
Week 5: 6th Grade S.S. (Roman Innovations and Technological Advances) 

Standards being assessed this week for Social Studies below: 

• (History Standard) H2.6-8.1 Explain and analyze how individuals, movements, cultural and ethnic 

groups, and technology from past civilizations have shaped world history. 

• (Geography Standard) G2.6-8.1 Explain and analyze how the environment has affected people and how 

people have affected the environment in world history. 

Directions: As we learn about the Roman Empire keep in mind how you might borrow pieces you learn about 

from Rome and other cultures; we have studied in your own world you are creating. The purpose of this 

assignment about recognizing trends across different cultures. As we have noticed over the course of the 

school year there are many patterns and similarities between ancient groups. Your created world should be no 

different. Whether you set your world in the ancient world or in the far future many of the problems and 

solutions people face remain the same. This week in ELA and Social Studies is asking you think about how your 

society/world might address some of these same problems. 

Monday 4/27 
 
Innovation Case Study: Roman Aqueducts 
 

Tuesday 4/28 
 
Innovation Case Study: Blood Sports (i.e. gladiators, chariot races, etc.) 
 

Wednesday 4/29 
 
Brainstorming technology and innovations for your own world. 
 

Thursday 4/30 
 
Overview of Roman innovations and inventions. 
 

Friday 5/1 
 
Vocabulary to support English Language Arts 
 

 

Mr. Stringham Contact for Social Studies MK Plas Contact for Social Studies 

Email:  zstringham@northmasonschools.org  
Virtual Office Hours M-F, 11-3 or by Appointment 
1st – remind.com/join/eag8dag6c9  
2nd – remind.com/join/47c79h3k69  
3rd – remind.com/join/bh2fg29h97  
5th – remind.com/join/k3efd96ke4  
6th – remind.com/join/4hbag6ae83 

mplas@northmasonschools.org  
 

Zoom: Tues/Thurs 11 a.m. 
 
Mtg ID 945307602 
 
Code 027277 
 

mailto:zstringham@northmasonschools.org


Materials for 4/27 
 

Short Response Questions: 
• How would you describe an aqueduct to someone who has never seen one before? What does it look 

like and how does it function? 

• What might be an advantage of a modern aqueduct over a Roman aqueduct? 

 
Roman Aqueducts: 

Link to the Article: https://www.ancient.eu/aqueduct/  

In antiquity, aqueducts were a means to transport water from one place to another, achieving a 
regular and controlled water supply to a place that would not otherwise have received sufficient water to 
meet basic needs such as irrigation of food crops and drinking fountains. They may take the form of 
underground tunnels, networks of surface channels and canals, covered clay pipes or monumental bridges.    

Ever since the human race has lived in communities and farmed the land, water management has been 
a key factor in the well-being and prosperity of a community. Settlements not immediately near a freshwater 
source dug shafts into underground water tables to create wells and cisterns were also created to collect 
rainwater so that it could be used at a later date. Aqueducts, however, allowed communities to live further 
from a water source and to utilize land which would otherwise have been unusable for agriculture.  

Earliest Aqueducts 
The earliest and simplest aqueducts were constructed of lengths of inverted clay tiles and sometimes 

pipes which channeled water over a short distance and followed the contours of the land. The earliest 
examples of these date from the Minoan civilization on Crete in the early 2nd millennium BCE and from 
contemporary Mesopotamia. Aqueducts were also an important feature of Mycenaean settlements in the 
14th century BCE, ensuring autonomy against siege for the acropolis of Mycenae and the fortifications 
at Tiryns.  

Aqueducts in Mesopotamia 
The first sophisticated long-distance canal systems were constructed in the Assyrian Empire in the 9th 

century BCE and incorporated tunnels several kilometers in length. These engineering feats permitted the 
aqueducts to be constructed in a more direct line between source and outlet. The Babylonians in the 8th 
century BCE also built extensive and sophisticated canal systems. In the 7th century BCE, a wide canal crossed 
a 280 m long bridge to bring water to Nineveh, and water was brought through a 537-metre tunnel to 
supply Jerusalem.    

 

Fountain Entrance, Mycenae by Mark Cartwright (CC BY-NC-SA)  
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Another important innovation in water management was qanats. These probably originated 
from Persia (or perhaps Arabia) and were large underground galleries which collected groundwater. Tunnels 
at a lower level than the reservoir and often several kilometers in length then channeled off the water via the 
force of gravity. Qanats were present throughout the ancient world from Egypt to China.  

