
 
Roman Games and Entertainment 

Teacher Instruction Sheet 
 

Timing: Categories: 
● Reading 

comprehension 
● Creative writing 

Duration: 
Special materials or preparation: 

● (analog) Writing materials 
● (digital) set up Google Docs for submission 

 Learning Goals: By the end of this activity, students will be able to… 
❏ Describe different forms of Roman entertainment 
❏ Write a journal describing a day in Rome, engaged in different forms of Roman 

entertainment 

5 min Introduction:  
● Ask students to share and create a list of different forms of games and 

entertainment they and their families engage in 
● Together, sort this list of games & entertainment into the following two 

categories: athletics & movement, sedentary 

15 min Cooperative learning: jigsaw 
● Group students in teams to read assigned sections of the handout and complete the 

graphic organiser 
● Let the group know that each student will be responsible for sharing what they 

have learned, once they move to a new group 
● Once each student has gathered information about their assigned reading, form 

new groups and ask students to share what they have learned with each other 

10-15 min Activity: creative writing 
● Ask students to a creative entry that answers the following prompt: 

“If you could go visit ancient Rome and experience the various games and 
entertainments, which top TWO events would you like to go see? Explain why 
you find them interesting by providing specific examples of what you would see.” 

 Opportunities for differentiation: 
○ For students unable to participate in the group jigsaw, they can be 

assigned to summarise or illustrate the various forms of games and 
entertainment they read about  

○ Students can be asked to include more details or list additional forms of 
entertainment in their creative writing piece 

○ If looking for a creative project, assign students to create models of some 
of the things described in the readings, such as knucklebones, a circus 
racetrack, or a theatre stage. 

For more enrichment and detailed descriptions, follow this link: 
 https://www.forumromanum.org/life/johnston_9.html#318  
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SPORTS and EXERCISE 
Romans thought it was important to exercise regularly. 
Nowadays, you can work out at home or at a local gym. The 
ancient Romans often went to their local baths to exercise in the 
palaestra (exercise ground).  

Some forms of exercise that a typical Roman would engage 
included wrestling, hurling a discus (like a Frisbee), running, 
jumping, and even some weights. Ball games were also popular, 
such as playing catch, or keeping a ball in the air for as long as 
possible. 

Roman men were also expected to serve in the army, and so they 
would also train in preparation for the service, by practising 
archery, riding horses, and fencing. 

Woman exercising with weights at the baths.  
VROMA. Barbara MaManus. June 2011. 

http://vroma.org/vromans/bmcmanus/baths.html  
 

 
GAMES of CHANCE 
The Romas liked playing games of chance, and sometimes people would also gamble money. 
One of the most common games of chance that Romans enjoyed was tossing a coin to play 
“heads or tails.” Another game was to guess if the number of counters held in your opponent’s 
hand was an odd or even number. After you guessed, your opponent would then take a turn to 
guess if the number of counters you held in your hand were an odd or even number. 

Romans also played tali (knucklebones) by throwing knucklebones of sheep or goats in the air 
and trying to catch as many of them on the back of their hand. 
Sometimes the Romans would paint numbers on the sides of the 
tali and throw four of them to see which player had the best 
combination of numbers. If each of the four tali showed 
different numbers, this was called the Venus throw and was the 
highest throw. 

Throwing tesserae (dice) was also a popular game for Romans 
to play. If the dice you threw had a higher total number than 
your opponent, you won. 
 
 
 

Romans playing dice. The Private Life of the Romans. Harold Whetstone Johnston, 1932. 
https://www.forumromanum.org/life/johnston_9.html#318  
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THEATRE 
Because there was no television or movies, the Romans enjoyed going to the theatre to see 
performances. Just like there are different types of movies today, there were different types of 
plays you could go see. 

comoediae: comedy performances designed to make the audience laugh. 

tragoediae: serious stories that deal with tragic events, often with an unhappy ending. 

mimi: a type of comedy that often involved rude jokes and slapstick comedy. 

pantomimi: a 
performance usually 
based on mythology and 
that was performed 
without using words. The 
performers would use 
music, dance, and 
gestures to tell the story. 

 
 
 

Roman theatre. Mikaela’s Idea 
Blog. Mikaela Johnson, 16 

September, 2018.  
https://eportfolios.capilanou.ca/mikaelamanuel/2018/09/16/romans-copied-greek-theatre/  

 
BEAST HUNTS 
Romans put on entertainment called venationes (animal hunts). Wild beasts such as bears, 
crocodiles, and even hipopotami were released into the gladiatorial arena, to be hunted and killed 

by beast hunters.  

Sometimes, Romans would also 
send in dogs to hunt some of the 
animals as well. 

Nowadays, this form of 
entertainment is not allowed, 
because it is wrong to treat 
animals so cruelly. 
Mosaic of a beast fighter. Sousse 
Museum Smirat. Wikipedia, 4 May, 

2010. https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Sousse_museum_Smirat-retouched.jpg  
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GLADIATORIAL GAMES 
Ancient Romans held gladiatorial games as a form of entertainment. The games were often 
sponsored by a wealthy Roman or the emperor, and so were free for the people to attend. This 
often involved pairs of gladiators fighting against each other. The fighters would be dressed up in 
different protective armour and be given different types of weapons to fight. 

Although the fighting was very dangerous and violent, the gladiators often received training in 
gladiator schools. They ate specialised diets consisting mostly of vegetables and grains, and were 
taught how to fight with different types of weapons. Because training gladiators was very 
expensive, they did not always fight to the death.  

Gladiators fought in stadiums called amphitheatres. They were oval in shape, to allow the 
spectators to see the different fights taking place in the arena. A referee would be present at each 
fight to make sure the fight was a fair one. 

Unfortunately, many gladiators 
were enslaved people and so 
were not considered free. If a 
gladiator fought very well and 
was victorious after many 
fights, he might receive his 
freedom.  
 

 
 
 

“Retiarius and secutor.” The Private 
Life of the Romans. Harold Whetstone 

Johnston, 1932. https://www.forumromanum.org/life/johnston_9.html#318  
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CIRCUS RACES 
Ancient Romans liked to attend chariot and horse races held in stadiums called a circus. The 
circus was the racetrack and was shaped like a long rectangle with circular ends. 

Racing teams and drivers were sponsored by factiones (racing groups) who trained the horses 
and the drivers. 
Each factio was 
represented by a 
colour. The Roman 
chariot racing teams 
were red, white, 
blue, and green, 
purple and gold. 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Chariot racing. The Great Courses Daily. Image by Raffaello Sorbi, 13 March, 2017. 
https://www.thegreatcoursesdaily.com/chariot-racing/  
 
If you went to the circus, you could see chariot races that featured a driver driving a team of two, 
three, four, or even six horses! As the chariots made laps around the track, a counter would help 
the drivers keep track of how many laps they still had to go. Because of the high speeds 
involved, there were often chariot crashes in the arena. This was a dangerous sport, one that the 
Romans often liked betting on.  
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Roman Games & Entertainment 
Graphic organiser 

 
 

Type of game / 
entertainment 

What a Roman would see or experience 
(3 things) 

The most interesting thing I 
learned about this game / 

entertainment 

Sports & exercise ●  

●  

●  

 

Games of chance ●  

●  

●  

 

Theatre ●  

●  

●  

 

Beast hunts ●  

●  

●  

 

Gladiatorial games ●  

●  

●  

 

Circus races ●  

●  

●  

 

 


