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PREFACE

The descendants of the first settlers on the hills overlooking a ford across the Tiber
River eventually controlled most of Europe, the Near East, and North Africa for
centuries. Still today, a millennium and a half later, the legacy of this extraordinary
achievement by the Romans exerts a powerful influence in a rich variety of spheres
worldwide—not least among them, architecture, art, language, literature, law, and
religion. Although the writings and material remains that survive are inevitably no
more than a tiny, random sample of what once existed, there is still quite enough to
impress and engage us, and to permit a fair degree of insight into many dimensions
of the nature and development of Roman civilization. Of course there are aspects—
related to politics or strategy or social practices, to name only three areas—which
we can never hope to understand fully. Even so, that does not deter a large body of
interested inquirers from continuing to formulate questions and discuss answers
as part of an ongoing dialogue. This activity has proved especially fruitful since
the mid-nineteenth century: From then onwards, at an increasing pace, advances in
scholarship, technology, and exploration have hugely improved the control and ap-
preciation of the material at our disposal. These advances have also led to many
exciting new discoveries, as well as stimulating ventures into fresh areas of inquiry
over a broader range than ever. The expanding pursuit of inquiry, discovery, and
(re)evaluation is sure to continue. Current knowledge, interests, and opinions are
by no means fixed or exhausted; each generation chooses its own mix of elements
in Roman history.

The distinctiveness of this book lies in its synthesis of the Roman state’s chang-
ing character and expansion from earliest beginnings to the fourth century A.D. It
is a book aimed primarily at average college-educated readers who lack prior

xxi



xxii Preface

engagement with ancient Rome, but who are eager to gain something more than a
superficial introduction to its history. Our editor, Robert Miller, invited us to plan
and write the book as a partner for Oxford’s successful Ancient Greece by S. B. Pom-
eroy, S. M. Burstein, W. Donlan, and J. T. Roberts. What clinched our acceptance of
his invitation was a shared awareness (as Roman history instructors) of the patent
need for such a treatment; nothing for quite this central purpose has been pub-
lished in recent decades.

Our scope, we determined, would be the evolving nature of the Roman com-
munity, its state institutions, and forms of rule, together with its expansion and
some of the consequences. Next to no background knowledge would be expected,
nor any acquaintance with languages (ancient or modern) other than English. For
Rome’s history to unfold most meaningfully for newcomers to it, we concluded
that the presentation needed to be mainly, though by no means invariably, narra-
tive. Yet since we are covering a truly vast canvas in terms of time, space, and hu-
man interaction, many topics and trends can only be touched on here, despite the
fact that it would in principle be possible to discuss them at length in their own
right. In these instances, our book consciously limits itself to providing no more
than the foundation and context essential for proceeding further.

An important feature that distinguishes our treatment from others now available
is that its focus on Rome’s political and institutional history is coupled with an aware-
ness of how such a narrative is inseparable from social, cultural, economic, art his-
torical, and other types of history. We have sought to offer at least glimpses of many
different aspects of Roman life, particularly through quotations from ancient writ-
ings, maps, line drawings, and illustrations with substantial captions. Although ours
does not set out to be a book about “Roman civilization” as such, we hope that it will
lay the foundation for a sound appreciation of Roman culture—in plenty of its man-
ifestations—as well as of Roman history in a more strictly defined sense.

We returned time and again to the issue of where to close. Discussion and experi-
ment convinced us that a book of this length could hardly find space for the major
fourth-century developments following the emperor Constantine’s attainment of sole
control (A.D. 324) without seriously impairing the coverage up to that date. We ack-
nowledge that this endpoint makes our book less appealing to readers whose inter-
ests postdate the Roman Republic and fix instead on the period when Rome was a
world-class power ruled by emperors—say, from the time of Julius Caesar or Au-
gustus into the fifth or sixth century. A focus on this later period, however, calls for a
different book altogether from one beginning with early Italy a millennium before.

Our variation of the amount of narrative at each stage, and of its pace overall, is
also deliberate. Often indeed, our choices are limited by immense variations in the
quantity, quality, and range of surviving source material from period to period; re-
peatedly, the means to answer a key question or to probe some significant shift just
does not exist. In the opening chapters, a complex array of Roman institutions
and practices has to be introduced, and for the early centuries of the Republic
only a sketchy impression at best can be offered of Rome’s external affairs; so the
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narrative here covers long periods briefly, and proceeds thematically. From the
mid-second century B.C., by contrast, our knowledge improves, and a succession
of developments occurs, both at home and abroad, which have to be grasped in
more depth not only for their individual importance but also for their cumulative
impact. The ensuing end of the Republic, and the emergence from it of a stable
regime that halted a ruinous cycle of civil wars, are such fundamental, well doc-
umented changes that they justify closer attention. Thereafter, once the Roman
Empire is enlarged and stabilized from around the beginning of the Christian era,
we have tried to balance narrating affairs of state with introducing more topics the-
matically, since both these approaches are invited by a relative abundance of lit-
erary, documentary, and archeological evidence. Throughout, we have had to make
hard choices about which dates, events, ideas, names, topics to mention (and at what
length), and which to omit. We have deliberately sought to reflect only opinions
that—while often perforce remaining controversial—at least enjoy some measure of
acceptance among current experts. We recognize that any introductory book, no
matter how thorough or absorbing, can only open the way to learning more. We
hope that our efforts will encourage teachers and students alike to supplement,
question, and explore further all the material offered here.

With these aims in mind, at the start of each chapter we briefly survey the main
sources that form the basis of knowledge for the period it covers, and at intervals
we insert “boxes” that reproduce a variety of ancient writings to give a vivid
sense of their character and historical value. Each chapter closes with a short list-
ing of books recommended for further reading. In addition, at the end of the
book, we offer a timeline, a glossary, and a listing of the principal ancient authors
mentioned.

Our book’s aims, and its presentation, are carefully matched, therefore. At the
same time, we adhere to practical stipulations about length, format, illustrations,
and the like, set by our publisher. As coauthors, we determined that, broadly speak-
ing, each of us should take responsibility for three successive stages—Gargola far
into the second century B.C., Talbert to the end of the Republic and establishment of
the Principate, Boatwright thereafter. At every stage each partner would (and did)
review drafts by the other two, as well as consider comments made correspond-
ingly. Our goal was to ensure that the treatments should integrate into a coherent
whole, although, naturally enough, three individual voices are still detectible. That
seems fitting enough: It was the achievement of the Romans themselves, after all,
to forge from many different peoples a distinctive and compelling history.

Mary T. Boatwright, Durham, North Carolina
Daniel |. Gargola, Lexington, Kentucky
Richard |.A. Talbert, Chapel Hill, North Carolina
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NOTES TO THE READER

To assist further investigation of the themes introduced by this book, suggested read-
ings are listed at the end of each chapter. In addition, for reference, the revised third
edition of the Oxford Classical Dictionary (OCD) edited by Simon Hornblower and
Antony Spawforth is highly recommended (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2003).
Rigorous coverage of Rome’s entire history is offered by the ongoing second edition
of the Cambridge Ancient History (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press), begin-
ning at Volume VII Part 2 (1984); the presentation of this extensive work, however,
is at a very advanced scholarly level.

A timeline, a glossary, and a listing of the principal ancient authors mentioned are
to be found at the end.

The Ancient World Mapping Center at the University of North Carolina, Chapel
Hill, offers free digital copies of each map that it produced for this book: visit
http: //www.unc.edu/awmc/downloads

Some “boxes” translate Latin texts to be found in the periodical L" Année Epi-

graphique (AE) and in Hermann Dessau (ed.), Inscriptiones Latinae Selectae (Berlin:
Weidmann, 1892-1916) (ILS).
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EARLY ITALY

For centuries before the formation of cities, Italy was a land of villages and the
outside world impinged on life only fitfully. Urban life appeared here long after
it had emerged in other parts of the Mediterranean basin. Over time, some settle-
ments slowly became larger and more complex socially, economically, and politi-
cally, and the leaders of these more highly structured towns and villages gloried
in their connections with the wider Mediterranean world. In the seventh and
sixth centuries B.C., some communities achieved the status of cities, with elaborate
social systems, monumental buildings and temples, and formal public spaces;
others would follow in later centuries. These urban centers would long remain
the chief centers of power in Italy.

ITALY AND THE MEDITERRANEAN WORLD

Italy (Italia in Latin) is a long peninsula, encompassing slightly less than 100,000
square miles (260,000 sq km), that juts out from the northern or European coast of
the Mediterranean Sea. In the far north, the Alps (Latin, Alpes) divide Italy from
the rest of Europe. To their south, the valley of the Po (Latin, Padus)—lItaly’s
largest river—contains land with great agricultural potential. Except for the
plains along the eastern coast, the Apennine mountains separate the Po Valley
from the rest of Italy. Peninsular Italy begins south of the Po Valley. The peninsu-
la is about 650 miles in length (1,040 km), and it never is more than 125 miles wide
(200 km); the sea is always fairly close. The Apennines dominate the peninsula.
From their northwestern end, where they meet the western Alps and the sea,
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these mountains run almost due east in a narrow and virtually unbroken line that
nearly reaches the Adriatic Sea; this portion of the chain separates the Po Valley
from Etruria, an early center of urban life. As they approach the eastern coast, the
mountains turn sharply to the south, running in a series of parallel ridges that in
places reach almost 10,000 feet in height (3,000 m). In its northern half, the main
chain lies much nearer to the Adriatic than it does to the Tyrrhenian Sea on the
western side of the peninsula. South of Rome, however, the mountain chain grad-
ually leaves the eastern coast and approaches the western, ending in the south-
western promontory of Bruttium. The mountains on the island of Sicily (Latin,
Sicilia), separated from the mainland only by a narrow strait, are a continuation
of this chain, which ultimately reappears in the mountains of Tunisia, Algeria,
and Morocco in North Africa.