Greek Water Management 
The first Greek large-scale water management projects occurred in the 7th century BCE and were 

usually to supply communal drinking fountains. Both Samos and Athens were supplied by long-distance 
aqueducts from the 6th century BCE; the former was 2.5 km long and included the famous 1 km tunnel 
designed by Eupalinus of Megara. Pisistratus constructed an aqueduct of 15 to 25 cm wide ceramic pipes in 
the Ilissus valley, 8 km long.  

In the 4th century BCE, Priene in Asia Minor had a similar pipeline which followed an artificial ditch 
covered in stone slabs. 3rd-century BCE Syracuse benefitted from no fewer than three aqueducts 
and Hellenistic Pergamon, c. 200 BCE, had some of the most sophisticated water management structures 
known at that time.  

Roman Aqueducts 
It is, however, the Romans who have rightly gained celebrity as the aqueduct builders par excellence. 

Hugely ambitious Roman engineering projects successfully mastered all kinds of difficult and dangerous 
terrain and made their magnificent arched aqueducts a common sight throughout the Roman Empire, 
supplying towns with water to meet not only basic needs but also those of large public Roman baths, 
decorative fountains (nymphaea) and private villas. Whilst most aqueducts continued to run along the surface 
and follow land contours wherever possible, the invention of the arch allowed for the construction of large-
span structures, employing new materials such as concrete and waterproof cement, which could ignore 
unfavorable land features and draw the water along the straightest possible route along a regular gradient. 
Similarly, an increase in engineering expertise allowed for large-scale and deep tunneling projects.    

Another innovation which allowed for aqueducts to cross valleys was the large-scale inverted siphon. 
These were made of clay or multiple lead pipes reinforced with stone blocks and with the force of gravity and 
pressure as the water ran down the valley the momentum gained could drive the water up the opposite side. 
Arched bridges running across the valley floor could lessen the height the water had to fall and more 
importantly, go up on its ascent. Stopcocks to manage pressure and regulate the water flow, storage 
reservoirs, settling tanks to extract sediment and mesh filters at outlets were other features of Roman 
aqueducts. Sometimes water was also ‘freshened’ by aerating it through a system of small cascades. 
Interestingly, Roman aqueducts were also protected by law and no agricultural activity was allowed near them 
in case of damage by ploughing and root growth. On the other hand, agriculture did benefit from aqueducts, 
as in many cases, run-off channels were created to provide water for land irrigation.  

 

Los Milagros Aqueduct, Mérida by Carole Raddato (CC BY-SA)  
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The first aqueducts to serve Rome were the 16 km long Aqua Appia (312 BCE), the Anio Vetus (272-269 
BCE) and the 91 km long Aqua Marcia (144-140 BCE). Steadily, the network increased and even created 
connections between aqueducts: the Aqua Tepula (126-125 BCE), Julia (33 BCE), Virgo (22-19 BCE), Alsietina (2 
BCE), Aqua Claudia and Anio Novus (completed in 52 CE), Aqua Traiana (109 CE) and the Aqua Alexandrina 
(226 CE). Gradually, other aqueducts were built across Italy, for example, in Alatri (130-120 BCE) 
and Pompeii (c. 80 BCE). Julius Caesar built an aqueduct at Antioch, the first outside Italy. Augustus (r. 27 BCE - 
14 CE)oversaw the construction of aqueducts at Carthage, Ephesus, and the 96 km aqueduct which served 
Naples. Indeed, the 1st century CE saw an explosion of aqueduct construction, perhaps connected to the 
spread of Roman culture and their love of bathing and fountains but also to meet the water needs of ever-
larger population concentrations.  

From the 1st to the 2nd centuries CE, the very limits of architectural feasibility were stretched and 
some of the largest Roman aqueducts were constructed. These had two or three arcades of arches and 
reached prodigious heights. The aqueduct of Segovia was 28 m high and the Pont du Gard in southern France 
was 49 m in height, both of which still survive today as spectacular monuments to the skill and audacity of 
Roman engineers.     
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Materials for 4/28 

Short Response Questions:  

• Do you think a society should allow blood sports like gladiator fights? 

• The article said there are two kinds of gladiator fights what are they? and 

what is the difference? 

MUNERA: THE BLOOD SPORTS OF ANCIENT ROME 
By L.A. Jennings 

 

All images via Wikimedia commons 

Ancient Roman culture may be one of the most heavily replicated historical fantasies in Hollywood. From Ridley 

Scott’s Gladiator, to HBO’s short-lived, Rome, and STARZ Spartacus, Roman history, or at least, Hollywood’s version of 

Roman history, continues to fascinate people, long after the empire’s fall. 

