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The two most prominent scientists during the Greco-Roman age were Ptolemy, the mathematician, geographer, and astronomer who worked at Alexandria, and Galen, who investigated medicine and anatomy. Ptolemy’s 13 volume work, Mathematical Composition, summed up antiquity’s knowledge of astronomy and became the authoritative text during the Middle Ages. He reasoned that the Earth was at the center of the universe. The Ptolemaic system was built on a faulty premise, however, it did work, and provided a model of the universe that adequately accounted for most observed phenomena. This system would work until the 16th century. By dissecting both dead and living animals, Galen attempted a rational investigation of the body’s working parts. Although his work contains many errors, he made essential contributions to the knowledge of anatomy. Romans borrowed art from other peoples, the Greeks in particular, but changed it around a little. Roman portraiture started in the Hellenistic Age, and Roman sculptors realistically carved every detail of a subject’s face. Statues of emperors conveyed nobility and authority. The Romans creatively transformed the Greek inheritance in architecture. The Greek temple was intended to be viewed from the outside; the focus was exclusively on the superbly balanced exterior. By using arches, vaults, and domes, the Romans built structures with large, magnificent interiors. The Romans excelled at engineering, building the finest roads in the ancient world. The great embanked roads constructed during the Empire were designed by military engineers. Some of the Roman aqueducts still survive. Roman law passed through two essential stages: 1. The formation of civil law, 2. The formation of the law of nations. The basic features of the civil law evolved during the 200 year struggle of the orders, at the same time Rome was expanding over Italy. The 12 tables established written rules of criminal and civil law for the Roman state that applied to all citizens. Over the centuries, the civil law was expanded by many statues, legal decisions, ruling of emperors, and by the commentaries of professional jurists. During the period of the Republic’s expansion outside Italy, contact with the Greeks and other peoples led to the development of the second branch of Roman law, which combined Roman civil law with principles selectively drawn from the legal tradition of other peoples. Roman jurists identified this law with the natural law of the Stoics. The jurists said that a law should accord with rational principles inherent in nature: uniform and universally valid laws that can be discerned by rational people. Serving to bind different peoples together, the law of nations harmonized with the requirements of a world empire and with Stoic ideals. The law of nations came to be applied throughout the Empire, although it never supplanted local law. In the eyes of the law, any citizen was a Roman, not another nationality. After the fall of the western Roman Empire, Roman law fell into disuse in western Europe. Gradually reintroduced in the 12th century, came to form the basis of the common law in all Western lands except Britain and its dependencies. Some provisions of Roman law are readily recognizable in modern legal systems. Roman civilization presents a paradox. On one hand, Roman culture and law evidence high standards of civilization. On the other, the Romans institutionalized barbaric practices: battles to the death between gladiators and beasts. The major forms of entertainment in Rome were chariot races, wild animal shows, and gladiatorial combat. The Romans craved brutal spectacles. One form of entertainment pitted wild beasts against each other, or armed men. Another consisted of gladiator to gladiator battle. The spectators were transformed into a frenzied mob that lusted for blood. If they were displeased with a losing gladiator’s performance, they would call for his immediate execution. Over the centuries, these spectacles grew more bizarre and brutal. One day in the Colosseum, which could seat 50,000 people, 3,000 men fought each other.