The first great centers of population and civilization arose in the coastal
regions. The Adriatic coast, with few harbors and little space for large-scale set-
tlement, was for a long time backward. For much of their length, the Apennines
leave no more than a narrow coastal plain. Only in the south, where the moun-
tains approach the Tyrrhenian coast more closely than they do the Adriatic, are
there broad plains. Much of the plateau of Apulia, however, is semi-arid; only a
few river valleys here were sufficiently fertile and well-watered to support sub-
stantial populations. The peninsula’s southern (lonian) shore also has narrow
plains or semi-arid ones. The mountains of Bruttium closely confined some
coastal communities. Even so, in some more favored areas, sufficient land and
water could be found for large settlements. Towns appeared early here, and some
became wealthy and important.

The west coast was the most favored. Here, well-watered and fertile lands
proved capable of supporting large populations, many harbors gave access to the
sea, and four rivers—the Arnus (modern, Arno), Tiberis (modern English, Tiber),
Liris, and Volturnus—all navigable in small boats, barges, and rafts for some dis-
tance, gave easy passage to the interior. Three of the regions facing the Tyrrhenian
Sea had especially prominent places in the history of ancient Italy. Etruria, the
land of the ancient Etruscans, is the northernmost; this region of fertile hills,
forests, and lakes, roughly bounded by the Arno and Tiber rivers, saw some of the
earliest centers of urban life. Two important plains occupy the coast to its south.
First comes Latium. East to west, the Latin plain ran from the sea to the foothills
of the Apennines. North to south, it covered the stretch of coast between the lower
Tiber River and the northern limits of Campania. Rome itself (Latin, Roma)
would rise here on the banks of the Tiber, just across the river from the southern-
most Etruscan centers. Centering on the Bay of Naples and its hinterland, the
Campanian plain is the southernmost of the three regions.

The surrounding mountains and seas did not isolate the peninsula. Although the
Alps seem quite formidable from the Italian side, large-scale movement across them
has always been possible, and the inhabitants of the Po Valley have often had clos-
er cultural links and firmer and friendlier relations with groups across the northern
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mountains than they did with peoples to their south. From an early period, ships
have traveled from Italy across the Mediterranean, moving goods, people, ideas,
and institutions. Much of this traffic was only local, but at times long-distance
commerce developed and flourished. Before Rome succeeded in dominating the
peninsula, seaborne connections flourished only fitfully along the Adriatic, al-
though the mouth of the Po River on occasion received much trade. The penin-
sula’s southern and western shores were more open. Good harbors could be found
along the coasts of the lonian and Tyrrhenian seas, and the richer and more exten-
sive plains provided valuable hinterlands.

Italy occupies a strategic point in the Mediterranean world. The island of Sicily,
off the southwest tip of the peninsula, divides the Mediterranean Sea in two, and
maritime traffic between east and west necessarily passes by the island. Ships
seeking to enter the Tyrrhenian Sea from the Ionian and Sicilian seas had to pass
through the narrow Straits of Messina before they could proceed north along the
Italian coast or west along the north shore of Sicily. This passage could be dan-
gerous: Greek writers would place there the whirlpool Charybdis and the mon-
ster Scylla, who fed on ships’ crews. Other important routes passed to the south
of the island, eventually funneling through the passage between western Sicily
and Cape Bon in modern Tunisia, about 100 miles away (160 km). The island
could also serve as a virtual bridge between Italy and North Africa, facilitating
north-south traffic across the central Mediterranean. In later periods maritime
powers often fought for control of the island, and the state that ultimately would
dominate it could expand east and west with some ease.

THE EVIDENCE

Archeological investigations provide the evidence for the history of Italy before
the appearance of cities and organized states, because writing develops only as
urban life was emerging. The material remains of ancient cultures can provide
insights into important aspects of societies: how people organized and arranged
their houses and their settlements; the ways they earned their living; the objects
they made and how they used them; the commercial and cultural contacts they
established with neighbors and with more distant peoples. At first glance, more-
over, the recovery of the physical traces of the lives of earlier inhabitants seems to
avoid many of the problems associated with the interpretation of often biased and
value-laden texts (see Chapter Two).

But archeological evidence also has its own limitations. Only a few activities
leave clear physical traces, and the remains are often very difficult to date and to
interpret. Archeologists, moreover, often restrict their investigations to a limited
range of sites. Thus, tombs and monumental public buildings for long received
more attention than ordinary houses or settlements. Archeologists now often focus
more on settlements and houses, and they regularly employ surface surveys—
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involving the systematic examination of traces on the surface left by centuries of
human use—to learn more about settlement patterns. At the same time, in order
to shed light on the environment and the economy, excavators have sought to
recover plant and animal remains and to subject them to increasingly sophisticat-
ed analysis. Yet there are limits to these approaches. Much of life remains inac-
cessible. Excavations and surveys usually reveal more about a society’s technolo-
gy, settlement patterns, and economy than they do about the events that shaped
the inhabitants of a community, about the political and social institutions and
practices that organized their lives, and about the system of beliefs that guided
relationships with neighbors, family members, rulers, and ruled.

This necessary emphasis on the material, technical, and economic aspects of
communities has a further, and important, consequence. Archeologists often iden-
tify “cultures” on the basis of a number of shared traits, practices, and forms in
funerary rites, in technology, in material goods, and in economic life; but these
archeological cultures should not be confused with cultures defined through other
means. After all, groups that differ in many ways can construct similar buildings,
they can make virtually identical tools and ornaments, and they can earn their liv-
ings in many of the same ways. Artifacts and techniques, in other words, can cross
ethnic, linguistic, and political borders. Archeological cultures, then, are collections
of traits in material goods, in technology, in funerary practices, in settlement forms,
and in economic life. They are not political or linguistic units, nor need they have a
single ethnic identity, either in their own eyes or in the opinions of their neighbors.

Finally, the broader significance of finds is not always apparent, and major
problems in interpretation can arise. Many of the most significant of the recov-
ered objects have been found in tombs. The burial rites of many ancient commu-
nities required that grave goods be interred with the deceased, but the extent to
which tombs and grave goods reflect the organization of society is controversial.
Some burials, for example, are richer than others in the same cemetery, and the
usual inference is that the deceased, in life, stood out in wealth and in status. In
other cemeteries, burials may have been very similar in layout and in their con-
tents. Here, scholars often suggest that the associated settlements had a more
egalitarian social structure. Neither of these inferences is certain: burials are the
remains of a burial rite, and fashion or belief may well have had more influence
on deposits than other factors. At the same time, it is far from certain that all
members of settlements received formal burials of the kind that have left detect-
able and datable traces in the archeological record. What survives, then, may be
evidence for the practices of only a portion of the inhabitants of the towns and vil-
lages associated with a particular cemetery. Votive deposits, another important
category of evidence, provide similar problems in interpretation. In Italy and in
much of the Mediterranean world, worshippers deposited objects in sacred places
to fulfill a vow or to thank the presiding deity for favors. When these sanctuaries,
shrines, caves, or groves became crowded with gifts, those in charge would make
room by burying the offerings. Again, the finds primarily illuminate the range of
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objects deemed suitable as a gift to a god, although they may also reveal some-
thing about the kinds of objects available in the community and the techniques
involved in their manufacture.

ITALY BEFORE THE CITY

The basic pattern of social and economic life in peninsular Italy was established
early. For centuries after the first appearance of agriculture around 4000 B.C., Italy
was a land of villages with simple forms of economic and social organization.
Settlements were very small, usually with no more than a few huts and outbuild-
ings and less than one hundred inhabitants. Villagers planted barley and several
types of wheat, and they raised sheep, goats, cattle, and pigs. Their technology
was simple, and signs of occupational specialization are few. For millennia,
Italian communities produced pottery in a range of styles and forms. At other
times and places, the production of pottery could be a highly skilled craft, and
devices were in use which require a high degree of expertise, such as the potter’s
wheel, for example, which allows for more regular shapes, and high-temperature
kilns, which provide harder and finer surfaces. In Italy, neither the potter’s wheel
nor high-temperature kilns were used before the appearance of cities. In earlier
centuries, too, specialized potters were almost certainly not involved in the craft;
the manufacture of ceramics, in other words, was primarily a household activity.
Tools necessary in everyday life were generally made of wood, bone, or stone.

The social and political organization of these villages was relatively simple and
egalitarian. There are no signs of marked distinctions in wealth, nor are there
indications that adults made their living in markedly different ways. Elsewhere
and at other times, kinship, age, and gender often served as the chief means of
internal regulation in communities of this scale. The existence of larger “tribal”
entities is uncertain; links between neighboring settlements could easily be man-
aged within structures of kinship and intermarriage.

The use of metals provides the only clear example of more sophisticated tech-
niques and some craft specialization. Around 2000, copper tools and ornaments
appear in the material remains. In the succeeding Early (c. 1800-1600) and Middle
(c. 1600-1300) Bronze Ages, a limited range of tools, weapons, and ornaments
were made of bronze, an alloy of copper and tin. Metalworking was a task for
specialists, since it requires both expertise and organization: materials must be
acquired, often from great distances, and the processes of refining the ore and cast-
ing the metal require knowledge and skill. In the Middle Bronze Age, throughout
peninsular Italy artifacts of copper and bronze exhibit much standardization in
form and techniques of manufacture; this may indicate that experts moved from
village to village in search of markets for their skills.

Italian metallurgy also shows marked influences from outside the peninsula.
To the east of Italy, in the Balkans and beyond, complex and highly organized
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societies, ruled by kings with the assistance of bureaucratic and military elites,
were firmly established in the second millennium B.C. The Mycenaean civilization
of Greece exercised considerable influence on some of the cultures of central
Europe and the central and western Mediterranean, motivated, at least in part, by
the need to acquire metals. Mycenaean pottery appears in Sardinia, where copper
was mined, as early as the fourteenth century, and there are clear signs of contact,
probably through intermediaries, with the metal-producing regions of central
Europe and Britain. At this time, metallurgical techniques and styles came to
exhibit a high degree of standardization over great distances and across many soci-
eties, since the Mycenaeans’ search for metals seems to have encouraged a move-
ment of craftsmen and of manufactured objects between the metal-producing and
metalworking regions of central Europe, Spain, Italy, and Greece. Most Italian
communities, smaller and simpler economically, socially, and politically than their
eastern contemporaries, probably participated in this world only peripherally.
Exchanges fell off sharply when Mycenaean power began to fade in the twelfth
and eleventh centuries.