Rome, the epicenter of the world from 8th century B.C.E. to 5th century C.E., was a vast state that spanned continents. As 

Rome amassed more land and peoples, it also took on many of the customs of the cultures it now controlled. Sport was 

one of the many things that Romans appropriated from the lands it conquered and then made its own. Rome, over the 

course of its history from republic to empire, to its eventual fall, assimilated the fighting sports of Greece and Eturia, to 

name a few, to produce a hyper-violent rendition of boxing, wrestling, and the Pankration. And of course, famously, the 

Romans became obsessed with another type of fighting entertainment. One that made boxing and Pankration, the ‘heavy 

events’ of the ancient Olympics, look gentle or, at least, safer. The most beloved sport in Rome was the gladiator 

contest—a violent spectacle that was literally used as a means of the death penalty in their society. And one that would 

forever mark the Romans as barbarians by historians. 

http://fightland.vice.com/author/la-jennings


Describing the Romans as barbaric may seem apt, given their predilection for extreme violence and torture as a form of 

entertainment, but some of the ghastlier stories of Roman sadism appear to have been inflated by anti-Roman historians. 

Maligning Roman society, and paganism in general, after the fall of the Roman Empire was an effective propaganda tactic 

in the burgeoning Christian world. Early Christians had been targeted, along with numerous other minority groups, in the 

Roman Empire, and they suffered atrocities that were not easily forgotten. But between ancient historians (an interesting 

moniker) exaggerated claims of Roman sadism and the Hollywood’s sensational versions of semi-historical events, 

inaccuracies regarding Roman culture, and specifically Roman gladiator events, have become deeply entrenched in our 

cultural imagination. 

Ancient Greek history is, in a way, easier to examine than many other early cultures because they were so invested in 

documenting every aspect of their society. Eturia had a cosmopolitan culture that greatly influenced the Roman Republic 

and later, the Roman Empire, but the Etruscans did not leave any written accounts of fighting sports or funeral games. 

Luckily, although the written word may have been destroyed, or may have never existed in the first place, the Etruscan 

fighting sports have been memorialized and documented in art. Vases and bronze artworks depict wrestling scenes, and 

tomb paintings include boxers. 

 

Eturia did not compete in the Panhellenic Games, but, according to Jean-Paul Thuillier, Etruscan game expert, they had 

their own sporting culture that did not just mimic the sports of the larger Greek nation. In fact, Eturia’s fighting sports 

tremendously impacted Rome’s gaming culture. Boxing was a popular spectacle in Eturia and there is speculation among 

scholars that in their version of the pentathlon, both wrestling and boxing took place alongside running, jumping, and 

throwing the discus. Etruscan fighters, unlike their Greek counterparts, fought bare-fisted during their training and 

sparring. It was only in competition that they would wrap leather strips around their hands, sometimes braided into cords, 

making a more devastating type of glove. 



The Romans may have been influenced by the cultures they conquered, but their attitude towards sports was distinctly 

different than that of the ancient Greeks. For the Greeks, sport was a way for citizens to demonstrate their athleticism, 

determination, and prowess. In its early days, sports were practiced and played by many Romans, especially running, 

wrestling, and boxing, but as Rome became a powerful Republic and then a superpower Empire, sports took on the form 

of entertainment, best left practiced by professionals. Professional fighters who entertained the elite and the masses, 

risked their health and their lives, but were relegated, ultimately, to the lowest rung of the social latter. 

Roman Boxing, Wrestling, and Pankration 

Roman’s preferred the munera, the blood sports, above all events in their games (ludi). Upper class Romans may have 

enjoyed practicing boxing as amateurs, but they would never debase themselves by participating in a sport in public. This 

tendency to leave sports, particularly the fighting events labeled “heavy,” to the professionals was also adopted in by 

upper class Greeks in the Hellenistic period. Boxing, known as pugilatus, was the most popular blood sport in Rome with 

the exception of gladiator contests. Boxing, like most sports in Rome, was the realm of the professional athlete, who 

existed, according to Kohne, both “legally and socially outside the ranks of Roman citizens.” 

As I noted in the previous article on Ancient Greek fighting sports, the story of the caestus, the ancient boxing glove 

(although really more like hand-wraps than gloves) studded with metal spikes has been roundly debunked by most 

modern scholars as a revisionist attempt to paint the ancients as not just boorish, but at Caligula-level of inhuman 

(although, to be fair, Caligula is also one of those historical villains whose horrific exploits appear to be exaggerated by 

historians). Most scholars believe that depictions of metal spikes in art are actually fingers, and that the ‘knuckleduster’ 

that was previously believed to be added to the top of the knuckles to more effectively tear away flesh was actually 

gripped by the boxer inside his fist, functioning more like a roll of quarters than brass knuckles. The fact is that fighting in 

ancient times was bloody and injury was standard. Broken noses, smashed teeth, and cauliflower ears were the reality for 

fighters, which is probably why the Romans preferred to see professionals fight than to damage their own bodies. 

