
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  

Roman Civilization 

Geography 

The Italian peninsula is centrally located in the Mediterranean Sea, and the city of Rome sits toward the center of Italy. This location 
benefitted the Romans as they expanded – first within Italy and then into the lands bordering the Mediterranean. Italy has broad, 
fertile plains, which helped to unify the people and support a growing population. By about 800 B.C., the ancestors of the Romans, 
called the Latins, migrated into Italy and settled along the Tiber River. Their village grew into Rome. Legend has it that twin 
brothers, Romulus and Remus, had founded the city. The Romans shared the Italian peninsula with other people, including Greek 
colonists called Etruscans. The Romans adopted a great deal from the Etruscans, including the alphabet, the arch, and many gods 
and goddesses. 

Roman Society 

Roman society consisted of two classes, patricians and plebeians. Patricians were members of the landholding upper class, while plebeians were the 
farmers, merchants, and artisans who made up most of the population. Male heads of households had absolute power in the Roman family, but women 
enjoyed more rights than other ancient societies. Women could own property, run businesses, and even exercised political influence in some cases. Girls 
and boys from the upper and lower classes learned to read and write. In addition, wealthy families often hired private tutors to educate their children.  

Roman Mythology and Religion 

The Romans were polytheistic because they believed in numerous gods and goddesses, many of whom were 
adapted from Greek religion. Roman mythology was also similar to that of the Greeks. Like the Greek god Zeus, 
the Roman god Jupiter ruled over the sky and the other gods. The Roman calendar was full of feasts and other 
celebrations to honor the gods and goddesses. Throughout Rome, dozens of temples housed statues of the 
gods. There, Romans took part in ritual activities such as worshipping the gods and asking for divine assistance.  

Roman Military 

Roman armies conquered first the Etruscans and then the Greek city-states to the south. By about 270 B.C., Rome controlled most of the Italian 
peninsula. Rome’s success was due to skillful diplomacy and its loyal, well-trained army. The basic military unit was the legion, each of which included 
about 5,000 men. As in Greece, Roman armies consisted of citizens-soldiers who originally fought without being paid and had to supply their own 
weapons. Eventually, they received a small payment for the service, but also got a share of the plunder from war. In general, Rome treated its defeated 
enemies with justice. Conquered people had to acknowledge Roman rule, pay taxes, and supply troops for the army, but otherwise were allowed to keep 
their customs. To protect their ever expanding territory, Rome posted soldiers throughout the land and built a network of roads.  



 
 
 
 
 
 

A republic is a form of government in which people choose officials to represent them. 

 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

In the early republic, the senate made the laws and controlled the government. Originally, its 300 members were all patricians, or members of the 
landholding upper class. Each year, the senators nominated two consuls from the patrician class. Their job was to supervise government and command 
the armies. They were only allowed one term, which limited their power. In the event of war or special circumstance, the senate could choose a dictator, 
or ruler who has complete control over the government. Each Roman dictator was given power for six months and then had to step down. 

The Twelve Tables 

At first, all government officials were patricians. Plebeians, the farmers, merchants, and artisans that made up most of the 
population, had the legal rights of citizens but little influence. In time, plebeians gained the right to elect their own officials, 
called tribunes, to protect their interests. The tribunes could veto, or block, laws that they felt were harmful to plebeians. 
Eventually, plebeians were also able to be consuls and members of the senate itself. Another breakthrough for the plebeians 
came in 450 B.C., when the government oversaw the inscription of the laws of Rome on twelve tablets, which were set up in 
the public forum. The Laws of the Twelve Tables made it possible for the first time for plebeians to read the laws of Rome. 

The Growth of Rome 

After gaining control of the Italian peninsula, Rome began to build and empire around the Mediterranean Sea. Between 264 B.C. and 146 B.C., Rome 
fought three wars against Carthage, a city-state on the northern coast of Africa. They are called the Punic Wars. In the end, Rome completely destroyed 
Carthage, effectively gaining control of most of the Mediterranean. By 133 B.C., Roman power extended from Spain to Egypt.  

The Roman Republic 

Julius Caesar 

Julius Caesar was a military commander who dramatically increased his power 
and influence around 58 B.C. He and a rival general, Pompey, dominated Roman 
politics around this time. After Pompey convinced the senate to order Caesar to 
disband his army, Caesar refused, led his army across the Rubicon River, and 
defeated Pompey and his troops. He then forced the senate to make him 
dictator, or absolute ruler of Rome. Between 48 B.C. and 44 B.C., Caesar pushed 
through a series of reforms such as a public works projects, a reorganization of 
the government, and granting more Romans citizenship. However, Caesar's 
enemies were fearful of the amount of power he had and assassinated him on 
March 15, 44 B.C., known as the "Ides of March.”  