Outside influences did not affect all areas of Italy equally. Mycenaean mer-
chants and settlers were active along some of the coasts of Italy and Sicily:
Scattered finds of pottery have been found along the southern half of the Adriatic
shore, as well as along the south coast of Italy and its west coast as far north as
the Bay of Naples, along the east coast of Sicily, and on the Lipari islands. In
southern Italy and eastern Sicily, where relations were most intense, settlers from
the east may actually have founded settlements. Here, local communities may
also have imitated some aspects of Mycenaean social organization: A ruling war-
rior elite seems to have emerged in some communities, and in a few places larg-
er and more elaborate dwellings may indicate the presence of native rulers.
Central Italy did not develop as rapidly or in quite the same way. During the
Recent Bronze Age (roughly the thirteenth and early twelfth centuries), settle-
ments here grew in size and in number, an indication that the population was
increasing; a typical village may now have had a population in excess of one hun-
dred. The inhabitants of many settlements placed their dwellings on hilltops, pre-
sumably for reasons of defense, and occasionally they strengthened their position
further with ditches and dikes, a practice that was less frequent earlier.

THE IRON AGE IN ETRURIA, LATIUM,
AND CAMPANIA

Beginning in the ninth century, there occurred a series of developments in Italy
leading, by the seventh century, to the appearance of the cities that would turn out
to dominate Italian history. Archeologists refer to the years between the start of the
ninth century and the last third of the eighth as the Iron Age. The extraction of
metal from the ore and the working of the iron require complex and sophisticated
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techniques, and the making of steel is an even more elaborate process. Iron has
important advantages over bronze. Iron ore is relatively common, so that the
acquisition of this metal is a much simpler and cheaper process; when used in the
form of steel, tools and weapons can be made harder and better able to retain an
edge. Eventually, the use of iron would lead to cheaper products, which can be
employed for a wider range of functions and by a larger portion of the population.
For centuries after the introduction of iron, however, a wide range of objects, util-
itarian and otherwise, continued to be made of bronze, wood, bone, and stone.

In the ninth and eighth centuries, Etruria, Latium, and Campania saw the rise
of an inter-related group of cultures that would eventually develop into major
centers of power and wealth. In Etruria, the Iron Age culture of these centuries is
known as “Villanovan” from the estate near modern Bologna where archeologists
first found traces of its material culture. Beyond Etruria, Villanovan settlements
also appear in some areas just across the Apennines—such as around modern
Bologna especially—and in Campania, where Capua and other centers show close
connections with southern Etruria by sea or by the land route up the valleys of
the Liris, Anio, and Tiber rivers. One of Villanovan culture’s most significant traits
was the greatly increased size of its settlements. Beginning around 900, certain
ones began to grow larger, sometimes through the abandonment of earlier vil-
lages and the concentration of population at a few centers. For the most part,
these central places were on easily defended plateaus, where the natural features
of the site, occasionally reinforced by ditches and banks, formed the primary
defense. In southern Etruria, which has been more fully researched, settlements
at the future sites of Caere, Tarquinii, and Veii may each have had over one thou-
sand inhabitants. To judge by the distance between them, the chief centers may
have controlled territories as large as 350-750 square miles (900-1,940 sq km). At
first, land away from the core may have only been sparsely inhabited, but by the
eighth century some large settlements seem to have established smaller sec-
ondary ones near the limits of their territory, perhaps as a way of securing control
over their borders, or because the main center was now too densely inhabited to
accommodate further population growth.

In their internal organization, these new and larger settlements still remained
relatively simple, consisting of clusters of huts separated by small open spaces.
Each of the smaller clusters that together made up the whole may have repre-
sented a kinship group or the inhabitants of an earlier, now abandoned village.
Settlements often had several cemeteries, each used by a single cluster of huts or
by a few neighboring groups, a sign that they perceived some common identity.
Farming and the raising of pigs, cattle, sheep, and goats remained the primary
economic activities. The absence of the potter’s wheel probably shows that the
manufacture of pottery had yet to develop as an occupational specialty. Metal-
work, on the other hand, plainly was a matter for specialists who performed their
functions beyond their own and neighboring villages. Since these settlements
show no sign of elaborate social systems or clearly identifiable distinctions in
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wealth, let alone of formal layouts and public buildings (all marks of the cities
that would emerge in the eighth and seventh centuries), they are best character-
ized as “proto-urban,” rather than as “urban”.

Placed between Villanovan Etruria and Campania, Latium developed its own
regional culture around 1000. This “Latial culture” was once seen as a variant of
Proto-Villanovan and Villanovan, and it shares many features with them. For the
most part, Latin settlements were located on hills or on spurs that projected from
the Apennines into the plain. Iron Age settlements in Latium generally were
smaller than their counterparts in Etruria. The cluster of villages occupying the
future site of the Latin city of Gabii offers the most detailed picture of a Latin set-
tlement of the ninth and early eighth centuries. Gabii was on a narrow isthmus
separating two small lakes. Before the formation of the city, a cluster of small set-
tlements filled the isthmus and part of the rim of the northern lake; cemeteries
were located at each end of the settled zone. In all likelihood, no village in Latium
ever had more than one hundred inhabitants at any point during the ninth centu-
ry. After about 800, however, a number of settlements there, like their Villanovan
neighbors, began to grow larger because of internal growth and the abandonment
of outlying villages.

For the ninth and early eighth centuries, the burials at Gabii provide some evi-
dence for the social order of a Latin settlement. Graves in its two cemeteries were
arranged by rite and by the age and gender of the occupant. Adult men lie at the
center; here cremation was the exclusive rite in one cemetery and the dominant
practice in the other. Around the center were situated the graves of women and of
young men; here, inhumation was the dominant practice. Young women interred
on the periphery were often buried with bronze objects and ornaments of glass
paste and of amber. These cemeteries seem to have been family burial grounds,
and the different practices show that certain status distinctions were determined
by age and by gender. Yet there are signs that some men possessed a distinctive
position in the community: In the male cremation burials miniaturized weapons,
such as swords and spears, are common—they are not found in male inhumation
graves—and the occupants may have claimed some special status related to war-
fare. Toward the end of the ninth century, these cremation burials end, but the sta-
tus groups associated with them may well have persisted, expressing their social
position in new ways (see next section).

Greeks and Phoenicians in the Central Mediterranean

Outside contacts markedly affected both the pace and the nature of change in the
centers of the Villanovan and Latial cultures. In the late ninth century, as well as
in the eighth, maritime contact with the eastern Mediterranean again became a
prominent factor in the development of central Italian societies. The Phoenicians
led the way. The coastal regions of the modern states of Syria and Lebanon on the
eastern shore of the Mediterranean were their homeland, and the first traces of
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their civilization appear there around the beginning of the second millenium B.C.
The Phoenicians” world centered on a number of cities, each with its own king,
priests, palace, and temples, and each ruling the surrounding countryside. Long-
distance trade by land and by sea was important in the social and political order
of a Phoenician city-state: Kings and temple priesthoods participated, as did asso-
ciations of rich and powerful merchants. Around 1000, the leaders of some of
these cities, especially Tyre and Sidon, the most powerful of the Phoenician states,
began to send out settlers and trading expeditions, first to the nearby coast of
Cyprus, but soon as far away as Spain. Eventually, Phoenician settlers would
establish a series of new cities along the coasts of western Sicily, Sardinia, north-
ern Africa, and southern Spain. Carthage (Latin, Carthago), probably founded
around 800 in the territory of modern Tunisia, would become the most powerful
of these new settlements—and Rome’s great rival.

Greeks followed shortly afterward. After the collapse of Mycenaean civilization
during the twelfth century, contacts between Italy and the Greek world had
declined rapidly. Trade and population revived during the ninth century, and, at
the same time, larger, richer, and more complex communities started to form
again, which over generations would develop into city-states. Around 800, con-
tacts between Greece and Italy began to increase. By 775, some Greeks established
a settlement on the island of Pithecusa in the Bay of Naples, and a few Phoenicians
may also have settled there. In this new community, and in others that would be
founded later, trade and access to metals played an important role—Pithecusa
shows signs of ironworking on a large scale—but the search for farmland was
vital, too, and before long would become the most important factor.

Greek settlements on the mainland soon followed. Cumae, founded around
750, was the first, and others would follow in the seventh, sixth, fifth, and fourth
centuries. Eventually the eastern, southeastern, and northern coasts of Sicily
would be dotted with Greek city-states, as would the south and west coasts of
Italy as far north as Campania. Later, Romans would call these mainland areas of
Greek settlement “Great Greece” (Latin, Magna Graecia). In the seventh and sixth
centuries, the Greek colonies here, like other communities in Greece and in the
coastal regions of central Italy, would follow more or less parallel paths that led
to the formation of city-states.

THE RISE OF CITIES

Beginning in the middle of the eighth century and continuing over the next three
centuries, Etruria, Latium, and Campania witnessed a series of political, social, and
cultural innovations that would result in the formation of the first central Italian
city-states. The appearance of this new form of social and political life was a broad
phenomenon that characterized many regions and ethnic groups. In Italy, city-
states became the dominant form of organization in Etruria, Latium, Campania,
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and the Greek regions of Sicily and southern Italy. Outside the peninsula, city-
states would cover Greece and the western and southwestern coasts of Asia
Minor and many of the areas in which Phoenicians settled. Broad similarities in
form, however, should not mask the great diversity in detail and the many local
variations that could be found in important aspects of urban life. Cities, in other
words, could share many of the ways they organized government, war, and reli-
gion without really being very much alike.