Boxers in this period wore leather straps wrapped around their fingers, like their Greek counterparts. The wraps extended 

up their arms, allowing them to use their forearms as part of their defensive posture. The leather wraps assisted the 

fighters in landing particularly hard punches, but their ‘gloves’ did not provide the same type of defensive capabilities of a 

modern boxing glove. Instead, Roman boxers held their forearms vertically to cover their faces and the top of their head, 

or at a diagonal angle against straight punches to the face. 

There were a number of guard methodologies that fighters could adopt as part of their boxing game. Some fighters stood 

with their lead hand extended, open palm, to shove in the face of their opponent, forcing the man to have to move to get 

off his strikes. Additionally, because their hands were essentially open and free, they could use the surface of their hands 

to parry or check a straight punch. This guard, with the lead hand open and outstretched, positioned the rear hand to 

quickly extend and land a blow. And straight punches were the typical modus operadi of fighters. Strikes were aimed at 

the head, with body shots not really considered that great of a blow. Another guard was based on the Sagittarius, the 

archer, where the fighter kept his rear hand back, as if drawing a bow, to more swiftly land a cross. 

Roman boxers preferred straight punches to the chin or heavy downward strikes, like overhands, in order to strike the ear. 

Like the Greeks, Roman fights had no rounds, no weight classes, and no breaks, unless both fighters agreed to take one 

briefly and go back to fighting in a very short amount of time. Thus, Roman boxing strategy called for either knockout 

punches to the parts of the head that act as ‘off-buttons,’ or repeated strikes to the nose or eyes, the areas that caused 

the most pain and blood. Because fights could be ended in just one perfectly landed punch, Roman boxers chose their 

shots carefully and fought from a distance. Their fight stance was wide, more like a modern day MMA fighter than a 

traditional boxer, allowing them to use their footwork to move in and out of the pocket quickly.  



 

Ancient Greek philosophers may have loved wrestling, but to the Romans, the relative safety of wrestling, lucatio, was the 

most boring of the ancient ‘heavy events.’ However, the Romans adopted wrestling far before they took on the Pankration, 

which is surprising, given the Pankration’s bloodiness seems much more in-line with the Roman’s love of spectacle 

(Spectacula). Pankration fighters had to be the most versatile of the fighting sports athletes and typically, they were also 

the largest and the toughest. Like the Greeks, Pankration had no rules, beyond no eye-gouging and biting. The Spartans 

actually did allow both of these tactics, but since the Spartans never competed in international events because they would 

not risk losing to any non-Spartan, their eye-gouging and biting strategies remained legal only in their own country. Of 

course, rules did not preclude these maneuvers from including, and one Pankrationist of the period noted that getting 

bitten was standard once fighters hit the ground. Roman Pankration’s could strike on the ground and one of the favored 

attacks was to kick from a down position. Galen, a Greek philosopher in the Roman empire, jokingly awarded a donkey 

with a Pankration prize because the donkey excelled in kicking. 

In their book, Gladiators and Caesars, Roman scholars Eckart Kohne and Cornelia Ewiglebe note that the Romans used 

primarily Greek terminology to describe their fighting sports, but that the reverse is true of gladiator events. This lexical 

distinction is interesting, because it reveals how Rome sought to mark the practices of other nation. Also, while historians, 

especially those operating in periods that are now in our own history and who sought to elevate Ancient Greek culture, 

cast the Romans as the only nation to enjoy extreme violence, the Greeks were not averse to watching and even relishing 

gladiatorial spectacles. It is common practice to think of the Greeks as noble thinkers, and the Romans as barbarians, but 

that is far too reductive. The fact is that people love violence, and the Romans merely perfected the showmanship of 

spectacle in the ancient world. And nowhere was spectacle more spectacular than in the gladiator contests in the Roman 

Coliseum. 



Gladiators 

It is unclear exactly what society originated gladiator contests—historians formerly believed it was Eturia, since the 

Etruscans greatly influenced Roman culture. But the earliest representation of gladiatorial combat comes from fourth-

century B.C.E. frescoes of the Osco-Samnites tribe, who lived just south of what is now Naples, showing armed 

combatants facing off at funeral games. It was not until 264 B.C.E. that the first documented gladiator contest took place 

in Rome at the funeral games held in honor of aristocrat Brutus Pera. In 73 B.C.E., a prisoner of war forced to join a 

gladiator school named Spartacus led a rebellion with seventy other gladiators against the slave-owning oligarchy of 

Rome. Spartacus’s story continues to be retold in popular culture, and today’s STARZ network show provides a modern 

version of violent spectacle as entertainment. 

