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Rome: Then and Now 
Fascinating Place 

 
 

Rome is sometimes referred to as Caput Mundi, or the capital of the world. This 
title reflects Rome’s more than 3,000 years of history, as well as its influence over 
both ancient and modern civilizations. Today, Rome is one of Europe’s most 
visited cities. As a tourist, you can walk through the ancient remains. Still 
standing are the majestic 
Pantheon temple, with its 
huge columns and 
massive dome, and the 
magnificient Colosseum, 
with its partially crumbled
walls. Many Roman 
structures were built and 
rebuilt over hundreds of 
years. As the saying goes, 
“Rome was not built in a 
day.” The ornate, older 
buildings remain 
alongside stark, modern 
housing. With a 
population of 2.8 million, 

 

Rome spreads out well beyond its original seven hills. Strolling through the ruins 
of the city, it is fun to imagine what life was like during ancient times.  
 
The Founding of Rome  
How was this great capital of the world founded? A popular legend begins with 
the birth of twin brothers, Romulus and Remus. They were the sons of Mars, the 
god of war. One version of the legend says a nearby king placed the twins in the 
Tiber River to drown them. Once in the Tiber River, the boys were found and 
nursed by a she-wolf, and later were cared for by a shepherd. As adults, the twins 
wanted to be kings, not shepherds. They decided to build their kingdom near the 
hills where they were found. During an argument, Romulus killed Remus. 
Romulus was the sole founder and first king of Rome, about 753 BCE. The city’s 
name comes from its legendary founder, Romulus. 
 
Rome eventually grew to cover the seven hills near the Tiber River. The city is 
rumored to have started on the Palatine Hill, which has been important in 
Roman history for thousands of years. Early settlements were isolated by 
marshes and open to attack. Once the marshes were drained, the settlements 
joined to form Rome. Ancient Romans soon established the Roman Forum, 
between the Palatine and Capitoline hills, which was an open-area meeting place.  
The Forum was a bustling center of activity. Ancient Romans flocked to buy, sell, 
and trade goods. Merchants brought their animals, baked goods, wines, oils, and  

 

Trajan’s Forum, currently in ruins, was once the heart of 
ancient Rome.
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fruits to the Forum. The wealthiest and most influential class, the patricians,  
could be seen browsing through the most fashionable wares. These goods were 
put on display by a lower class of citizens, the plebians. The plebians were the 
merchants and low-level public servants.    
 
The Forum was a popular spot 
for all classes of Romans. 
Platforms that allowed citizens 
to make public speeches and 
announcements were built in 
the Forum. Later, the Forum 
was paved in stone. Statues and 
arches commemorating 
different rulers were also 
erected there. Later, the Forum 
expanded to include basilicas, 
temples, law courts, and the 
Roman Senate. What a sight it 
must have been to watch 
senators dressed in formal 
togas manuevering through the 
hoards of energetic shoppers 
and herds of animals.  

 
The Recovery of Ancient Rome 
After Julius Caesar’s assassination, the Roman Republic was not stable. It was 
full of civil war and violence. Julius Caesar’s heir to the throne was Augustus 
Caesar. Under Augustus, Rome transitioned from a republic to an empire. 
Augustus Caesar became Rome’s first emperor. He welcomed the beginning of a 
200-year period of peace called the Pax Romana. Historians consider that period 
the Golden Age of Rome. Arts and literature flourished. Yet another forum, the 
Forum of Augustus, was built. Magnificent marble structures replaced the 
crumbling brick formations. Public buildings, such as bath houses and 
amphitheaters, were built across the empire. There were also new arches, roads, 
bridges, and aqueducts that carried freshwater to citizens.  
 
The Roman Empire spanned most of today’s western Europe. It also extended 
into North Africa and the Middle East, including both Egypt and Judea, which 
was located approximately where the present-day country of Israel is located. 
Growth of the empire had been grand, yet unorganized. Augustus divided the city 
into 14 administrative districts. Each district was ruled by a magistrate, a civil 
officer similar to a judge.  

 

Constantine’s Arch, built in 315 CE, contains 
scenes of battles and hunts etched into the 
massive panels.  
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During Augustus’s time, temples reopened and new temples were built. Temples 
were ornate structures with high podiums and columned porches. Often, they 
were built to honor the gods. Temples, such as the Temple of Saturn, were placed 
near the Forum to signify their importance. 
 
Augustus was very popular with the 
plebians. He erected meeting places 
that were open to the public, and he 
hosted free games. Later, games such 
as gladiator battles and chariot races 
drew huge crowds and provided 
entertainment for all Romans. The 
massive Colosseum amphitheater 
was built around 70 CE. It used a 
new method of building with 
concrete, making it a relatively quick 
and inexpensive project. This open-
air arena was  similar to a football 
stadium. The Colosseum held about 
50,000 people. This audience 
eagerly awaited battles between fearsome gladiators and ferocious animals.  
 
Bath Houses As Community Centers 
The bath house was another place, in addition to the Forum, where men of all 
social classes were seen together. Ancient Romans did not have hot water 
available in their homes. To bathe, Romans would go to public bath houses. The 
bath houses were similar to modern-day community centers, though the ancient 
versions were much more elaborate. Bath houses had high ceilings and lovely 
mosaics on the floors. They were designed with fine marble and beautiful fresco 
paintings. Fresco means “fresh” in Italian. The Roman frescos were painted 
directly atop fresh, wet plaster walls.  
 