A city-state was both a kind of settlement and a form of political, military, and
social organization. Fully developed city-states usually possessed a clearly
defined urban core, with special areas designated for elite and for communal
ends, and cemeteries encircling it. Beyond, its surrounding territory contained
scattered shrines, hamlets, and farmsteads, along with a few settlements, smaller
than the central city and without a fully developed communal life. The scale of
these city-states varied greatly. In the contemporary Greek world, a “typical” one
may have had approximately one thousand inhabitants and perhaps a territory of
around forty square miles (100 sq km); its army would have numbered no more
than a few hundred men. In central Italy, many of the emerging city-states would
have been somewhat larger—many certainly controlled more territory than was
the case in Greece—and, by the end of the sixth century, some had populations of
several tens of thousands.

Some formal political organization was essential. In a typical city-state, elite
residences, political life, and communal religious activity were all concentrated in
and about the center. Here, members of elite families displayed their status, com-
peted with their peers, and exercised leadership over their own followers, even,
on occasion, over the city as a whole. At first, aristocratic families and their retain-
ers dominated most emerging city-states. In the seventh and sixth centuries, kings
reigned in some. By the early fifth century certain cities possessed formal offices
and priesthoods, filled by a process of election, and held for terms of one year.
Arrangements such as these would eventually become standard in communities
with a city-state form of organization.

City-states emerged through a number of interrelated processes. First, an aris-
tocracy, with its own distinctive way of life, developed. This process almost cer-
tainly began before it becomes visible in the archeological remains. Over time, aris-
tocratic families concentrated in the larger settlements, making them centers of
wealth and power. The leaders of these more powerful communities began to con-
struct larger and more elaborate buildings, and to set aside formal spaces where
the population of the settlement and its surrounding countryside would gather for
occasions deemed important to the city. Eventually, institutions regulating the
community as a whole appeared and began to overshadow individual families
and their leaders.

In central Italy, scholars divide the formative age of the city-state into two broad
phases: the Orientalizing Period (c. 725-580) and the Archaic Period (c. 580-480).
In its origins, this division has much to do with artistic styles and with clear, direct
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foreign influences: The Orientalizing Period earned its name because of the appear-
ance in tombs and votive deposits of luxury goods imported from the “Orient”—
Greece, Syria, and Egypt—or of locally made imitations of these imports. These two
periods also mark, if only roughly, other developmental stages. In the earlier peri-
od, monumental architecture commissioned by the elite becomes conspicuous, as
does literacy. From around 600, the basic communal institutions of the city-state
come into view, the governing elite broadens in some ways, and large-scale war-
fare between cities begins. The course of these developments probably varied con-
siderably from city to city, and the evidence rarely allows a full picture of the
process to be reconstructed for any one place. The history of Rome in this period,
however, is the best documented of all (see Chapter Two).

Beginning of Writing

During the eighth century, writing came to Italy, and written texts now supple-
ment the archeological evidence. Around 740, someone in the Greek settlement of
Pithecusa scratched into the surface of a jug a short text in Aramaic, a script and
language of Syria. At about the same time, mourners placed in a grave a cup
inscribed in Greek, one of the earliest examples of the Greek alphabet found any-
where in the Mediterranean world. The Greek language and script were to have
a long life in Italy and would exert great influence there. By 700, texts in one or
another of the languages of Italy itself appear, written in scripts derived from the
Greek. The earliest known Etruscan documents date from the very beginning of
the seventh century; known texts of the seventh and sixth centuries now number
in the many hundreds. Early documents in Latin are less common: Only a very
few can be placed in the seventh century, and less than one hundred in the sixth
and fifth centuries.

The surviving texts of the eighth through the fifth centuries are generally short,
difficult to interpret, hard to date, and not very informative. Inscribed on stone,
bronze, or pottery, their contents generally are brief and formulaic, and the lan-
guages in which they are written are often not well understood today. Some iden-
tify the occupants of tombs. Others proclaim the owner or maker of an object. Still
others record the dedication of gifts placed in temples and shrines. A few are
longer, but these are only preserved in fragments for the most part, and their con-
tents are obscure. No evidence survives of a bureaucratic use for writing, such as
one finds in some other Mediterranean societies. Despite the absence of a bureau-
cratic purpose, however, writing in Italy was closely associated with the elites of
its cities, and the earliest written texts accompany their activities.

Appearance of an Elite

Toward the end of the eighth century, some families in the coastal regions of
Etruria, Latium, and Campania began to demonstrate that they possessed wealth,
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status, and power on a scale far greater than others in their communities had
attained. These emerging elite families, like many others in the Mediterranean
world at the time, sought to distinguish themselves from others in their commu-
nities through a distinctive way of life with the appropriate personal ornaments,
weapons, and other marks of status. Many of the objects, and the imagery of
wealth and power associated with them, had their origins in Greece and the Near
East, where they were used in a similar fashion by leading social groups.

Tombs provide the earliest signs of these families and their pretensions. In the
eighth century, tombs with rich deposits of grave goods become more common:
At Gabii, some tombs of the mid-eighth century are markedly richer than others,
and a few exceptionally rich tombs contain chariots. By the end of the century,
powerful families proclaimed their position in their town or village in the so-
called “princely” burials. These new princely burials emphasize families and
their place in their communities. The builders of many of the new tombs con-
structed them so that they could receive multiple burials over the years, a sign
that each was intended to be the burial site of a family or a lineage. Grave goods
reveal a broad concern among the elite for conspicuous displays of wealth and
status—and the willingness to expend much wealth in pursuit of these ends.
Tombs and burials, after all, are arranged by the survivors, and in them the kin of
the deceased can make clear statements about the social position they think that
the dead occupied in life—not to mention the position which the survivors them-
selves wish to be seen as maintaining. Families often placed their tombs along the
main roads into the settlement, where they could be seen and admired by others.
Tombs and their contents, then, would have proclaimed to passersby the wealth
and status of those interred within, and of their families as well.

Tombs in the new manner were much more elaborate and required a larger
commitment of resources than was the case earlier. At Etruscan Caere in the sev-
enth century, one family constructed a tomb, known today as the Regolini-Galassi
Tomb, with a corridor over 120 feet long (36 m) and six feet (1.8 m) wide and a
burial chamber on either side of this aisle. Its builders cut the lowest part of the
wall into the underlying rock, and built the upper portion with large stone blocks
that formed a vault over the aisle. Finally, they covered the entire structure with
a large earth mound or tumulus about 150 feet (45 m) in diameter, and set up a low
stone wall surrounding its base.

The contents of the tombs also served to distinguish the new burials from their
predecessors and from those of their less fortunate contemporaries. Elite tombs
often contain large quantities of metal objects and fine pottery, imported or of
local manufacture. At Castel di Decima in Latium, mourners in the late eighth
century buried a young man with personal ornaments of silver and bronze, iron
weapons, a chariot, bronze tripods, other bronze vessels, and a range of Greek
and Phoenician pottery. In another, later burial in the same cemetery, a young
women was interred with over ninety bronzes and imported ceramics, while her
body was covered with gold, silver, and amber jewelry. Most finds of Greek and
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Phoenician pottery, jewelry, and other metal work—and of locally produced imi-
tations too—have been made in tombs of this kind.

The new aristocratic tombs were not a single artistic or social phenomenon, nor
were they restricted to only one ethnic or linguistic group. Instead, they attest to

Figure 1.1 Chariots occupied a prominent place in
public displays of status, and they were often highly dec-
orated for that purpose. This bronze panel covered the
front of a chariot-body interred in a grave high in the
Apennines around 550. The two sides of the chariot were
similarly decorated. The relief depicts what is probably
an arming scene, where the woman on the left hands the
man on the right his shield and helmet. The birds flying
over their heads may represent good omens. The side
panels, not shown here, depict two warriors fighting over
the body of a third, and a warrior driving a chariot pulled
by winged horses. The chariot was probably produced in
an Etruscan workshop.

the formation of a broad central Italian elite
culture. Burials on this pattern can be found
along the west coast of Italy from the north of
Etruria to the south of Campania, and later
they can be found well inland too. The prac-
tice certainly crossed linguistic divides. It is
present in areas whose inhabitants spoke
Etruscan, and in others where Latin was the
dominant language. Under this broad diffu-
sion, there could be much local variation in
funerary rites and practices, as well as in the
layout and construction of tombs. Some were
larger than the Regolini-Galassi, while many
others were smaller. Some had many burial
chambers, while others had only one. Funeral
rites, whether cremation or inhumation, var-
ied from place to place (and sometimes from
tomb to tomb), as did the wooden or stone
coffins or sarcophagi in which bodies were
buried, and the funerary urns in which ashes
were placed. What these burials have in com-
mon are the prestige objects deposited in
graves and many of the decorative themes on
walls and on sarcophagi. Over time, much of
this original unity would break down, as local
elites each followed their own course of
development.

Associated with these ways of death was
an aristocratic way of life. In the emerging
cities members of the leading families also
came to adopt and display a distinctive
lifestyle, which marked them off from the
mass of the population and often united them
more or less closely with the leading families
in other communities. Again, evidence from
tombs is central, since mourners deposited in
the tombs objects that played a prominent
role in an aristocratic self-image, and especial-
ly objects used in the ceremonies that defined



Early Italy 15

and proclaimed this image. Thus, horses, chariots, rich armor and weapons, per-
sonal ornaments, and the equipment for feasting and drinking were all particu-
larly important in this connection.

In Italy, much of this new lifestyle remains obscure, but a comparison with the
Greek world, which influenced Italy greatly, may help to clarify some of its fea-
tures. Greek aristocrats proclaimed their position in the community through elab-
orate displays of family, wealth, and virtue. Skill and leadership in war also played
a prominent place in this self-image. Male members saw themselves as heroes,
which explains in part the popularity of epics such as Homer’s Iliad. Warlike dis-
play was certainly important among central Italian elites too. Their burials regu-
larly contained arms and armor, often in large quantities, and the representations
of combat to be found on a range of objects may well reflect claims to fighting skills
and leadership in war. Weapons were not even limited to male tombs, and their
presence in women’s tombs could indicate that skill in war was seen as a family
attribute rather than just an individual one. Certain finds, such as the large bronze
shields often embossed with elaborate designs, are too light and fragile for use in
battle, although they are highly suitable for display on ceremonial occasions.

