The Gymnasium in Roman Cities
Concerning Roman education, scholarship has widely contented itself to the truism that that all was adopted from the Greeks except their gymnasium (Cordasco 1967: 15; cf. Newby 2005: 21). It is a testimony to the consensus that the two landmark monographs on the gymnasium both stop short of the Roman imperial period (Delorme, 1960; Kah and Scholz, 2004). The place of the gymnasium in the Roman period has in fact been largely ignored, despite abundant witness to its activity (Newby 2005: 21-44). 

A tendency to polarize “Roman” and “Greek” cities has served to underscore the oversight (Gill 1993: 264; Winter 2001: 11-12; Nguyen 2008: 122-29). Roman colonies were, after all, “miniatures and reproductions of Rome herself” (Aulus Gellius, Noct. att. 16.13.9). If the Romans rejected the gymnasium, could that institution have survived in Roman colonies, where the language, institutions, and municipal structures were ostensibly those of Rome? 
These observations do have some merit. It is true both that the Romans often expressed aversion to the gymnasium (Plautus, Amph. 1011; Epid. 197-98; Bacch. 66-67; Varro, Rust. 2praef.2) and that a city’s enfranchisement as Roman would have encroached upon the traditional role of the institution. In Roman colonies and municipia, the gymnasium could hardly have persisted in playing the important political role it had played in the Hellenistic period. Nevertheless, it would be inaccurate to conclude that transformation into a “Roman” city necessarily meant the discontinuation of local gymnasium activities. Evidence shows that it was possible for gymnasia to live on in cities long after they became Roman.

The present essay focuses on several Roman cities (either coloniae or municipia) for which gymnasia are attested, aiming to discover whether the gymnasia and their associated personnel were active after these cities became Roman, and in what capacity they might have been so. 

In several of these cities, sufficient evidence is found for the presence of a gymnasium. For five of the thirteen cities there is definite attestation of a gymnasium proper after the time of enfranchisement (Corinth, Asia Minor, Pisidian Antioch, Naples, and Tarentum). Additionally, inscriptional evidence at Rhegium renders the continuation of its gymnasium possible but not definite. Moreover, for some cities the sources furnish evidence not only for the existence of a gymnasium edifice, but also for its ongoing operation. A gymnasiarch is attested in Corinth, Pisidian Antioch, and Rhegium, and an ephebate in Naples and possibly Corinth. 

Thus, it is the cities of inveterate Greek identity—those of the Peloponnese, Asia Minor, and Magna Graecia in Southern Italy—that evince ongoing gymnasium activity. On the other hand, there is no attestation of gymnasium activity in the Roman cities of Syria and Sicily. 

The intrusion of Roman administration into Greek cities therefore seems to have stricken the Hellenistic gymnasium, but by no means to have crushed it. If the gymnasium could no longer register citizens, it had proved its legitimacy in other ways. It persisted as a center of education and athletics, and took on this role even in Rome itself (Newby 2005: 21-44). The ephebate and its civic displays may no longer have received substantial subsidy from the city, but the ephebate went on nonetheless. And its role need not have been political. The ephebate, and gymnasium membership in general, might rather be understood on analogy with collegii/ἑταιρείαι (“clubs”), entities united for a common social purpose but distinguishable from the state itself. Bound together by a life of leisure spent in pursuit of healthy mind and body, social elites could therefore continue to find an outlet in the gymnasium—in Roman cities no less than in the eastern provinces.
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