
 

 

Spectacle in the Imperial Suburbium: An Assessment of Tibur’s Second Century Amphitheater 

 The dedication of the Flavian Amphitheater in 80 AD marked the culmination of imperial 

monopolization of public spectacle in the city of Rome, a process begun a century earlier during 

the reign of Augustus. Its construction also canonized the amphitheater as a distinctively Roman 

building type (Welch 2007), even though the proliferation of permanent arenas in Italian cities 

had already started in the Julio-Claudian period. This trend continued into the second century, 

with cities across Italy receiving their first amphitheaters or the elaboration of older structures 

(Golvin 1988), without doubt a response to Rome’s monumental showpiece. However, while 

arena events in the urbs had become the sole reserve of the emperor, competitive aristocratic 

benefaction persisted throughout imperial Italy, both in the building of amphitheaters and the 

staging of their shows (Patterson 2006). 

 Conversely, the suburbium of Rome (here defined broadly to include the surrounding 

communities within a day’s travel) presents more a complex situation than the simplistic 

dichotomy offered above.  Many studies have emphasized this region’s multifaceted 

interrelations with the capital, particularly with regard to economic factors (e.g. Morley 1996). 

However, few have considered the socio-political implications of a region that was neither urban 

nor rural (Witcher 2005). For example, the towns surrounding Rome certainly offered elites 

wanting to engage in civic euergetism a degree of freedom from the watchful eye of the emperor. 

Nonetheless, the emperor’s influence was still felt due to the proximity of the capital and its 

social networks, as well as the proliferation of suburban imperial villas where emperors 

frequently sojourned. Therefore, aristocratic competition and public spectacles may have taken 

place literally within the emperor’s sight, and potentially even attracted the urban plebs of Rome. 



 

 

 The amphitheater of Tibur offers a case study of this phenomenon. Constructed in the 

first half of the second century AD, its remains were discovered in 1948 and subsequently 

excavated over the course of the following decades (Frontoni 1997). Investigations have revealed 

a structure of modest size (83 x 64 m.) that could perhaps accommodate a little over 6000 

spectators. In addition, an extant inscription (CIL XIV, 4259) appears to name the building’s 

benefactor, a local elite name M. Tullius Blaesus, as well as an enumeration of monetary and 

labor units expended for its dedication. Furthermore, Blaesus’ standing within the community 

and his possible connections to members of the senatorial elite of the capital have been revealed 

by examinations of Tibur’s epigraphic record. Perhaps most remarkably, Blaesus’ benefaction 

also seems to coincide with the construction of Hadrian’s monumental villa just downhill from 

Tibur’s urban center (Mari 2002).  

This paper seeks to explore the implications of these contrasting issues. Was there any 

relationship between the imperial building project in the town’s vicinity and the construction of 

this major public facility? Why did Tibur only gain an amphitheater in the second century, and 

what was the purpose of such an entertainment structure when the magnificent imperial 

spectacles of the capital were well within reach of the local population? How, if in any way, did 

local arena events in the suburbium relate to the imperial monopolization of games in the city of 

Rome? An analysis of the archaeological, epigraphic and literary evidence concerning the town 

of Tibur in this time period will seek to shed light on these questions.  
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