In 55 B.C.E., Pompey the Great hosted an extravagant event that included gladiator contests and animal hunts in order to 

win over the plebeians and gain political popularity points. The crowd was not impressed and in fact, expressed pity for 

the animals in the show. Ten years later, his rival, Julius Caesar, presented an even more lavish version of Pompey’s 

efforts, staging a mock-battle scene with 1,000 infantrymen, 60 cavalrymen, and 40 elephants that charmed the Romans 

and brought Caesar great political success.  

 

It is helpful to think of gladiator contests as two types: as punishment and as sport. The idea of gladiator fighting as sport 

may seem like a stretch, but some gladiators, especially the well-trained ones with a fan-base, were not sent to the arena 



so that they would be killed, but rather, so that they could fight, just as boxers and Pankrationists did. But the other type, 

gladiator contests as punishment, were a different story. Those gladiators were typically murderers or men who committed 

arson or desecrated a temple. There were two sentences handed down: death by the sword (ad gladium) or by wild 

beasts (ad bestias). If a man were to survive either one of those sentences, he might be pardoned. If a condemned man 

did survive, which rarely happened in the ad bestias scenario, he may be able to continue his life as a gladiator, remaining 

at the school to do his duty to fight, and ideally kill, another criminal in the future. 

Some gladiators may have been those who survived the ad gladium sentence, but the majority of gladiators in Rome were 

prisoners of war, recruited by their masters or gladiator trainers to fight. Gladiator contests were so popular in Rome that 

winning fighters could achieve great stardom and subsequent financial support. They may have been considered the 

dregs of society, but that did not stop some Roman citizens to volunteer to become gladiators and hopefully, attain fame 

and fortune. By second century B.C.E., Roman gladiators were highly trained weapons fighters who competed in public 

against another gladiator. Injuries were frequent and death was a possibility that all of the fighters were willing to endure. 

Star gladiators were treated like gods by the Roman people. Many gladiators adopted pseudonyms, perhaps anticipating 

the 20th century professional wrestling conceit. One particular star gladiator, Hermes, was memorialized in a poem by 

epigrammatist Martial that revealed he was “both a gladiator and a trainer” skilled at not just one, but three different 

fighting styles. He dominated other fighters with the long spear, the trident, and with his own helmet. So great was 

Hermes that he “made a fortune for ticket scalpers.’ According to Nigel Crowther’s Sport in Ancient Times, the Roman 

Coliseum could seat 50,000 spectators, and while there were blocks of seats that were free, when a big name gladiator 

like Hermes was scheduled to appear, fans would pay scalpers in order to see their favorite. 

Gladiators may have been gods to some portion of the Roman populace, but they were considered to be, legally and 

morally, part of the lowest social rung, classified alongside actors and male prostitutes as infamia (ill-repute). However, 

Cicero, an attorney and Stoic in 1st century B.C.E., believed that gladiator contests were “a noble and educational art,” 

where the combatants showed self-control and grace in the face of death. The Stoics may have admired the behavior of 

the gladiators themselves, but they reviewed the crowds with distain, for excitement and other strong emotions had no 

place in a disciplined mind. Later Roman philosophers condemned gladiator contests as crude and harmful to Roman 

morale. 

Thus, it was a tremendous shock when, in the late 2nd century C.E., Roman Emperor Commodus greatly embarrassed 

aristocratic Romans by appearing as a gladiator in public events. Commodus not only did not care at all for the opinions of 

the gentry, he was also, by the latter part of his life, completely mad, dressing as Hercules and demanding that he be paid 

for his appearances in the Coliseum. Eventually Commodus was killed, not in the arena, but in his own home by his 

training partner, a wrestler named Narcissus. 

A version of Commodus’s exploits was memorialized in Ridley Scott’s 2000 film, Gladiator, which is not known for its 

historical accuracy or authenticity, but certainly solidified the image of the gory gladiator contests in the Coliseum. The 

bloody spectacle that the film depicts may capture a version of the horror of the life of a gladiator, but it also glorifies it. 

The violence and the atrocities perpetrated in Rome, and enjoyed by the vast majority of the ancient world, is captured by 

the film, and we, as the audience, participate in that violence. Perhaps that was Scott’s intent—to simultaneously titillate 

and horrify the viewer so that we, like the Romans who sat in the Coliseum thousands of years ago, can get a charge out 

of the brutality we see before us. The reality of fighting sports, including gladiator contests, in Ancient Rome were violent 

enough—no historical embellishment is necessary.  

 

 

 

 



Materials for 4/29 

Myth World Problem Solving: 

 Below are different types of problems that the Roman Empire faced. Read the 

descriptions below for each category. Once finished, brainstorm how YOUR WORLD 

would address THREE of the problems below. Use the questions at the end of each 

section to get you thinking. Write a small description for each potential solution you 

come up with. Your response should be at least a paragraph for each solution. (See 

6th Grade ELA  Week 5 worksheet: How to Write a Paragraph). 