Public bathing was a highly enjoyable, social event. Bathers could soak and gossip 
for hours. Later, they may enjoy in a swim in the pool, filled by Rome’s 
aqueducts. The bath house often had areas for ancient Romans to exercise. Thus 
the bath houses filled many needs—personal hygiene, social interaction, and 
physical fitness. The Baths of Caracalla were built by prisoners and slaves under 
Emperor Caracalla. It took about five years to complete. Once finished, around 
217 CE, it could hold more than 1,600 people. 
 
 
 

 

This model of the Roman bath house shows the 
different areas for the hot and warm baths, the 
cool swimming pool, and the areas for exercise. 
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Housing in Ancient Rome 
Like today, housing in ancient Rome varied according to wealth and status. Most 
ancient Romans lived in cramped insulae. Insulae were clustered one- or two-
story dwellings made of mud and brick. Here, families usually lived in one room, 
similar to a studio apartment. The outdoor courtyards were used for cooking and 
playing.  
 
Wealthier classes lived in domus–houses centered around an open courtyard or 
atrium. Homes of the wealthy had multiple rooms and bedrooms. Often, those in 
the lower class—slaves, foreigners, and prisoners of war—worked as domestic 
help. Not much of first century Rome remains today. Many of the original seven 
hills of Rome are no longer visible. Palatine Hill, however, still contains the ruins 
of Augustus’s house. Over time, it expanded to become the royal headquarters. 
Augustus lived in a simple home. Future emperors built glorious palaces. The 
term palace originates from its location on the Palatine Hill.  
 
The grandest palaces had marble columns and floors. The walls and ceilings were 
detailed with gold leaf, ivory, and semi-precious stones. Like the finest bath 
houses, the palaces were decorated with frescoes and mosaics. Travertine, a type 
of stone, was used, along with the more expensive marble. Today, travertine tiles 
and marble accents are featured in many homes around the world.  
 
Present-Day Rome  
The fall of the Roman Empire, around 476 CE, left the city in ruins. However, the 
medieval period (500 A.D. to about 1500 A.D.) brought new life to the city. The 
architecture of Rome reflects different historical periods. Today, Rome is the 
capital of Italy and is a modern city with deep historical roots. Visitors to Rome 
can feel the past mingling with the present as they walk through city streets that 
are lined with ruins and modern buildings. Though Rome today is a sprawling 
city, it has a delightful mix of cafes, fashionable boutiques, international 
businesses, luxury homes, and simple residences 
 
One aspect of ancient Rome that still fascinates modern travelers are the bath 
houses. People visiting the remains of the Baths of Caracalla should bring 
sneakers and be ready to walk. The original Baths of Caracalla spanned over 27 
acres. Those who  prefer a more relaxed visit should visit in the summer, when 
evening performances of opera or ballet are held there. Because the Baths of 
Caracalla are so large, the site can host elaborate performances, with huge casts 
and sets, and still offer plenty of room for hundreds of audience members. Some 
parts of the baths have been renovated, while others have been allowed to remain 
as ruins, giving visitors a glimpse into the passage of time since ancient Rome.  



 
 
 

 
               Discovery Education Techbook                              Discovery Communications, LLC                                  5   

 

 

Rome: Then and Now 
Fascinating Place 

 
 

In the early fourth-century CE, 
Emperor Constantine converted 
to Christianity and legalized its 
practice for the first time in the 
Roman Empire. Rome became a 
center of Christendom. The 
Roman Catholic Church is still 
headquartered in Rome. The 
Vatican Palace, home to the 
Catholic popes, and St. Peter’s 
Basilica, the church of the popes, 
are located a few miles from the 
old center of Rome. Rome is the 
only city in the world to house  
an entire foreign nation within its 
boundaries—Vatican City. Tourists visit the structures within Vatican City for 
religious reasons. They also come to admire the beauty of Vatican City. St. Peter’s 
Basilica houses some of the greatest Renaissance and Baroque art. Inside, you 
can see Michelangelo’s Pietà and Bernini’s Throne of St. Peter, a bronze-covered 
throne for the pope. 

 
Rome attracts millions of visitors each year, even more so in holy years. A holy 
year occurs every 25 years or because of an extraordinary event. A holy year is 
also known in the Roman Catholic Church as the Year of Jubilee. It is a time for 
celebration and recognition of sins committed. In more recent holy years, some 
25 million have made the pilgrimage to Rome. They come to pray at the churches, 
ask for forgiveness, and receive an address from the Pope. 
 
Rome is a fascinating place. It is rich in its arts, architecture, religion, and 
politics. Rome continues to embrace its past, as seen through the new use of the 
Baths of Caracalla. Venturing through the ancient arches and ampitheaters, the 
ornate basilicas and temples, and the bustling shops and open markets, it is easy 
to understand the connection between Rome then and now. 

 
 
 
  

St. Peter’s Basilica has many famous pieces of 
art and is beautifully designed, inside and out.  
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After reading the passage, answer the following questions:  
 

1. Which of the following is true of an insulae and a domus?  
A. They were both types of housing in ancient Rome. 
B. They were both types of materials used to build the Colosseum. 
C. They were both found only in the Forum. 
D. They were both used by all classes of Roman citizens. 

 
2. If you were a man of the plebeian class in ancient Rome, at which of 

these places would you be most likely to mix with patricians? 
A. chariot races 
B. public bath houses 
C. the Roman Senate 
D. taverns 

3. What foreign nation lies within modern Rome’s boundaries? 
A. Italy 
B. Vatican City 
C. Palatine Hill 
D. Tuscany 

 
4. Imagine you were a travel agent wishing to increase tourism in Rome. 

Using information from the passage, describe how you would “sell” 
Rome to tourists.   

 

 

 




