
       How did the Romans tell the time...?

“With some difficulty,”  seems to be the simple answer, especially when compared to our 
own stop-watch, every-second-counts attitude to time keeping. But such a comparison 
would be unfair, since no-one living in first century Rome had to rush to catch the 7.49 to 
Pompeii or set the video to record “Watch with Nero”: 
Episode 2: “How to murder your mother.”    Timings 
would be less rigid of necessity since the Romans 
lacked any instrument which could pin down precisely 
the passing minutes and hours. The nearest thing to a 
clock was the sundial, one example of which had been 
brought to Rome from Sicily in 263 BC and which was 
set up in the forum where people would come to check 
the time and socialise. Others were set up in other parts 
of the city,  and amongst the wealthy they  became 
something of a status symbol, since they were so 
expensive, (the Roman equivalent of a Rolex, perhaps.) 
But most did not even need a sun dial. Like rural 
dwellers in more recent times they became very adept at 
looking at the sky and the position of the sun to provide a fairly accurate picture of the 
passage of the hours.

If fixed points in time were required, then sunrise, sunset and in the middle midday were 
adequate for most needs. Midday in particular was the most useful reference point, so that 
events could be described as taking place  ante meridiem (before midday)  or post 
meridiem (after midday), and of course we still use these today as a.m and p.m. The day 
was divided up into hours (Latin hora),  but this was a flexible measurement, shorter in 
winter, longer in summer.

To the modern mind the way that the Romans marked the passage of the years seems 
less user-friendly. One might have thought that the culture which brought us decent roads, 
housing and clean water supply systems could have devised a 
better way of recording the years.  Years were identified by the 
names of the two consuls who held office in that year. We have 
an excellent example of this locally with the Greetland  altar 
stone. We can date the year exactly to 208 AD because it 
names the consuls for that year, - Antoninus for the third time 
and Geta for the second. Which raises the interesting question 
as to how Titus Aurelius Aurelianus, who set up the stone, 
acquired this information. Indeed, how did most Romans 
manage to identify a particular year? Did Roman households 
have a long list  of consuls  going back decades, even 
centuries, naming all the consuls in every year?

But if counting the passing years Roman style seems rather clumsy, it is childʼs play when 
compared with trying to fathom the Roman calendar. Anyone who has studied Latin to “O” 
level and beyond will know that tackling the kalends of this and the ides of that  is likely to 



bring on an immediate migraine. As a schoolboy I used to think that the system had been 
deliberately devised by some crotchety old professor at Oxford just to make our lives even 
more miserable. Best not go there.

In spite of the apparent vagueness of Roman time keeping and measurement there 
survive a number of Roman tombstones which record the life of the deceased in 
astonishing detail, such as, -  Antoninus died aged 34 years, 5 months, six days and 
eight hours. Can this be accurate and if so, how was the record kept?

But there is one aspect of time that we share with the Romans, and indeed with all who 
have lived upon these shores, namely, an awareness that time passes very swiftly and that 
it is finite, at least for us. The Romans have recognised this cold fact with the succinctness 
that only the Latin language can achieve in phrases which we all understand, Latin 
scholars or not:-

                                             Tempus fugit

                             so

                        Carpe diem
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