 
 
 
 
 

 

 
Roman Republic vs. Roman Empire 

 

Two Consuls 
- Annually elected & 

held equal power 

Emperor 
- Inherited or won 

power 
- Ruled for life 

Senate 
- Made laws 
- 300 members held 

great power 

Senate 
- Acted as a high 

court 
- 600 members had 

little power  

 

Augustus Caesar 

After Julius Caesar’s death in 44 B.C., Mark Antony, Caesar’s chief general, and Octavian, Caesar’s nephew, fought for power. 
Octavian defeated Mark Antony in 31 B.C. and the senate proclaimed him Augustus, or “Exalted One.” Augustus ruled with 
absolute power as the first Roman “emperor” until A.D. 14 and dramatically changed the form of government of Rome. The 
Roman Republic was replaced after 500 years by the Roman Empire. Augustus laid the foundation for a stable government. He left 
the senate in place, opened government positions to men of any social class, and allowed distant areas in the empire some self-
government. He also started a census, a postal service, issued new coins, and created jobs by ordering the building of roads and 
temples. As a result of Augustus’ leadership, the Roman Empire began a 200 year period of prosperity, known as the Pax Romana. 

The Pax Romana  

The 200-year span that began with Augustus 
and ended with Marcus Aurelius is known as 
the Pax Romana, or “Roman Peace.” During 
that time, Roman rule brought peace, order, 
prosperity, and unity to a huge area stretching 
from Britain to the Mesopotamia. The Roman 
Empire surrounded the Mediterranean Sea, 
which benefitted trade and production. 
Between 96 and 180 A.D., Rome was ruled by 
a series of great emperors. Hadrian codified 
Roman law, making it the same for all people 
and places. Marcus Aurelius was a 
philosopher-king, who believed a ruler should 
have dignity and fulfill his duty to the people. 
Trajan ordered the building of architectural 
wonders, including the Circus Maximus, a 
massive stadium for entertainment, and the 
Forum, a gigantic marketplace. Many of these 
buildings still stand today as monuments to 
the great accomplishments of Rome during 
this time period.  

Roman Entertainment 

Romans attended sporting events, chariot 
races, gladiator fights, and other forms of 
entertainment that kept them distracted from 
problems in their daily lives. Chariot races and 
gladiator fights were the two most popular 
events, and many of the contestants were 
treated like celebrities if they were victorious. 
Events were put on by emperors to increase 
their prestige among the Roman citizens.  

The Roman Empire 

The Roman Empire 



 
 

 
 
 

 
As the Romans conquered the Mediterranean they adopted Greek and Hellenistic achievements. The blending of Greek, Hellenistic, and Roman traditions 
produced what is known as Greco-Roman civilization.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Roman Achievements  

Roman Writing  

The most famous Roman poet was 
Virgil, who wrote the epic poem 
the Aeneid. In it, Virgil describes 
the journey of Aeneas back from 
Troy to found the city of Rome. He 
also drew comparisons between 
the greatness of Greece and the 
Roman Empire. Roman historians 
often wrote on the rise and fall of 
Roman power. The historian Livy 
sought to arouse patriotic feeling 
and restore traditional Roman 
virtues by recalling Rome’s historic 
past. Romans borrowed much of 
their philosophy from the Greeks. 
The Hellenistic philosophy of 
Stoicism stressed the importance 
of duty and concern for all people, 
which was promoted by emperors 
such as Marcus Aurelius.  

Roman Art 

Like the Greeks, Roman 
sculptors stressed realism, 
portraying their subjects as 
they really looked and trying 
to capture an individual’s 
character. Some sculptures 
were also idealistic, 
transforming subjects into 
symbols of power and 
leadership. Romans used 
works of art to beautify their 
homes, especially frescoes 
and mosaics. A mosaic is a 
picture made from small chips 
of colored stone or glass.  

Roman Architecture & Engineering  

The Romans built immense palaces, temples, and stadiums such as the 
Colosseum as monuments to their power.  They improved on columns and 
arches, and were the first to utilize concrete as a building material. The 
Romans used concrete to develop the rounded dome as a roof for large 
spaces. The most famous domed structure is the Pantheon, a temple that 
honors many Roman gods and still stands today. Roman engineers built 
roads, bridges, and harbors throughout the empire. They also built 
aqueducts, or stone structures that carried fresh water from the hills into 
Roman cities. Water was piped into private houses, public foundations, 
and public baths.  

Mathematics and Science  

In Alexandria, Egypt, Ptolemy proposed his theory that the Earth was the 
center of the universe, an idea that was accepted by the Western world 
for nearly 1,500 years until the Renaissance. Galen advanced medical 
science by performing experiments to prove a conclusion. He also 
compiled a medical encyclopedia summarizing what was known in the field 
at the time, which became the standard text for more than 1,000 years. 

Roman Law 

One of the greatest legacies of the Roman 
Empire was advancement in law and justice. 
Principles such as civil law, which applied to 
all citizens, and the concept of “innocent 
until proven guilty” would later become the 
basis for legal systems around the world.  