Ceremonial drinking and feasting occupied a prominent place in the aristocrat-
ic lifestyle in many parts of the Mediterranean world. In Greece, male aristocrats
held ceremonial drinking bouts or symposia (singular, symposiumy), in which poetry,
song, displays of wit and invective, and conversation all had an important place.

7 Ul 1]

Figure 1.2 Bangquet scenes were common in the art of archaic Italy. This drawing reproduces such a scene on a terra-
cotta frieze from the palace at Murlo. The artist shows the guests reclining on couches, as was customary in the Greek
world too. A mixing bowl of the kind often found in aristocratic tombs rests on a stand between the two couches. One
of the guests plays a lyre.
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In these gatherings, elite males in a community and their guests from elsewhere
created links among themselves and proclaimed their distinction from others.
Essential implements in such gatherings—bowls for mixing wine, cups, and
tripods—were often expensive, and they served as symbols of a special, and high-
ly desirable, way of life. The bulk of the bronze vessels and tripods included in
Italian elite graves, along with most of the imported ceramics and their local imi-
tations, were designed and made specifically for these occasions, which suggests
that formal feasting and drinking occupied a similar position in the self-definition
of the Italian elite. In Greece, guests at symposia were virtually all male; in the
Italian world, artistic representations show that wives participated too.

Extravagance was a prominent feature of elite burials of the eighth and seventh
centuries, but their sixth- and fifth-century successors were on a much-reduced
level. The “princely” burials of the eighth and seventh centuries are relatively
rare; clearly, they held the remains of only a tiny portion of the population. The
elite tombs of the following centuries exhibit a wider range of sizes, and grave
goods generally are fewer, less costly, and less exotic. Despite the reduced scale,
these burials were still the prerogative of a select group, and their builders shared
some values with their seventh-century predecessors. Construction required a
commitment and display of resources on a scale that most contemporaries could
not match. Burial chambers often replicated rooms in the houses that the deceased
would have occupied when alive. The walls of many such chambers, moreover,
were covered with elaborate frescoes, certainly a task calling for skilled artisans;
scenes of feasting were common, illustrating some continuity with earlier ideals.
More families may have interred their members in a relatively expensive manner
than was the case earlier: At Etruscan Volsinii, for example, inscriptions deposit-
ed between 550 and 500 reveal the presence of at least ninety families rich enough
to build tombs. Placing a tomb was no longer solely the choice of the family: At
some major centers, formal cemeteries or necropoleis (singular, necropolis), located
on the margins of the settlement, contained the burials, while grids of streets
determined the placing of tombs. In later periods, communal institutions over-
shadowed any single elite family, and the broadening of the elite from the sixth
century may well reveal an early stage in this process.

Cities and Monumental Architecture

In the ninth and eighth centuries, settlements in Etruria, Latium, and Campania
consisted of collections of huts with no traces of planning, formal organization, or
public buildings, let alone private dwellings on a significantly larger scale than
their neighbors. From the beginning of the seventh century, however, members of
elite families began to construct larger, more elaborate, and more expensive struc-
tures in the main centers of population. They also began to lay out and ornament
the public spaces that would define communal life for centuries, all signs of their
ability to muster resources and labor on an increasingly lavish scale.
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Residences of the elite form the earliest among these new kinds of edifices that
are visible in the archeological record. From the beginning of the seventh century,
the wealthy and powerful started to construct larger houses made of brick or
stone and roofed with terracotta tiles. Some possessed elaborate and colorful exte-
rior ornamentation. These new structures, built with techniques that had reached
Italy from the eastern Mediterranean, required more capital and more labor than
did earlier dwellings; surrounded by lesser structures, they would have pro-
claimed their owners’ status much more clearly. Later, intermediate groups in the
towns, not as wealthy or as powerful but still well-off, would copy these struc-
tures, although on a smaller scale.

A few buildings display wealth and status more appropriate to rulers than to
aristocrats, perhaps the residences of the kings that legends and histories later
associated with this time. The large structure constructed around 575 at Murlo in
the countryside near modern Siena provides the clearest example. This so-called
“palace” consisted of four blocks of rooms around a central courtyard. The court-
yard itself was surrounded on three sides by a colonnade, while the fourth side
probably held a shrine, and it may also have had a place for a throne. Builders
covered the rooms with over 30,000 square feet (2,800 sq m) of terracotta rooftiles,
which would have required a formidable outlay of resources in fuel, kilns, and
labor. The palace at Murlo had an earlier, less well-known seventh-century prede-
cessor, which was destroyed by fire.
Acquarossa, near modern Viterbo, saw
the construction of a similar house dur-
ing the sixth century. At Rome, another
palace, known as the Regia, was built
according to the same general plan
toward the end of the seventh century.

The elaborate decorations of the
palace at Murlo reveal some of its func-
tions and much of the same ethos al-
ready seen in tombs and in grave goods.
The builders of the palace adorned
walls and rooflines with elaborate terra-
cotta sculptures and friezes, some de-
picting human and divine figures and
real or mythical animals, and others
representing banquets, processions,
horse races, and groups of warriors
marching behind leaders in chariots—
all prominent forms of elite behavior
and display. Certain scenes show stand-
ing and seated human figures appar- Figure 1.3 Plan of the Palace at Murlo
ently engaged in some ceremony or
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public business, and one carries a special curved staff or lituus that would serve
in Etruria and Latium as a symbol of office for nearly a thousand years.

The ways in which the palace at Murlo was used are not entirely clear. It may
have served as a residence for a ruler or for the leading family in the town.
Certainly, some of the ceremonial activities depicted in the friezes must have
taken place within its courtyard. Fragments of fine pottery attest to banquets and
symposia. The presence of a shrine indicates that religious rites were performed
in the palace too; the Regia at Rome also possessed shrines to several gods.
Possibly the ruler held court there in the presence of his followers and the lead-
ers of other prominent lineages. Thus, it may have been the regular site of feasts,
religious ceremonies, and small-scale political meetings.

Slightly later, the ruling families in many of the emerging cities began to estab-
lish larger and more elaborate meeting places for the residents of their cities.
Structures like Murlo could have accommodated relatively few participants and
observers. In later periods, the leaders of cities regularly gathered the citizens in
public assemblies to announce political decisions and to mobilize popular sup-
port for them. Leaders also staged elaborate public and ceremonial displays of
their status and of their public roles. In these ceremonies, religious rituals ad-
dressed to the gods of the city often played a prominent part, for the performance
of such rites also emphasized the leading role of the elite families that dominated
civic life. Large-scale gatherings of the residents of a community, and the rituals
that often accompanied them, served as a visual sign of the increasing unity of the
city-state. In this connection, the governing elites of many emerging city-states
established well-defined public spaces—together with temples and shrines sur-
rounding them—to serve as the stage for their activities and the center of such
limited government as these communities possessed.

As part of this development, the ruling elites of central Italy made the cult
places of their communities grander and grander. From around 600, the inhabi-
tants of some cities and towns began to build large, elaborate temples to their
gods. These edifices, which shared many features with the earlier palaces, espe-
cially in their decorations, were often located on the central square of a settlement
or on a hill overlooking it, where they would dominate the city’s physical appear-
ance. Although there could be considerable variation in ornament and in details,
temples in central Italy generally were built upon a high platform or podium,
fronted by a porch with columns; crowning the structure were a peaked roof of
terracotta tiles and such terracotta decorations as statues, friezes, and antefixes. In
later periods, these structures had an important place in communal identity, and
they served functions beyond the strictly religious: In Rome, for example, officials
performed many of their duties here, and speakers addressed their audience from
a temple podium, where they would be highly visible.

These new cult places in some ways were an elaboration and a monumentaliza-
tion of earlier practices. Organized cults did not begin with the seventh century.
Excavations at the sites of some sixth- and fifth-century temples have unearthed
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Figure 1.4 This reconstruction of the so-called Portonaccio Temple at Veii (built c. 500) illus-
trates some of the typical features of a central Italian temple. It was built upon a high platform or
podium. In front was a deep colonnaded porch, and behind was the chamber or cella where the cult
statue of the god and some of the most precious offerings were stored. Along the ridge and edges of
the roof, terracotta sculptures were placed (termed “acroterial” statues after the bases or acroteria
on which they stood). The altar would have been somewhere in front of the temple; most ceremonies
here would have been outside (not inside) and public.

votive deposits that contained objects much older than the temples. In the Latin
city of Satricum, the area later occupied by a temple contained a simple hut of
ninth-century date (with a hearth) that may have served as a cult place. Around
the middle of the seventh century, this hut was replaced by a rectangular stone
building with terracotta roof decorations; a votive model of this structure clearly
shows it to have been a temple. Comparable development from hut to temple
may also be seen at Velitrae, Lanuvium, and Gabii. At other places, sacred groves
or open-air altars first occupied the sites of later temples.

Temples and open-air shrines formed the stage for many of a city’s most im-
portant religious rites, and they also provided the site for other elaborate displays
of wealth and power by the governing elite. Votive offerings were prominent in
central Italian cult places. These objects, offered to thank a god for answering a
prayer or for giving some other sign of divine favor, could vary greatly in kind,
in expense, and in quality. Individuals occupying a wide range of statuses made
dedications, but those made by members of elite families would have stood out.
Some of these more prestigious gifts bore inscriptions identifying the person who
had made the dedication—one of the earliest uses of writing in Italy—and in the
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process, they would have marked this individual, in the eye of the viewer, as one
favored by the god.

