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ABSTRACT  

The Roman theatre had multiple functions; 

it was used as a recreational, educational, 

religious and civilizational building. It 

formed the Roman mind and conscience 

and was used as a form of political 

propaganda for the emperors and the elites 

throughout the empire. Roman theatres 

were built in all areas of the Empire. 

Romeôs power and wealth gave them the 

ability to influence local architecture, such 

as all theatres throughout North Africa, 

with uniquely Roman attributes. This 

paper discusses the most important Roman 

innovations in theatre architecture in the 

Tripolitania region through a comparative 

study between the Leptis Magna and 

Sabratah Theatres.  

 

ЉϷЯгЮϜ 
ƴƙǆƙ ëïƪǆǃå ǑǈƓǆāïǃå úƑƓöāƕ Ýçííƶƙǆ íǀƼ ÿƓǂ ƗƕƓƛǆƕ 
ƗǒǈƕǕå ƗǒǌǒƼïƙǃå ƗǒǆǒǄƶƙǃåā Ɨǒǈǒíǃåā ÜƗǒïƓươǃåā éǒơ 
ýǂƬ ýǀƶǃå ïǒǆưǃåā ÜǑǈƓǆāïǃå  Ɠǆǂ þíƤƙĈƪå ÷āǈǂ ÿǆ 
ƗǒƓƵíǃå ƗǒƪƓǒƪǃå çïõƓƕǖǃ Ɨǀƕõǃåā ƓǒǄƶǃå ǑƼ ƴǆƙƞǆǃå ǑƼ 
ƴǒǆƞ ßƓơǈá ƗǒïāõåïƕǆǗå .Üåîǋ íƿā þƙ ßƓǈƕ ëïƓƪǆǃå 

ƗǒǈƓǆāïǃå ǑƼ ƴǒǆƞ ûõƓǈǆ ƗǒïāõåïƕǆǗå .ïǆǕå ăîǃå 
ýƶƞ ÿǆ ÿƓǆāïǃå Ăāƿ Ɨǈǆǒǌǆ ǑƼ ïǒƛƋƙǃå ǏǄƵ çïƓǆƶǃå 

ÜƗǒǄơǆǃå üǃîǃ ÿƎƼ ƴǒǆƞ ëïƓƪǆǃå ǑƼ ƴǒǆƞ ßƓơǈá ýƓǆƬ 
ƓǒǀǒïƼã Ɠǌǃ èƓǆƪ ƗǒǈƓǆāï çíǒïƼ .òƿƓǈƙ ǉîǋ Ɨƿïāǃå þǋá 

èåïƓǂƙƕǙå ƗǒǈƓǆāïǃå ǑƼ ÿƼ çïƓǆƶǃå Ɨǒơïƪǆǃå ǑƼ Ɨǀõǈǆ 
ÿíǆǃå éǚƛǃå ÿǆ ýǚƤ Ɨƪåïí ƗǈïƓǀǆ ÿǒƕ Ǒơïƪǆ çíƕǃ 
Ăïƕǂǃå ǊƙåïƕƮā. 

 

KEYWORDS 

Roman Theatre; North Africa; Leptis Magna; 

Sabratah; cavea; pulpitum. 
 

 

ϣЮϜϹЮϜ ϤϝгЯЫЮϜ 

ëïƪǆǃå ǑǈƓǆāïǃå Ĳ ýƓǆƬ ƓǒǀǒïƼá Ĳ çíƕǃ Ăïƕǂǃå Ĳ 
ǊƙåïƕƮ Ĳ íƵƓǀǆ ÿǒíǋƓƬǆǃå Ĳ ƗƕƬƤ ëïƪǆǃå 

 

INTRODUCTION:  

The Romans inherited the idea of the theatre from the Greeks and developed it in 

terms of sound technology and clarity of vision. The scaenae frons has become more 

enduring, rich and decorative than before. The Romans were also able to solve the 

overcrowding problem for entering and leaving theatrical performances - given the high 

turnout of the theatre in the Roman city - through the multiplicity of entrances and exits 

from inside the cavea itself. 

