A List of Ancient Roman Inventions

Having set the background and gained a glimpse of just how thorny the subject could be it seems easiest to change tack and take the loosest of definitions. Listing some of the many things for which Ancient Rome might justly be remembered for....in no particular order:

· 
Advanced roads and road networks

· Milestones

· The standard width of our modern roads and tunnels is based on that of ancient Rome (there was a standard width for cart wheels, essentially based on the need of placing two horses side by side). The worn ruts in the roads made it virtually impossible to use any other measure.

· Triumphal arches
· Aqueducts (actually they learned much about structures from the Etruscans, but developed it to perfection)

· 
Bronze valves and water pumps.

· Huge numbers of instruments and tools for engineering, construction and measurement. The Romans were, after all, excellent engineers. For example you could purchase your access to water supply for set hours of the day or set quantities of water, which were dutifully metered and billed, pretty much as you would today, albeit with slightly different technology!.

· Cesareans - sounds like Caesar doesn't it? Cesareans were often used to save the baby if the mother died during childbirth.

· A conceptual invention which was perhaps more powerful than many engineering innovations was in Roman architecture: A unique synthesis of architecture, engineering, mosaics, paintings and symbolism to convey a powerful, almost mystical, personal experience of inside-out, mundane-divine which was put to use in political-propagandistic buildings at first and then Christian religious needs later. This was employed to great effect in buildings such as the Pantheon, Nero's domus aurea and the Christian basilicas (triumphal arch brought inside). 

· Fast curing cement - hugely important discovery which allowed cement to cure and harden in short times and even under water. The ancient Romans realized that adding pozzolanic earth from volcanic regions (Eg Pozzuoli near Naples) to traditional mortar allowed a water proof and extremely solid mix. This could be used to waterproof the interior of aqueduct tunnels or extend the potentials of Roman architecture with important buildings and domes such as the Pantheon.

· Reinforced concrete - they introduced metal bars into the concrete in order to gain greater strength.

· 
Innovations in metal smelting such as the crucibles employed, particularly for the process of cementation where a low melting point metal is vaporized and alloyed with another such as in the production of Brass. Such a technique might have been used for fine glassware which was doped with traces metals such as gold to change its color behavior with light.

· The Romans invented hydraulic mining, or at least it's earliest form known as ground sluicing. They diverted rivers in order to erode and dig the ground in surface mines to quarry materials like gold at sites in Wales (Britain) and Spain.

· Military engineering and war machines of all sorts and shapes. For example military camps, not unlike small villages, were essentially pre-fabricated and built or taken down in amazingly short times. Caesar's bridge over the Rhine was built from scratch in a matter of days.

· The grid structure of many cities, such as Barcelona or Paris is an echo of their past as Roman military settlements.

· The first professional army (?)

· Our calendar, thanks to Julius Caesar (who used "foreign" astronomers from Roman dominions to get it right). January was after the two faced god Janus. February was after "Februa" the wips used in a popular festivity held in February. March is for the god Mars (beginning of the war season in fact) and so on. July and August are quite interesting: July was renamed in honour of Julius Caesar and August renamed in honor of Emperor Augustus. September used to be the seventh month way back before the Julian calendar (Septem) October was the eighth, November the ninth, December the tenth. When they shifted to a twelve month calendar based on the Solar cycle rather than the lunar one they simply added the two month without actually changing the old numbered names so the twelfth month was actually called "tenth" and it still is today!

· Days of the week too: Monday is the day of the Moon, Sunday they Sun, Saturday is for the god Saturn. For the other days of the week we have to look to Latin languages eg in Italian: Tuesday is Martedi' (Mars day), Wednesdays is Mercoledi' (Mercury day), Thursday Giovedi' is Jove or Jupiter and Friday (Venerdi') is Venus day.

· The Saturnalia were celebrated until the 25th of December and involved an exchange of gifts. Christ and the god Mithras were both born on the 25th. It is not surprising that several old Roman feasts and festivities were absorbed into the Christian religion which eventually prevailed and set many of our modern festivities. Incidentally the 25th is when the days start getting longer again and so it isn't surprising that a pastoral society should regard it highly from the earliest of times.

· Roman numerals - essentially constructed around fingers on the hand: I, II, III, IV, V and X are 1,2,3,4,5 and 10. the V stands for an open hand of fingers whilst the X (10) is two open hands back to back. Not very good for pure mathematics but perfectly ok for counting up your goods as they got stacked up in the warehouse.

· Lock and keys for doors - many found in the remains of ancient Roman cities are pretty similar to modern day ones. Not necessarily invented by a Roman of course but in widespread use thanks to them nonetheless.

· Roman cities had pavements and pedestrian areas. In fact the Via Sacra allegedly had traffic as bad as today's - could we say they invented road rage too?

· The first census of population and belongings (so they could tax them). This was in the hands of a public magistrate called the Censor.

· Ambient heating (hot air was circulated underneath floors of houses).

· Apartment blocks - called "insula". These are really only found in cities where both land costs and population concentration were high as in Rome and Ostia. Pompeii for example had no apartment blocks and all buildings were one or two floors high at the most.

· The first public newspaper was the "Acta Diurna" published every day in the Roman forum and stuck on walls so that Roman citizens could know what was going on in the Senate. 

· Cypress trees have been associated with cemetaries and funerals since Roman times
· 
Socks, especially men's socks were an item of Roman clothing - long ones for the military in cold northern countries, but also for ancient Roman women or actors of comedy. The latter two were known as "soccus". Soccus were of wool or Egyptian cotton either natural color or bleached, reaching up to the knee or calf.

· Magnifying glass

· Mass produced blown glass and sheet glass as used for windows. Glass wasn't invented or discovered in Rome although the variety of uses and production techniques of ancient Roman glass greatly evolved thanks to the market economy and open trade across the Roman empire. A particularly interesting example of this is mould blown glass which appears to have been introduced to Rome and "took off" during the reign of emperor Tiberius - during this time various authors suggest that a particularly "flexible" type of glass "vitrum flexile" was invented which, according to Pliny NH Bk36.195 he attempted to repress because of the replacement effect it was having on more traditional luxury metal vessels and indeed Tiberius had the workshop of the inventor destroyed.

· Different shoe shapes for left and right foot. Read about ancient Roman shoes.

· Postal system

http://www.mariamilani.com/ancient_rome/ancient_roman_inventions.htm
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