As wealth came to concentrate in cities and towns, many communities began
to expend resources on their defense. For centuries, villages were often located on
easily defensible hills or plateaus, which the inhabitants might strengthen with
ditches, dikes, and palisades. From the eighth century, some communities began
to construct more elaborate and expensive defensive systems. Many fortified
themselves by first digging a deep, broad ditch (fossa), and then using the exca-
vated earth to construct a thick, high mound (agger) inside it. Fossa and agger
defenses do not necessarily surround an entire city; in general, only the most vul-
nerable areas were strengthened in this manner. A few cities built still more elab-
orate fortifications. At the beginning of the sixth century, the Etruscan city of
Rusellae built itself a wall of large mud bricks mounted on a stone base, and in
the sixth and fifth centuries, the Etruscan centers of Caere, Tarquinii, Vulci, and
Veii built walls with stone blocks. Again, these fortifications seldom extended
completely around the settlement.

Warfare in the Orientalizing‘ and Archaic Periods

The eighth, seventh, and sixth centuries saw major changes in the frequency of
warfare, as well as in its scale, and degree of organization. The new ways of mak-
ing war affected not only relations between the emerging cities, but also the role
and power of aristocracies, the political and social organization of the communi-
ties themselves, and their physical layouts. In the fourth century and later, when
our evidence is much better, it is clear that some cities made war in a very formal
and highly organized manner. They fielded large armies led by the political lead-
ers of the city as a whole, and these armies fought formal battles in which soldiers
were massed in large and regular formations (see Chapter Two). Before this date,
however, simpler and less structured forms of warfare prevailed: There were few
or no set battles; quick raids for cattle and other loot predominated; warriors
served not as members of the community, but rather as followers of an aristocratic
leader who had organized the enterprise. While the nature of the transition from
one mode of warfare to another is clear enough, the stages and the timing of the
shift are very obscure: It was probably a long process with much local and region-
al variation. From 600, however, the evidence shows traces of an ever-intensifying
warfare between cities, while later literary sources even provide the names of
prominent leaders in war.

Some aspects of the shift stand out more than others. The increasing scale and
sophistication of the fortifications that came to surround many communities
plainly illustrate both the greater intensity of warfare and the higher levels of
organization in war making. By contrast, shifts in military organization and tac-
tics, and changes in the political and social structures that may have accompanied
them, are far more obscure. In the Greek world, which was the source of impor-
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tant innovations, the new way of war making centered on hoplite infantry, who
were protected by body armor or corselets (made either of metal or of leather
reinforced with metal), bronze greaves (leg armor), and bronze helmets. These
hoplites carried a large circular shield or hoplon, and were armed with both a
spear and a sword or dagger.

This new equipment, the hoplite panoply, made the warrior less vulnerable to
the weapons of others, and so favored close combat over fighting at a distance
with weapons that were thrown. At the same time the panoply made combatants
less mobile in the field, so that hoplites fought in a dense formation, or phalanx,
where warriors were protected and reinforced by those on either side. So long as
each soldier kept his place, the phalanx had considerable offensive and defensive
power. The new tactic emphasized formal battles over a more fluid warfare of
raid and counter-raid. Moreover warfare between phalanxes generally favored
the larger formation over the smaller, so that communities had a positive incen-
tive to increase the number of men serving in their armies. The development of
the hoplite phalanx was a long process: The new equipment appeared first (per-
haps as early as the last decades of the eighth century), but the phalanx itself
developed only slowly, and some communities did not make the full transition to
it until the sixth or fifth centuries.

The cities of central Italy may have followed a broadly similar course of devel-
opment. After around 700, weapons and body armor became more expensive, more
complex, and perhaps more widely diffused over the adult male population of some
communities. In the eighth and seventh centuries, deposits of weapons and armor
(or models of them) are common in the wealthier graves. In seventh-century graves
in Etruria, elements of the hoplite panoply begin to replace equipment of an earli-
er pattern. By the end of the century, hoplite equipment can be found in aristo-
cratic graves in the coastal regions of Etruria, Latium, and Campania. Around 600,
representations of helmeted warriors carrying round shields and moving in dense
formations begin to appear on vases and friezes. Finally, in the sixth century, fig-
urines of warriors wearing the hoplite panoply appear in votive deposits, espe-
cially in Etruria.

The presence of the equipment, however, does not necessarily imply the exis-
tence of large armies fighting in regular formations. First, the range of forms for
shields, helmets, weapons, and body armor seems too wide and too variable for
the degree of standardization often associated with the hoplite phalanx. Moreover,
grave goods, votive deposits, and new artistic representations provide very
uncertain evidence for changes in tactics. Objects deposited in graves or in sanc-
tuaries are the relics of rites whose relationship to other aspects of communal life
must remain somewhat problematic. Proclamations of status were integral to aris-
tocratic funerals, and for a long time warfare of one kind or another held an
important place in the self-image and self-representation of Italian elites. Some
shields, helmets, and corselets seem too ornate and too fragile ever to have been
used in combat; objects such as these probably had more to do with ceremonial
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Figure 1.5 This Umbrian
bronze votive figure of a war-
rior wears some of the equip-
ment of a hoplite, including a
helmet with a high, very promi-
nent crest. It probably dates
from the fifth century.

The Romans

displays than with the actual conduct of war. Even the presence of
serviceable equipment on the hoplite pattern need not imply that
the original owner fought in a phalanx, because the prominent
exhibition of foreign, and especially Greek, objects (or local copies
of these items) was a notable feature of aristocratic self-presenta-
tion. The significance of the dense groups of marching warriors
represented on vases or friezes may also be disputed: Some experts
view them as depictions of phalanxes marching into battle, while to
others they are processions and armed ritual dances. Nevertheless,
it is certain that some cities did slowly adopt more regular and larg-
er-scale ways of making war.

Perhaps the most obscure aspect of these changes is the matter
of leadership and recruitment. Early in the history of the Greek
city-state, aristocratic families and factions dominated the life and
the decision making of their communities. Fighting forces consist-
ed of members of the elite and their retinues and dependents,
while military leadership was largely a function of the ability to
raise and lead a personal armed following. Among the developed
Greek city-states of the fifth century, communal institutions such
as citizen assemblies and election of officeholders had superseded
the earlier aristocratic leadership in many areas of civic life, and
communal norms and institutions had come to be central to war-
fare. To a large degree, equipment was standardized across the
army, and military service had become a function of citizenship
and wealth rather than merely the result of birth or dependence on
a leading family. In the larger cities, at least, adult males were
ranked according to wealth in a way that determined eligibility for

Figure 1.6 This mid-sixth century terracotta frieze from the palace at Acquarossa
depicts two warriors equipped as hoplites on the far left, following in procession

behind a man with a bull and a chariot with two riders. The winged horses signify

that the procession belongs in the realm of myth. The man with the bull may be iden-
tified as the Greek hero Heracles, the Latin Hercules.
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military service along with a range of other political rights and duties. While serv-
ing, hoplites belonged to clearly distinguishable subunits of the phalanx that were
organized on the basis of residence; the adult male citizens of the city came to elect
their own military leaders, and formally voted on matters of war and peace.

In central Italy, certain cities slowly made a similar transition, although some of
them may never have taken it very far. In these emerging urban communities, the
leading families dominated in war; just as in the Greek world, the ability to raise a
personal military following was a prominent aspect of leadership and an impor-
tant prop to the power of the rising aristocratic families. Really outstanding indi-
viduals, moreover, were able to attract followers from distant places—often
younger members of aristocratic families elsewhere—who were looking for ad-
venture, fame, and wealth. In some cities—Rome is the best-known—communal
institutions would also come to overshadow individual families in making war.
Yet it is possible for armed followings based on a powerful individual or a leading
family to coexist for considerable periods of time with other modes of recruitment
based on citizenship or residence (see Chapter Two). Indeed, it is possible that
Rome’s preeminence, and that of a few other towns, may have been due, to some
degree, to its reorganizing while neighbors did not.

Social and Economic Organization

Elite families dominated the social and economic life of their cities just as they did
their political, religious, and military organization. The wealth and power of the
upper classes rested upon their control over their followers and other dependents
as well as over land. Prominent individuals mobilized groups of men for war, led
them in battle, and, if successful, distributed the fruits of victory: land, cattle, cap-
tives, and the movable goods of the defeated. In peacetime, leading families also
assembled dependents to farm their land, guard their herds and flocks, and
attend to household tasks. Agriculture was becoming more complex, more capi-
tal-intensive, and perhaps more profitable. Beginning in the eighth century, the
cultivation of grape vines, so essential to a culture with ceremonial drinking,
spread to central Italy, along with the planting of olive trees. Powerful families
probably played an important role in this process and in the accumulation of
wealth that would have accompanied it. In the late seventh and sixth centuries,
potters in Etruscan coastal centers made pottery vessels, amphorae, for the storage
of olive oil and wine; some of these wine amphorae have been found along the
coasts of southern France and northeast Spain.

Long-term ties of dependency bound many of the inhabitants of the new cities
to aristocratic leaders. Links between members of the elite and their followers
could be defined in terms of “patrons” and “clients.” Ideally, the patron granted
protection to his clients, who followed this protector in war and in politics and
served him in other ways when appropriate. In some cases, a powerful family
may have controlled entire villages or clusters of dwellings in a larger settlement.
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The communities of central Italy possessed what has been called a “gentile”
organization. Romans, for example, belonged to a clan or gens (plural, gentes). At
first, a gens consisted of an aristocratic lineage or group of lineages and some of
their lesser followers and dependents. A special system of nomenclature charac-
terized groups formed in this fashion: Members were identified by a name or
nomen (plural, nomina) that identified their gens, and they also had a first or per-
sonal name, the praenomen. Names in this style appear on inscriptions from the
seventh century, although it is unclear whether that is a recent development or
just the first appearance in writing of an already established practice. All of a
city’s residents need not have been either aristocrats or dependents of some aris-
tocratic family. In some cities, independent elements of the population could cer-
tainly be found. Eventually, they too came to be organized into gentes, so that
every member of a community would belong to a gens.