As for the most important creations of the Romans regarding theatre 

architecture, it was the ability to choose the most suitable location for the construction 
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of the theatre. This was consistent with the planning of the city by building the theatre 

on arches, which gave the Romans control over the choice of the theatre's location. They 

did not have to carve the theater into the bosom of a hill or mountain, whatever its 

location from the city, as the Greeks did. Thus, the theatre became an essential feature 

of the Roman city ( (Bieber 1961, 41-49) (Harrison 1979, 15-26) (Small 1983, 55-68) 

(Sturgeon 2004, 411-429) (Phillips 2006, 74-83). 

Since the Age of Augustus (27 BC - 14AD), the number of theatres in the 

Roman states increased, which indicates the extent of economic and intellectual 

prosperity of these states at the same time. Several Roman theatres in the Roman states 

of North Africa have been found, demonstrating Romeôs prosperity and advanced 

culture. It is noticeable that the size of the theatres in North African cities was directly 

proportional to the population of these cities, as was recorded by Vitruvius ( Vitruvius 

1931, I- II) . 

The theatre had multiple functions in the Roman city. It served as the media for 

the people - as the concept of that time - and therefore, it cannot be excluded as a means 

of political propaganda, as the theatre had, at the same time, an educational and 

enlightenment role for society. It is impossible to deny the entertainment side of the 

theatre, so the Amphitheatre also served this role in the Roman city. 

The most important of these remaining theatres in North Africa are preserved in 

good condition; Leptis Magna and Sabratha Theatres in Libya. This study will discuss 

the general features of both theatres and their creative elements, especially the Sabratha 

Theatre, one of the most important Roman theatres constructed in North Africa. 

 

 DISCUSSION: 

ï Roman Theatre Design: Vitruvius said when the forum is established, the 

optimal position is to be chosen for the theatre.  It must avoid bad winds by carefully 

choosing a location for the theatre ( Vitruvius 1931, V- III -I). Vitruvius considers this an 

essential feature in theatre building as the winds and direction of the sun should be 

considered at the planning stage. 

The structural design of the Roman theatre was not different from its Greek 

counterpart in terms of its architectural components, which consisted of the auditorium 

or audience seats, known as the cavea (This name appeared in ancient Roman literary 

sources to denote the seating places of the spectators in the theatre); (Plautus 1964, 66) (Cicero 

1951, 24). This seating was divided horizontally and vertically (fig.1). The vertical 

division was divided into wedge-shapes, called cunei, separated by staircases, termed 

scalaria. In most theatres in the western part of the Empire, the lower part of the cavea 

was divided into 4, 5, or 6 cunei, usually with double that number in the upper levels. 

Theatres of the Eastern 

Empire was commonly divided into five, seven, or nine cunei. The Auditorium was 

divided horizontally into ima, media, and summa cavea ( Vitruvius 1931, V-VI -II)  (Sear, 

Roman Theatres: an Architectural Study 2006, 2) (fig.1). 
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Fig.1 Plan of Roman Theatre cavea according to Vitruvius  

( Vitruvius 1931, V-VI - II)  (Hines 2020)  

 

The second partition of the theatre is the orchestra. Most Roman literary sources 

used this term to denote the space between the audience seats and the stage in the 

Roman theatre. It is the same term used in this architectural feature of the Greek theatre. 