Travel and Communication 
- There are many benefits to a society that has easier ways to travel and 

communicate across its empire. A road network will help your army travel 
quicker between warzones. Messenger pigeons created a network of mail 
between important government officials that helped them respond to 
invasion quickly. 

 
Based on the world you created: How might you help people travel or 

communicated over long distances? 
 

Access to a Stable Food Supply 
- At its height the Roman Empire 65 million people living inside it. In order to 

keep a society that large functioning you need to figure out a way to feed 
everyone. As we have studied over the course of the school year many 
civilizations have come up with different ways to feed their people. Often 
working with the natural geography to find solutions. 

 
Based on the world you created: How does your world use the natural geography 

to feed its people? 
 

Defense and Security 
- As empires grow so do their riches, resources, and renown. At a certain 

point someone is going to try and take that from you. The Roman Empire 
often faced threats from barbarian tribes who would raid towns and cities. 
Even the great city Rome itself was sacked twice by barbarians. 

 



Based on the world you created: How does your world keep people safe from 
outside attackers? 

Access to Freshwater 
- Water is essential to all life. If your world does not have access to a 

freshwater source people will die. Often very quickly. Some societies are 
fortunate enough to have a river flowing through it like the Tiber River in 
Rome. Romans used aqueducts and canals to transport water to major 
cities. 

 
Based on the world you created: What systems, structures, or infrastructure 

would your world have to supply cities with fresh water? 
 

Environmental Threats 
- Drought, famine, disease. All of these environmental factors can bring 

down even the strongest empires. Romans invented sewers to safely 
dispose of human waste. They also stored food in case crops died or the 
rains stopped they could still feed citizens. 

 
Based on the world you created: How would your society prepare or take steps to 

prevent environmental threats to your world? 
 

Political Opposition 
- Internal struggles can often create political battles that can destabilize 

entire empires. Perhaps one city in your world is trying to gain control over 
another. Sometimes the biggest threat comes from within your own 
borders. 

 
Based on the world you created: How does your world build unity between all the 

people who live in it? 
 

 

 

 

 



Materials for 4/30 

19 Greatest Inventions of the Roman Empire That 

Helped Shape the Modern World 
https://interestingengineering.com/19-greatest-inventions-of-the-roman-empire-that-helped-shape-the-modern-world 

The technologically advanced ancient Roman Empire has a rich history of inventions, some of which are still 

used today.  By  Kashyap Vyas , March 06, 2018 

The Roman Empire was one of the greatest empires, and one of the most influential civilizations of all time. 

Such historical importance can be attributed to being the largest city in the world of its time. Rome even made 

possible the Colosseum, a true engineering marvel. 

The impact of the Roman Empire in shaping the world's history is nothing but significant. The Roman empire 

was fierce at war but it was also a pioneer of technical development and many inventions. Let’s have a look at 

the greatest inventions of ancient Rome! 

1. The Roman Numerals 

The name gives it away, doesn’t it? Roman numerals have survived the downfall of Roman Empire and are still 

in use today. The modern educational institutions have a chapter dedicated to Roman Numerals and their 

modern day equivalent values. A solid number system denotes the technical development of city or country. 

The Romans designed a system to do just that, and rest of the world benefitted from this important Roman 

invention as much as the Roman citizens did. 

2. The First Newspaper 

It is incorrect to say that Romans were the ones to introduce the newspaper system because there was no paper 

in their early years. But Romans had something very similar to the newspapers. They used to inscribe current 

affairs onto stones or metal slabs. These were then placed in spots where people could read them. This 

publication was called Acta Diurna or 'daily acts'. This Roman invention carried the same purpose of 

newspapers, giving the Roman citizens the information they need and the events of the day.  

3. Modern Plumbing and Sanitary Management 

Romans were always excellent when it came to civil engineering. But it isn’t the colosseums or beautiful arches 

where they showed their complexity and knowledge in the trade. You can see their engineering excellence in 

the way they have laid out their sewage and sanitary plumbing. The drainage pipes were mostly connected and 

were flushed regularly with the water running off from streams. They also had covered gutter systems that 

ensured that the streets stay without any form of contamination. 
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4. Using Arches to Build Structures 

If you go deep into the history, you’ll find that Romans weren’t the ones who actually invented arch based 

structures. But Romans were the ones who actually used the properties of an arch to build great structures and 

buildings. In engineering terms, arches are better at load carrying than horizontal beams. The Romans made 

good use of their properties to build magnificent structures that leave onlookers in awe even today. Not only 

that, the Romans added some design elements to transform a typical arch into a piece of art. 