For many, dependence on the rich and powerful was unavoidable. So long as
communal organizations were relatively weak, only powerful families, with their
many armed retainers, could offer protection from war and other forms of vio-
lence. Debt formed another route to dependency. In many societies of the ancient
Mediterranean world, debt established—and was intended to establish—a long-
term relationship between borrower and lender. Farmers who possessed only a
small plot of land were highly vulnerable to crop failure, and they had great dif-
ficulty in assembling a surplus that would see them through bad years. In the
semiarid environment of much of the Mediterranean basin, crop failures or low
yields because of drought were fairly frequent, a circumstance that regular war-
fare could only aggravate. Many men were forced to turn to their wealthier
neighbors for assistance, borrowing to feed their families or to plant their next
crop. Debt incurred in this fashion, it should be noted, would probably never be
repaid; debtors would never gain enough wealth to repay in full, and they would
continue to need further assistance in lean years. Instead, debt created a perma-
nent relationship in which debtors lost control of their land and their labor, while
creditors gained followers and a permanent workforce. In many early city-states
of Greece and Italy, debt formed one of the chief sources of social conflict.

The production of luxury goods, and trade in them too, probably focused on
elite households. In the Mediterranean world of the time, the specialists who
made the prestigious products desired by the rich and powerful were for the most
part itinerant. Such specialists made their living, in other words, by moving from
place to place, offering their services to the wealthy in each. While employed,
they would be supported by their customers, who would maintain them in their
households. In the seventh and sixth centuries, some producers of ceramics and
metalwork certainly came to Italy from abroad, usually Greece, but on occasion
from Phoenician areas too.

The leaders of some cities took a clear role in sponsoring and protecting long-
distance trade, and the presence of foreign prestige items in sanctuaries and elite
tombs confirms that local elites were eager to benefit from such trade. In the sixth
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century, Caere and Tarquinii set up secure locations in which foreign merchants
could operate, and they also made treaties with other cities to protect shipping. The
Greek city of Sybaris, moreover, founded dependent colonies at Laus, Scidrus, and
Poseidonia on the west coast of the peninsula, so that merchants could travel from
Sybaris to Campania and farther north by land, thus evading the tolls imposed by
Rhegium on ships using the narrow straits between Sicily and Italy.

One should not imagine, however, that the ruling elites of such cities partici-
pated personally in long-distance trade. A desire to own goods from distant
places need not imply a personal interest in arranging their acquisition and trans-
port. Indeed, the exchange of goods could be a very complex phenomenon.
Members of the Greek upper classes, for example, professed contempt for trade
and traders, but they still engaged in exchange with outsiders. In the eighth, sev-
enth, and sixth centuries, much of this exchange took the form of gift giving and
of hospitality, which established mutual obligations. Individuals of equivalent
social standing in different communities sometimes exchanged gifts (usually
items of prestige) and, in the process, recognized each other’s social position.
Inferiors also gave gifts to their superiors in return for protection and good favor;
foreign traders are known to have given gifts to members of the local elites for just
this purpose. Like Greek aristocrats, Roman elites at a later date (see Chapter
Five) also professed scorn for commerce and traders, and there are Etruscan
inscriptions showing the existence of a similar culture of gift giving. Leading indi-
viduals could benefit from trade without entering into a commercial relationship,
and perhaps without even coming into much contact with traders. Italian aristo-
crats, in other words, were not merchants.

GREEKS AND ETRUSCANS

The seventh, sixth, and fifth centuries were the great age of the Etruscan and
Greek cities of Italy and Sicily. In addition to the evidence provided by archeolo-
gy and by inscriptions (which often prove to be obscure and uninformative), the
histories of these societies are illuminated by a few literary texts. Some of them
are even contemporary with the last stages of the Archaic Period; they identify
major figures and events, and shed light on social and political organization. All
these texts, however, were composed at a considerable distance from the com-
munities themselves. In Greece, the writing of histories began in the fifth century.
In the last third of that century, two of the greatest Greek historians wrote—if only
tangentially for the most part—about events in the West. First, while elaborating
upon the background to the celebrated clashes between the Persian Empire—the
leading power in the eastern Mediterranean at the time—and the Greek city-
states, Herodotus (died before 420) described in varying detail the history of sev-
eral Greek cities of Sicily and southern Italy, and especially of the powerful
“tyrants” who were often their rulers. Second, Thucydides (c. 460—c. 400) outlined
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the foundation of the Greek colonies in Sicily (two to three centuries before he
wrote), and commented briefly on their subsequent history as part of his account
of the Athenian expedition against Syracuse (the largest Greek city on the island)
during the Peloponnesian War between Athens and Sparta (431-404). Centuries
later, other Greek writers, such as Diodorus Siculus (died after 21 B.C.), a Sicilian
Greek himself, and the biographer Plutarch (died after A.D. 120), also dealt with
events at this early period, using and adapting previous historical works that do
not survive today.

Unlike the Greeks, the Etruscans are largely silent. Some Etruscans probably
did write histories and chronicles of their own cities, but only a few, slight traces
of these works remain. The cities of coastal Etruria sometimes appear in the writ-
ings of Greek and Roman historians. In the Greek texts, the Etruscans appear as
enemies, competitors, and pirates, cruel and faithless. The Roman writers were
less hostile, but no less ethnocentric (see Chapter Two).

Greek Cities of Southern Italy and Sicily

By the end of the eighth century, some of the Greek colonies of Sicily and south-
ern Italy began to take on the forms of city-states (Greek, polis). Several became
notably powerful, dominating extensive hinterlands and large populations. Only
a fraction of the inhabitants, however, would have been citizens of the ruling
polis, for these Greek cities made sharp distinctions between citizens and noncit-
izens, and even between the descendants of the first Greek settlers and the off-
spring of later arrivals. At sixth-century Selinus, for example, the original walled
enclosure of the seventh-century colony (covering under 24 acres/10 hectares)
contained temples and a residential district for the elite. Poorer residents, by con-
trast, lived in a large cluster of crowded dwellings outside the walls, or in scat-
tered houses and villages in the countryside. At the same time, Syracuse had
come to dominate a large territory. This comprised the city itself and the lands
cultivated directly by its citizens; a number of military strongholds with perma-
nent garrisons; the semiautonomous Greek colony of Camarina with its own cit-
izens and territory; a number of villages inhabited by native Sicels who had been
reduced to the status of serfs working the lands of the governing elite; and final-
ly a few areas where Sicels maintained a semiautonomous status. Elsewhere the
Greek cities of Gela and Acragas (both on the south coast of Sicily) maintained
similar arrangements, as did the south Italian cities of Taras (Latin, Tarentum),
Sybaris, and Croton.

The Greek cities of Sicily and Magna Graecia suffered from sharp internal divi-
sions. Narrow oligarchies, composed of the descendants of the first settlers, for a
long time controlled the best land and the public offices. At Syracuse, they were
called the gamoroi, those who shared the land; in other cities, the governing groups
were called the hippeis or horsemen. In addition to these wealthy families, Greeks
of a less exalted status formed the citizen body or demos, and their military service
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could be essential to the survival of the state, although this demos typically had
little in the way of political rights. Such divisions, as well as the sharper divide
between Greek and non-Greek, made the internal stability of many cities precar-
ious. Civil wars and coups and the expulsion of defeated factions were not
uncommon; and civil strife could result in the establishment of a tyranny, the per-
sonal rule of a single individual backed by an armed following.

From the middle of the sixth century, these Greek city-states of Sicily and
southern Italy, already disturbed by internal problems, entered into a period of
wider, more serious conflict, into which even non-Greeks were drawn. The more
powerful cities, able to dominate the native populations in their hinterlands,
began to press on the territories of others. During the sixth century Sybaris was
the most powerful Greek city in Italy; in 510, however, after being weakened by
civil strife, it was defeated and destroyed by its neighbor Croton. Then in the fifth
century, Rhegium and Locri (both farther west) ended Croton’s preeminence.
During this century, Syracuse successfully dominated many of its smaller Greek
neighbors.

Etruscans

Beginning in the late eighth century, a number of communities in southern Etruria—
Caere, Tarquinii, Vulci, and Veii—began to develop rapidly into city-states. By the
end of the seventh century, others could be found in northern Etruria, at Populonia,
Rusellae, and Volaterrae, as well as inland in the valleys of the Tiber and Arno rivers.
These cities possessed a common language, and many features of their government,
social organization, and religion were similar; they also had some sense of a shared
identity. Yet Etruscan city-states were never united politically, and frequently they
were rivals and even enemies.

The major centers of Etruria controlled substantial territories. Political power
and public cult were concentrated at the core, reducing other settlements in the ter-
ritory to a subordinate role, or forcing their abandonment when the inhabitants
were moved to the city. The larger cities often spread over several hundred acres,
although buildings did not occupy all of this space. Smaller dependent settle-
ments, some as extensive as twenty-five acres (10 ha), could be found toward the
fringes of a larger community’s territory, too far away for the land there to be cul-
tivated by people from the center. Villages occupying less than about ten acres (4 ha)
surrounded the central city, as did hamlets or isolated farms that covered two to
three acres (1 ha) at most. In certain instances some lesser settlements contained a
religious structure or elite dwelling, and even fortifications. In addition, a few
towns of intermediate size, seldom exceeding one hundred acres (40 ha), preserved
a precarious independence in zones that were isolated from major settlements.
Most such towns, however, eventually succumbed to their stronger neighbors:
Murlo was destroyed twice, first c. 600 and finally c. 530; Acquarossa was eclipsed
around 500.
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Shrines in the territories of some cities promoted relations both between com-
munities in Italy and with the outside world. In the Orientalizing Period, aristo-
cratic households may have mediated much long-distance trade, but in the sixth
century a broader institutional involvement developed in some places. At Gravis-
cae and Pyrgi, the ports of Tarquinii and Caere respectively, elaborate temple
complexes received dedications from local notables as well as from Greek,
Phoenician, Latin, and Etruscan merchants. In some cases, local gods were iden-
tified with foreign ones: At Graviscae, the local Turan was equated with the Greek
Aphrodite, while at Pyrgi the Caeretan deity Uni was linked with the Phoenician
Astarte. Around 500, in a long inscription in Etruscan and Phoenician, the ruler of
Caere recorded a dedication he had made; his choice of languages illustrates the
importance of Phoenicians here (coming from Carthage perhaps, or from another
western colony). Thus cult places such as these served as centers of interaction
between peoples of different origin under the patronage of the host community.
Elsewhere in the Mediterranean at this time sanctuary sites are known to have
filled the same function.