This indicates that the Roman theatre inherited many architectural vocabularies from its 

Greek predecessor. ( Vitruvius 1931, V-VI -II)  (Quintilian 1963, 3-3-71) (Suetonius 

1979, Nero 12.3) (Juvenal 1974, 178) (Sear, Roman Theatres: an Architectural Study 

2006, 7), (fig.2) The orchestra of a Greek theatre was usually circular, while that of a 

Roman theatre was generally more or less semi-circular. There were one or more altars 

situated in the orchestra, for example, at Leptis Magna, Italica, and Arles (Sear, Roman 

Theatres: an Architectural Study 2006, 7) 

 
Fig.2 Plan of Roman theatre orchestra according to Vitruvius  

( Vitruvius 1931, V-VII_II)  (Hines 2020)  

 

The third partition of the theatre is the pulpitum (This name is mentioned in 

Roman literary sources to denote the stage. Its ceiling is often made of wood. In some 

cases, a room is included under the podium. It is usually connected to the orchestra by 
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stairs on both sides ( Vitruvius 1931, V-VII_II) , (Horace 1966, 279), or the stage (fig.3). 

The scaenae frons(This name appeared in Vitruvius to denote the wall in the 

background of the stage, which is often as high as the number of floors of audience seats 

or cavea. It may have two or three stories, and Vitruvius indicated that this wall should 

have three gates or doors that lead to the backstage rooms, where clothes and masks are 

changed. He also indicated that the middle door was called the royal door due to the 

senior actors using this to exit the stage. As for the door to the right of the viewer, it was 

for the exit of the second layer of actors to their backstage rooms. The last door on the 

left of the viewer was for the lower levels of actors or extras ( Vitruvius 1931, V-VI) 

(Beare 1968, 285-294) (fig.4). The back wall of the stage rose to a considerable height, 

at least as high, sometimes higher than the top of the cavea, and was usually decorated 

by two or three storeys of columns (Sear, Roman Theatres: an Architectural Study 2006, 

8). There were three doorways in the scaenae frons wall, but the term scaena is used by 

Vitruvius for the scene building as a whole ( Vitruvius 1931, V-VI) . 

 

 
Fig.3 Plan of pulpitum according to Vitruvius  

( Vitruvius 1931, V-VII -II)  (Hines 2020) 
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Fig.4 Plan of scaenae frons according to Vitruvius  

( Vitruvius 1931, V-VI -VI.) (Hines 2020) 

 

However, Roman theatres have specific differences from the Greek, such as 

generally being built upon their own foundations instead of earthen works or a hillside 

and being completely enclosed on all sides. Roman theatres were complex buildings, the 

seating was arranged in a semi-circle around the orchestra as in the Greek theatre, but 

the stage and scene-building were joined to the auditorium and rose to the same height 

(Sear, Roman Theatres: an Architectural Study 2006, 1). These buildings were semi-

circular and possessed certain inherent architectural structures, with minor differences 

depending on the region in which they were constructed. For the Greek theatre, 

Vitruvius takes the circle of the orchestra as his starting point, and within it places three 

squares whose angles touch its perimeter. The rim of the circle touches the skene wall, 

and the base of the bottom square marks the front of the stage (Bieber 1961, 126-128) 

(Sear, Vitruvius and Roman Theater Design 1990, 249-250). 
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Fig.4 Plan and section of a Roman theatre according to Vitruvius  
( Vitruvius 1931, V-III -I)  (Sear, Vitruvius and Roman Theatre Design 1990, 249-250) 

 

The Romans were skilled at building substructures under the auditorium, which meant 

that the seating was served by a complex of passageways and staircases. The stage and 

scene building were perhaps the most spectacular parts of the building. The stage was 

deep and extremely wide, and the wall behind the stage was elaborately decorated with 

niches, statuary, and tiers of columns (Sear, Roman Theaters: an Architectural Study 

2006, 1) (fig.4). 

* Leptis Magna: 

The name "Lpqy" was associated with its Phoenician founders who came to it 

from their original motherland of Sidon after the founding of the city of Carthage in 814 

BC, and it is more likely that the city was not founded before the seventh century BC. It 

served as an Emporia for the Phoenicians to provide them during their maritime trade. It 

has used the name Leptis Magna since the end of the First Century AD and the 

beginning of the Second Century AD to distinguish it from Leptis Parva, which was also 

founded by the Phoenicians at the Gulf of Gabes in Tunisia (Romanelli 1925, 8, 17) 

(Mattingly, Tripolitania 1994, 116) (E. Di Vita 1996, 120-123) (Matthews 1957, 33-47). 