5. Air Conditioning 

Romans were really particular about living conditions and always aimed for perfection. This is how they found 

the answer to curb the cold in winters. It is really hard to keep a furnace lit 24/7 inside the home. So, the 

Romans came up with another engineering innovation. The ancient engineers decided to circulate hot air around 

the building through hollow spaces in columns. Since hot air always rises, the air is supplied from a furnace that 

is placed beneath the house or structure. The air will then rise up through the hollow spaces in the building, 

heating the whole building in the process. 

6. The Aqueducts: One of Most Advanced Construction of Their Time 

The Roman Empire was blessed with more than adequate supply of water. It would not have been possible if 

Romans hadn’t found a way to bring the water from the water resources into the city. For this purpose, Romans 

created aqueducts, used to tap water from the downhill flowing streams. The aqueducts were connected to a 

large water holding area, which would then supply it to public amenities.  The whole process needed no external 

energy as it was achieved by the use of gravity! It may seem easy to accomplish today, but in 312 BC, this was 

indeed a remarkable feat of engineering. 

7. The Making of the First Surgical Tools  

Romans weren’t just about spears and dagger as they also pioneered in precision instruments that gave birth to 

many modern-day surgical tools. To have a slight idea about the surgical skills of the Romans, know that the 

cesarean section was actually devised in Rome. Roman emperors weren’t just keen on using such tool in 

hospitals or medical centers. They were intrigued to know that such tools could also become helpful to soldiers 

who have been injured in battles there and then. Hence, Roman armies had medics who were in use for any 

complications in the battlefield. Their prowess in the medical field doesn’t just end there, as they had also 

devised procedures that can considerably reduce blood loss and even aesthetical administrations. 

8. Developing Concrete to Strengthen Roman Buildings 

 Don’t let the name deter you away because what we are talking about here is no alien stuff. It is something that 

decorates the lands of the modern world. Yes, it is concrete. Concrete was developed by the Romans to add 

structural integrity to their buildings. They developed a form of concrete that when mixed with volcanic rock 
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would not fall apart. Soon this substance gained widespread usage, and it is one of the reasons why most of the 

Roman buildings stand tall even today. 

9. Roads That Can Withstand Time Roads have been built by every other civilization, right? 

Well, this is where you go wrong, as Romans built roads that weren’t just a mix of gravel and rocks. The proof 

of their workmanship is evident as many of the old roads in Rome are being used even today. The Romans used 

a combination of dirt and gravel with bricks that are made from hardened volcanic lava or granite. This 

combination made the roads immensely strong. Come rain or any harsh weather; these roads were made to take 

some harsh beating. 

They also constructed perfectly straight roads with slight banking to them. The banking ensured that water 

doesn’t clog up the road after it rains. It was found out that by 200 AD, the Romans had built a total of 50,000 

miles worth of road. These roads were then completed with directions and stone marks. 

10. The Codex: the First Bound Book Ordered by Caesar 

During the Roman empire, people used to store text in rock or clay slabs, which was heavy to carry and also 

brittle in nature. The use of papyrus or prehistoric paper was also limited to the problem of storing them. This 

was when Julius Caesar decided to build the collection of papyrus to form a codex. This provided a safer and 

more manageable way to keep the information secure. This Roman invention was then widely used by the 

Christians to make codices of the bible. 

11. Our Laws From Rome: the Habeas Corpus and Many More 

Many of our modern laws actually aren't modern at all. If we trace back time, we can see that many of our laws 

were already part of the Roman judicial system. Many elements of modern law like the habeas corpus, pro bono 

publico, the affidavit document were all part of the Roman judicial system. It was then taken into the modern 

system, because they proved to be efficient and most importantly, effective. 

12. Better Living Standards for All 

The Roman Empire didn’t always favor the rich and prosperous. It was an empire that wanted to see the whole 

spectrum of its citizens to live a good life. Hence the system of welfare was brought in. The first initiation was 

the Lex Frumentaria, and it was through such a regime that the Romans gave grains at a low price to the poor. 

Such an act had a profound impact on the citizens who were on the low tier of the income group. 

13. Developing the Julian Calendar 

Before the introduction of a formal calendar system in Rome, it was really hard to keep a track of time and date. 

Often the high officials altered the periods to make their working days seem more than what was achieved. 

Such a practice made Julius Caesar introduce a new form of calendar system which relied on the solar year as 
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opposed to the moon phases used in Rome. It was called the Julian calendar. The Julian calendar was more 

accurate, and it was made to include a leap year every four years to correct the discrepancies. 