 
 
 
 
 
 

Early in the Pax Romana, Christianity arose in the Middle Eastern part of the Roman Empire. As the faith grew throughout the late 4th century, it displaced 
traditional Roman religious beliefs and became the official religion of the Roman Empire. When the Roman Empire fell, the Christian Church took over 
much of its role, becoming the central institution of Western Civilization for nearly 1,000 years.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Rise of Christianity 

Pope

Bishop

Diocese
Priest & Community

The Early Christian Church 

To join the Christian community, a person had to be baptized, or blessed with holy water. Christians believed that through 
baptism their sins were forgiven by the grace of God. Each Sunday, Christians gathered for a ceremony of thanksgiving to 
God. Only men were eligible to become members of the Christian clergy, or the group of people who conduct Christian 
services. Each Christian community and its clergy were grouped together as a diocese, which had its own priest and was 
presided over by a bishop. Early Christians produced works defining Christian theology, or teachings about God. The greatest 
was Augustine, a bishop who combined Christian doctrine with Greco-Roman learning, especially the philosophy of Plato.  

The Christian Clergy 

Jesus and His Teachings 

The Roman Empire was so vast that it incorporated people of many different faiths, whose beliefs were largely tolerated. 
Christianity began among the followers of a Jewish man named Jesus. Almost all the information we have about his life comes 
from the Gospels, the first four books of the New Testament of the Christian Bible. At the age of 30 he began preaching a message 
of God’s love and the need for justice, morality, forgiveness, and service to others. He worshipped one God and believed in the Ten 
Commandments. According to the Gospels, Jesus went to Jerusalem to spread his teachings, but was betrayed by one of his 
followers and arrested by Roman authorities. He was then executed by crucifixion, or being nailed to a cross. However, the Gospels 
say that Jesus rose from the dead, commanded his disciples to spread his teachings, and then ascended into heaven. 

Christianity Spreads  

After Jesus’ death, his close followers, or apostles, and other disciples worked to spread his message. The apostle Peter established Christianity in the city 
of Rome itself. Paul played the most influential role in spreading Christianity by traveling around the Mediterranean and setting up churches. In letters to 
the Christian communities he explained Christian doctrine and expanded Christian teaching. Paul emphasized that Jesus had sacrificed his life for 
humankind and guaranteed that those who believed Jesus was the son of God and complied with his teachings would achieve salvation, or eternal life. 
Rome’s tolerant attitude towards other religions did not fully extend to Christians, and many worshipers and teachers of the faith were persecuted. 
People who died for their faith became known as martyrs. The persecution of Christians finally ended in 313 A.D., when the emperor Constantine issued 
the Edict of Milan granting freedom of worship to all citizens of the Roman Empire. By the end of the 4th century, the emperor Theodosius had made 
Christianity the official religion of the Roman Empire. 



 

 

 

 
After ruling the Mediterranean for hundreds of years, the Roman Empire faced threats from inside and outside. Economic, social, and political problems 
combined with outside invasions to undermine stability and eventually lead to Rome’s downfall.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Causes: the Fall of the Western Roman Empire 

Social 

 Erosion of traditional values 

 Decline of patriotism 

 Corrupt wealthy class 

Economic 

 Heavy taxes 

 Population decline 

 Inflation  
Political  

 Oppressive government 

 Corrupt emperors 

 Divided empire  

Military 

 Germanic invasions 

 Weakened Roman army 

 Use of mercenary soldiers 

 
 

The Fall of Rome 

Diocletian Divides the Empire 

In 284, the emperor Diocletian set out to restore order within the Roman Empire. He divided the empire into two parts 
to make it easier to govern the huge area. He continued to rule in the wealthy eastern half, while a co-emperor ruled the 
western half. Though this division made the vast empire easier to manage, it also doomed the western half to failure, 
while the eastern half would end up surviving for another 1,000 years as the Byzantine Empire.  
 

Constantine moves the capital 

In 312, Constantine became emperor of Rome. As emperor, Constantine took two steps that changed the course of European history. First, Constantine 
granted toleration to Christians. Second, he established a new capital at the city of Byzantium, which he renamed Constantinople. With this “New 
Rome,” Constantine made the eastern half of the empire the center of power.  

The last Roman emperor 

As early as 200 A.D., a nomadic people called the Huns began pushing west from central Asia. As they did, they fought fierce battles against the Germanic 
people on the borders of the Roman Empire, forcing them to cross into Roman territory to seek safety. With the empire already in decline as a result of 
the social, economic, political, and military issues it faced, the Romans were forced to give up land to these foreign invaders. In 410, the Visigoth general 
Alaric overran Italy and plundered the city of Rome. In 434, the Hun leader Attila swept through much of Europe, forcing more and more Germanic tribes 
into Roman territory. Finally, in 476 the last emperor was overthrown in Rome. This event is known as the “fall of Rome,” but the Roman Empire had 
been in decline for many years. While the eastern half of the empire flourished, the western half would soon give rise to medieval civilization.  


