
TOEFL Listening Lesson 15 

Setting: A college-level Architecture class. 

Questions 

1. What is the lecture mainly about? 

A. The political history of the Roman Empire 
B. The design and importance of Roman aqueducts 
C. The religious practices of ancient Rome 
D. The decline of public infrastructure in Roman cities 

 

2. What material did the Romans commonly use to construct 
aqueducts? 

A. Fired clay bricks 
B. Reinforced steel and iron 
C. Volcanic concrete (opus caementicium) 
D. Sun-dried mud and straw 

 

3. What does the professor mention about the Pont du Gard 
aqueduct? 

A. It was used primarily for military transport. 
B. Its stones were fitted without mortar. 
C. It collapsed during the Middle Ages. 
D. It was the smallest Roman aqueduct ever built. 



 

4. Why does the professor mention the use of arches in aqueducts? 

A. To show how Roman buildings differed from Greek ones 
B. To explain how the Romans supported large structures efficiently 
C. To describe decorative features in Roman architecture 
D. To argue that arches were only used in religious buildings 

 

5. Why does the professor say: “These weren’t just haphazard 
constructions—they were part of a comprehensive water 
management system”? 

A. To correct a misconception about Roman hygiene 
B. To emphasize the organization and planning behind aqueducts 
C. To introduce a new topic on urban farming 
D. To criticize modern infrastructure planning 

 

  



Script 

Professor: 
Today, we’re going to discuss one of the most iconic and influential 
engineering feats of the ancient world: the Roman aqueduct. These 
structures were not only crucial to the daily life of Roman cities but also 
demonstrated remarkable advancements in civil engineering, 
construction techniques, and urban planning. Even today, some 
aqueducts still stand, a testament to the durability and ingenuity of 
Roman engineering. 

Aqueducts were designed to transport fresh water from distant 
sources—typically mountain springs or rivers—to urban centers. This 
water supplied public fountains, baths, latrines, and private households. 
What’s remarkable is that the Romans were able to achieve this using 
gravity alone. They didn’t have pumps or motors as we do now. 
Instead, they relied on a carefully maintained gradient, usually about 
one meter of drop per kilometer, to keep water flowing steadily. 

Now, let’s talk about the materials and methods they used. The 
Romans commonly used a type of concrete called opus caementicium, 
which included volcanic ash. This made it especially durable and 
water-resistant. Many aqueducts were built underground, as this 
helped protect them from environmental wear and enemy attacks. But 
in places where the terrain dipped sharply, the Romans constructed 
massive arcades—those iconic arched bridges we often associate with 
aqueducts—to carry the channel over valleys or rivers. 



The most famous example is the Pont du Gard in France. Built around 
the 1st century CE, this aqueduct bridge spans over 270 meters and 
stands nearly 50 meters high. What’s particularly impressive is that its 
stones were fitted together without mortar, relying on precise cuts and 
gravity to hold them in place. And it’s still standing more than 2,000 
years later. 

The Romans also developed sophisticated maintenance systems. They 
included access points called putei, or inspection shafts, which allowed 
workers to clean and repair the water channels. Sediment traps were 
installed to catch debris, and the aqueducts were often lined with 
waterproof plaster to reduce leakage. These weren’t just haphazard 
constructions—they were part of a comprehensive water management 
system. 

Let me emphasize the scale of this engineering. At its peak, the city of 
Rome had eleven major aqueducts delivering over 300 million gallons 
of water per day. This far exceeded the per capita water consumption 
in most modern cities until very recently. The ability to provide clean 
water to hundreds of thousands of people helped reduce disease and 
allowed for the development of public baths, sewage systems, and 
fountains, all of which were central to Roman public life. 

But the significance of aqueducts wasn’t just practical—it was also 
political and cultural. Building a major aqueduct was a way for 
emperors to demonstrate their power and generosity. Inscriptions on 
aqueducts often praised the ruling emperor and celebrated Roman 



technological superiority. These structures were public works, but they 
were also monuments to Roman order, discipline, and might. 

Now, from an architectural standpoint, aqueducts exemplify the Roman 
mastery of the arch. The arch allowed for greater weight distribution 
and made it possible to build higher and more stable structures using 
less material. Without the arch, large-scale aqueducts like the Aqua 
Claudia or the Segovia aqueduct in Spain would not have been 
possible. 

It’s worth noting that Roman engineers adapted their designs to local 
conditions. In regions with hard rock, they tunneled through mountains; 
in flat areas, they extended arcades for miles. They even built siphons—
U-shaped pipes made of lead or stone—to carry water across short 
valleys when building a bridge would be impractical. Their adaptability 
was as impressive as their precision. 

So, to summarize, Roman aqueducts were more than just channels for 
water. They were complex, large-scale infrastructure projects that 
required careful planning, expert knowledge of topography, and 
advanced construction skills. They allowed Roman cities to thrive, and 
they influenced water management and architectural practices for 
centuries. Many modern water systems are still based on principles first 
employed by Roman engineers. 

In our next lecture, we’ll explore how Roman bathhouses used this 
water and how public hygiene became a defining feature of Roman 
urban life.  



Answers 

1. What is the lecture mainly about? 

B. The design and importance of Roman aqueducts 

 

2. What material did the Romans commonly use to construct 
aqueducts? 
C. Volcanic concrete (opus caementicium) 

 

3. What does the professor mention about the Pont du Gard 
aqueduct? 
B. Its stones were fitted without mortar. 

 

4. Why does the professor mention the use of arches in aqueducts? 
B. To explain how the Romans supported large structures efficiently 

 

5. Why does the professor say: “These weren’t just haphazard 
constructions—they were part of a comprehensive water 
management system”? 
B. To emphasize the organization and planning behind aqueducts 

 