Leptis Magna Theatre (fig. 5) is one of the most important theatres in North 

Africa, due to its distinguished location in the city, and according to its dating, it was 

situated in the middle of the city at that time; and located to the west of the centre of the 

old city. The cavea faces the Mediterranean Sea in a wonderful sight (fig.6). 
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Fig.5 Plan and section of Leptis Magna theatre 
(Sear, Roman Theatres: an Architectural Study 2006, 1) 

 

Fig.6 View of the Leptis Magna theatre from above 
(Judith 2013)  

A bilingual inscription over each aditus maximus arch, facing the orchestra (1ï2 

A.D) within tabula ansata (Meyer 2004, 28), commemorating the theatre's builder, 

Annobal Rufus (fig.7) (Sear 2006, 282). The inscription is as follows: - 

"Imp(eratore) Caesare divi f(ilio) Aug(usto) pont(ifice) max(imo) tr(ibunicia) 

pot(estate) XXIV co(n)s(ule) XIII patre patr(iae) 

Annobal Rufus ornator patriae amator concordiae 

flamen sufes praef(ectus) sacr(orum) Himilchonis Tapapi f(ilius) d(e) s(ua) p(ecunia) 

fac(iendum) coer(avit) 

idemq(ue) dedicavi" 
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Fig.7 Bilingual text of the Leptis Magna theatre 

(A field study by the researcher.) 

 

This inscription indicates that Rufus Hannibal one of the wealthy men of the 

city dedicated the theatre to Emperor Augustus at the beginning of the first century. The 

theatres often bore the names of those who had made the most significant contribution 

or helped to enable projects to be completed. Those who had theatres named for them 

would subsequently use these as a propaganda tool to further entrench their status and 

power in Roman society. So at that time, there was a significant development in Roman 

theatre architecture in terms of sound technology and the genius of choosing the right 

location to enhance the acoustics inside the theatre, as Vitruvius identified ( Vitruvius 

1931, V-VI_II_III) . 

Leptis Magna and Ostia are the best documented surviving inscriptions. It may 

come as no surprise that the theatre was one of two preferred locations for the erection 

of statues of the Julio-Claudian family, perhaps reflecting its importance as a structure 

(Rose 1997, 27-29). 

Leptis Magna is the second largest theatre in North Africa, with the diameter of 

its cavea being about 87.60 m, accommodating 5500 to 6800 viewers.  The cavea 

consisted of three floors; facing north-east; ima cavea:14 rows (0.31× 0.67m) in 6 cunei;  

lower praecinctio W 0.78m; media:16 rows (0.31×0.65m) in 12 cunei; upper 

praecinctio, W 1.30m with podium (H 3.95m); summa:5 rows in cunei; porticus (W 2.9 

m to back wall, including columns), columns H 2.25m ( fig.8) (Sear, Roman Theatres: 

an Architectural Study 2006, 281). 
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Fig.8 cavea of Leptis Magna Theatre 
(Judith 2013) 

As with all Roman theatres, the orchestra has a semicircular shape.  It was 

covered with painted stucco; renewed c.12 times before being paved with marble (later 

2nd cent. AD). Situated in the middle of the steps is a statue of Antoninus Pius (Sear, 

Roman Theatres: an Architectural Study 2006, 281). The orchestra has a diameter of 

about 24.80 m. There are six low rows of seats where wooden chairs were placed for the 

elite. It is separated from the cavea by a passageway and balteus wall (H 1.3 m, D at 

wall 22.4 m), which has three doors leading to the cavea. All of them are in a direct line, 

opposite to the three doors in the scaenae frons (fig.9). 

 

Fig.9 Orchestra of Leptis Magna Theatre 
(A field study by the researcher.) 

            


