DE SA FORME ET DE SES FONCTIONS (Publications Du Centre Pierre Paris (UA 991) No.18, Paris1988). 2 Vols., Vol. 1 Texte, Pp. 459, 65 Tableaux; Vol. 2, Planches, Pp. 9, LXXI Planches. ISSN 0339-1736. FF900.’] 

The Pompeii amphitheatre shows that Roman architectural innovation was not linear or centred exclusively on Rome, instead developing through experimentation across Italy. The fact that Pompeii possessed a permanent stone amphitheatre decades before Rome itself emphasises the importance of regional initiative in shaping the known Roman architectural forms.
From a theoretical perspective, the amphitheatre can be understood as a space where collective identity was actively produced and reinforced. Drawing on spatial theory, particularly the idea that architecture structures social interaction, the amphitheatre shaped how Pompeians experienced community. Gathering thousands of spectators in a single enclosed space gave them a shared emotional experience, whether that was excitement, tension or aggression.
This collective identity was not just a single thing. Seating arrangements physically reinforced the distinctions of class, gender and status, making sure that social hierarchies were both visible and normalised. Still, moments in which the crowd reaction to gladiators or officials show that the audience could temporarily act as a unified body. The aforementioned 59 CE riot is a demonstration of how these collective emotions could escalate into violence, emphasising the amphitheatre as a politically charged space instead of than a neutral entertainment venue. (Tacitus, Annals[footnoteRef:12]) [12:  Salvador Bartera and Kelly E. Shannon-Henderson, The Oxford Critical Guide to Tacitus (Oxford University Press, 2025).] 

Modern interpretations and showings of Roman entertainment often focus on violence, often portraying amphitheatres as symbols of moral chaos. While violence was undeniably a large part of it, it is important to give gladiatorial games the context of Roman ethics. Gladiators embodied the Roman ideals of discipline, endurance, and controlled suffering, these qualities were admired in the military culture of the Romans. The amphitheatre functioned as a stage for these values to be dramatized and accessible to the urban population. (Futrell 2006[footnoteRef:13]) [13:  Futrell, The Roman Games.] 

In Pompeii, graffiti mentioning gladiators seemed to suggest admiration not repulsion, indicating that spectators understood the games through culturally specific lenses. This differs from modern moral judgments and requires more thought towards analysing the amphitheatre within its historical context. The architecture itself was a part of shaping this moral framing by its ways of emphasising order, symmetry, and regulation, visually containing the violence within a planned and structured environment.
The Pompeii amphitheatre plays a significant role in modern interpretations of Roman culture. Being one of the best preserved examples it heavily influences how amphitheatres are reconstructed in scholarship, museums, and media. There is however a risk that Pompeii’s amazing preservation can lead to overgeneralisation, however its value as a case study is still important.
Contemporary archaeological research focuses on interdisciplinary approaches, these combine architectural analysis, epigraphy, digital modelling, and social theory. The Pompeii amphitheatre serves as a testing ground for these methods, ensuring its ongoing relevance in classical scholarship.
The Amphitheatre of Pompeii stands as a powerful example of Roman civic life in the late Republic and early Empire. Through its architecture, spectacles, and associated inscriptions, it show us how entertainment functioned to express identity, power and community. Rather than being a side structure, the amphitheatre was central to the Pompeian social experience. By analysing the amphitheatre in its historical, architectural and social contexts, the Pompeii amphitheatre shows its importance not only as an archaeological monument but as a key source for understanding Roman urban culture. Its study continues to improve our knowledge of how Romans built, gathered and defined themselves through public entertainment.
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