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A new view of the origins of the Basilica:
the Atrium Regium, Graecostasis, and Roman diplomacy

Katherine Welch
Introduction!

Few archaeological problems have been debated more than the origin of the Roman basili-
ca.? The name itself is the first puszle, being derived from the Greek basifike. Why would a
structure with a Greek name meaning ‘kingly’ have been constructed in the very heart of Rome,
the Ferum Remanum, in the mid-Republic, a time when Roman attitudes towards Greek king-
ship were ambivalent at best? A second puzze has to do with the form of the basilica. Its
lofty, centralized hall is a logical place for a congregation, but its other grand architectural
teatures — aisles, upper walkways, and especiaily the profligate use of columns — have no
obvious relaticn to the function of the Republivan basilica, as a commercial space. Another type
of Roman administrative building, the Curia, whose function was more elevated, is notably

austere by companson. Why, then, docs the basilica present the unposing and sumptuous
architectural form that it does?

This article addresses the aetiviogy of the Roman basilica through a combination of archi-
tectural, lopographical, and historical evidence. Starting from 2 previous idea of a distinct
Hellenistic, formal prototype for the basilica, [ will argue that the origin of this type is
¢losely connected to diplomalic practices in the Forum Romanum that ocourred during the 3rd ¢
B.C., when we ftirst hear of basilicas being built, Since no recent publication provides a detailed
survey of the different theories for the origin of the basilica, and because — given the com-
plexity of the problemn — informed speculation must play a rdle in any attempt to resolve the
154uE, it s necessary to present a survey here, But {irst T will consider whal evidence there is,

Evidence for the earliest basilicas: the Fortm Romanitm

The ghvious starling-point is an examinalion of the evidence for the earliest basilicas, thoce
in the Forum Romanum (fig. 1). The first basilica about which we have any specific informa-
ticn is the Basilica Porcta, built by M Forcius Cato in the year of his censorship, 184 B.C. Plu-
tarch says that Cato built his basilica in the face of considerable opposition.® This had ko do in
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