14. The Use of Apartments 

Since Roman Empire was very vast, the biggest in its time, there arose a problem. The population was on the 

rise and people needed housing space to construct homes. This was the time when the architects thought of a 

brilliant way of stacking floors atop of buildings to create separate living spaces on the same foundation. The 

result was apartments or insulae (islands) as they were called in Rome. However, these apartments were 

reserved for medium to low-class citizens as the upper classes preferred their own separate housing spaces. 

15. Postal Service 

The sheer size of the Roman Empire was turning against it at a point. The information transfer between the 

provinces became very troublesome, and a solution had to be devised.  This was when Emperor Augustus 

established a system that could help the situation. It was a way by which messages and notices could be 

transferred between provinces with the help of vehicles such as the horse cart. Hence the first postal service in 

Europe was formed. 

16. Corvus: The Deadly Bridge 

Corvus is an invention by Romans that applies to naval battles. The Roman engineers invented the Corvus to 

have the upper hand in naval battles because, at that time, Rome was a novice in regards to waterborne warfare. 

The Corvus is nothing but a boarding device used to attach itself to an enemy ship. When attached, the Romans 

and the enemy ship joined in such a way that Roman soldiers could cross the border to get to the enemy ship. 

Romans were known for their close combat skills, so this method proved to be very effective, particularly in the 

Battle of Cape Ecnomus that took place in 256 BCE. 

17. Testudo: The Tortoise Approach 

Roman army was well-known for the various battle formations. Testudo or tortoise in Latin is a formation that 

is effective against projectiles or missiles. This formation required the Roman soldiers to position their shields 

in such a way that it formed a roof like a barrier above their heads. The front would use their shields to form a 

wall-like formation. With this innovative formation, Roman soldiers were able to protect themselves from the 

front and top side. Although this type of formation wasn’t used in every battle, they used this strategy according 

to the type of enemy that they faced. 

18. Using Grid-based Layouts 

Controlling a vast amount of land, housing and building would have been a problem, if these were not laid out 

correctly. Romans found an innovative solution to this problem in grids. If you look at the way Romans settles 

were laid out, you will realize that they followed a grid-based system. Every road and path had an orderly 
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structure. This meant that segregating areas was easy and there were no clustered points. It brought about the 

orderly nature of the Roman rule. 

19. Pioneers of Siege Warfare 

Rome didn’t invent siege warfare as such, but their contribution towards broadening its scope and perfecting the 

techniques won’t go unnoticed. They had weapons like the ballista (catapult) and the scorpion (long range 

crossbow), which were brilliantly engineered to bring down the toughest of enemies. But what made them even 

more deadly was the Romans ability to innovate. 

They re-engineered the ballista and made a cost-effective version of it called the Onager. It was cheaper to 

make but deadly as its predecessor. The Roman Empire was indeed ahead of its time and has significantly 

contributed to building a modern world. Romans were always at the forefront of economy and aggression. Their 

engineering skills gave birth to numerous inventions, which served as a starting point to the development of 

many modern devices that we see today. 

 

Reading Quiz: 

Full Name __________________ Teacher ________________ Gr ___   Route # ________ 

Roman Inventions Questions 

 

1. What did the Romans add into their concrete mixture to make it super strong? 

• volcanic rock 

• salt 

• iron 

• Water 

 2. Which of the following is NOT a reason sewers were important to Rome? 

• Sewers made sure drinking water did not become contaminated. 

• Sewers prevented disease. 

• Sewers decreased river pollution. 

• Sewers got rid of human waste. 

3. How are aqueducts used? 

• For storing water 

• For transporting water 

• For cleaning water 

4. Did the Romans steal ideas from others and made them their own? __________ 

5. True or False: The Ancient Romans invented salami. _________ 

https://www.ancient.eu/Roman_Siege_Warfare/


6. True or False: Rome unintentionally invented umbrellas. __________ 

7. Did the Romans invent public health programs? __________ 

8. The ancient Romans invented_______________, a waterproof material used in construction in the present 

day. 

9. Match the following with their definition: 

1. Cement                              a. A channel for transporting water, 

2. Aqueduct                           b. Waterproof material used in construction 

3. Salami                                c. Cured sausage made with dried pork. 

 

 

Materials for 5/1 

Full Name __________________ Teacher ________________ Gr ___   Route # __________  

Roman Inventions and Technology - Vocab  

Invention                 Technology                 Inquiry                  Aqueduct            Archway  

Architecture           Salami                          Newspaper            Calendar             Surgery                    

Numerals                Concrete                      Highway                Sewer                 Grid  

  

Directions: for each of the above words, identify the part of speech (noun, verb, adjective, etc.) and then copy 

the words three (3) times. Finally, choose 7 words and look up their dictionary definition and write it out.  

 