Traces of Etruscans are not limited to Etruria. In some places, Etruscan settle-
ments followed Villanovan predecessors, just as they did in Etruria itself: Capua
and Nola in Campania, as well as Felsina (modern Bologna), across the Apen-
nines, are good examples. New Etruscan centers appeared elsewhere in the Po
Valley in the course of the sixth and fifth centuries. Small groups of Etruscans also
inhabited places that remained essentially non-Etruscan, because inscriptions in
the Etruscan language have been found in many places in Latium (including
Rome itself), Campania, and Umbria.

In the Archaic Period, Etruscan elites were among the most active in Italy, but
the nature of their interaction with non-Etruscan communities is not always clear.
Some scholars suggest that Etruscan practices spread with the movement of elites
and their followers, who would come to dominate a preexisting community.
Some of the Etruscan centers in the north may have begun in just this way: Hatria,
from which the Adriatic Sea received its name, and Spina, a major trading center
from the closing decades of the sixth century, may originally have been Greek
cities. Roman writers of a later date thought that two of Rome’s last three kings
were of Etruscan descent, and they believed that some of Rome’s core institutions
and practices were of Etruscan origin. Even so, it is by no means clear how far the
emergence of cities in regions such as Latium is to be credited to Etruscans. In the
seventh and sixth centuries, the chief Etruscan communities were among Italy’s
richest and most powerful urban centers; as such, they would plainly have had
marked influence, either imposed directly through the power they exerted over
their neighbors, or indirectly through the models they provided for others. The
similarity in material culture that many scholars regard as signifying the un-
doubted presence of an Etruscan elite may rather be due to the formation of an
international elite style—one that crossed ethnic boundaries, and was shared by
numerous local elites imitating each other to increase their own prestige. By the
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same token, the presence of Etruscan speakers may indicate only that the newly
forming city-states in many regions were for a time open to outsiders. The
Romans, it should be noted, thought that Lucius Tarquinius Priscus—the first
Etruscan king of Rome, and father of the second—came to Rome from Tarquinii
as an immigrant, not as a conqueror.

SUGGESTED READINGS:

Aubet, Maria Eugenia. 2001 (second edition). The Phoenicians and the West: Politics, Colonies
and Trade. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.
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sity of California Press.

Cornell, Timothy J. 1995. The Beginnings of Rome: Italy and Rome from the Bronze Age to the
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of Rome’s early centuries based on archeological and literary evidence. Since the
ancient historical writers who treated this period all wrote several centuries later, the
value of their testimony continues to be hotly debated by modern scholars. Professor
Cornell’s view of the accuracy of Roman traditions is a more favorable one than that
reflected in the first two chapters of the present book.

Spivey, Nigel. 1997. Etruscan Art. London: Thames and Hudson. This work is broader than its
title indicates, covering art throughout central Italy and placing it in its social context.
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ROME'S FIRST CENTURIES

Like many other places on or near the west coast of central Italy, Rome began to
develop into a city-state in the eighth and seventh centuries. Rome would
become an especially powerful city in the Orientalizing and Archaic periods,
when it overshadowed many of its neighbors. Because of its wealth and power,
and the later success of the elites that made it their center, Rome’s early history is
better known than that of any other community in Italy. From the evidence that
survives, it is clear that many of the conditions and institutions that would con-
tribute to the city’s subsequent power had their roots in the seventh, sixth, and
fifth centuries.

EMERGENCE OF AN URBAN COMMUNITY

Ancient Rome occupied a group of hills overlooking the Tiber River. Rome’s loca-
tion was a favorable one. Water was plentiful, while hills and river made defense
easy. Two of the most important routes in central Italy passed by the site, one from
the salt pans at the mouth of the Tiber along the banks of the river into the interi-
or, and the other the coastal road from Etruria to Campania, which crossed the
Tiber by a ford here, the closest place to the sea where this was possible. A small
stream running through a marshy valley separated three of the hills that proved
especially important in early Rome: the Capitol, the Palatine, and the Velia. When
drained in the seventh and sixth centuries, this valley would become the Forum
Romanum (Roman Forum), the city’s political and religious center. Along the
banks of the Tiber, where the stream that drained the Forum valley joined the
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river, a small plain gave access to the Tiber ford; this plain would become the
Forum Boarium, the chief market and harbor of urban Rome.

The hills and valleys here were inhabited long before Rome became a city.
Archeologists have found scattered fragments of pottery datable back to the
Middle Bronze Age, but the site may not have been permanently settled until
much later. The earliest known burials—hence undoubted traces of settlement—
date to around 1000; with similar interments at other Latin sites, they mark the
beginning of the first phase of the “Latial culture.” During the three millennia
since, Rome has for long been densely settled, so that little in the way of surface
surveys or systematic large-scale excavations is possible today. However, finds do
show that several small clusters of huts occupied the hills, and perhaps also the
valleys between them and the plain by the river. Some of these hamlets shared
cemeteries, but it would seem that no sense of common identity linked all the
hamlets on the hills. In this respect, early Rome was little different from other
Latin centers, although it may have been more populous than most.

After c. 800, signs appear that a larger and more highly organized community
was emerging. Burials begin to concentrate at a few large cemeteries on the mar-
gins of the settled area; meanwhile the scattered cemeteries, each shared by a few
hamlets, begin to fall into disuse. The first graves in the Esquiline necropolis—in
the seventh and sixth centuries Rome’s chief cemetery—date to this period. At the
same time, finds of Greek pottery on the site of the Forum Boarium may show not
only that the inhabitants of Rome were in contact with distant places, but also that
the plain along the Tiber River had already taken up its later role as market and
port. Later too, this area would be the site of the Ara Maxima, an altar dedicated
to the Greek hero Heracles (Latin, Hercules) and associated with commerce; his
cult may have been established here as early as the eighth century.

Perhaps the most striking indications that a more highly organized communi-
ty now occupied the site of Rome have emerged along the northeast slopes of the
Palatine hill. Here, recent excavations have uncovered a mid-eighth-century wall,
built of clay and timber on a stone foundation, running along the bottom of the
hill. The wall’s function is uncertain: Some scholars believe it to be a fortification,
while others suggest that it marked some sacred boundary. Between 675 and 550,
three successive stone walls followed the line of the early clay-and-timber wall; but
by around 530 the usefulness of all these walls had ended, for builders now covered
them with a large earth platform supporting a number of private dwellings. Even
though the construction of the first wall naturally required much organization and
effort, the identity of the workforce remains obscure. Residents of the villages on
the Palatine may have been responsible, although it is possible that people from
other hills also participated, making the wall an early sign of an increasingly unit-
ed community.

From the middle of the seventh century, the Romans began to transform the val-
ley separating the hills into the civic and religious center of the city, the Forum Ro-
manum. Earlier, this valley—much of which was marshy and liable to flooding—
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held no more than a few clusters of huts and some cemeteries. The first phase of
construction, which began around 650, turned part of the valley into a place where
Romans could gather for communal events; for this purpose, the huts were
cleared, the valley’s lowest areas were drained and filled, and a rough surface of
beaten earth was laid. A quarter of a century later, this pavement was refurbished
and extended by filling in more wetlands. Henceforth the Forum would serve as
the chief place for large public assemblies and ceremonies in the city.

As the political center of the city, the Forum also became Rome’s most promi-
nent building site. Near the end of the seventh century, the Regia (see Rome Under
the Kings) was erected along its edge. At the end of that century, builders laid out
another public space, later known as the Comitium, and along its edges they con-
structed a large stone building that is probably to be identified with the later Curia
Hostilia. The original uses of the Comitium and the Curia Hostilia are obscure. In
later periods at least (and possibly from the outset too), they were crucial to the
functioning of the Roman state: The Comitium was a sacred space where officials
would summon citizens to vote, to hear legal cases, and to make (or be informed
about) important public decisions; the Curia Hostilia served as one of the meet-
ing places for the council of elders known as the senate.

During the sixth century, a sanctuary dedicated to the god Vulcan was laid out
not far from the Comitium. Around the middle of the same century, at the oppo-
site end of the Forum, the first building on the site of the later Temple of Vesta
(which contained the sacred hearth of the city) was constructed near the Regia. By
the last third of the century, the Sacra Via, the chief processional route of the city,
had been paved and graded as it entered the southeast corner of the Forum.
Around the beginning of the fifth century, temples to Saturn and Castor were con-
structed on the south side.

In addition to the Forum Romanum, two other major centers of Rome’s civic
and religious life, the Capitol and the Forum Boarium, also began to be adorned
with larger, more elaborate structures. At the end of the seventh century, builders
cleared the huts from part of the plain along the banks of the Tiber and estab-
lished a sacred space, which in all likelihood contained an altar. The first temple
here, probably dedicated to Fortuna, was built in the second quarter of the sixth
century; it was rebuilt a generation later, and decorated with terracotta friezes
and statues of the Greek hero Heracles and the Greek goddess Athena. On the
Capitoline hill, the Romans began to construct the temple of Jupiter Best and
Greatest (Jupiter Optimus Maximus) around the beginning of the sixth century;
when completed toward the end of the century, this structure was one of the
largest temples in Italy. Last but not least (although the matter is controversial),
the Romans of the sixth century may have protected parts of their city by exca-
vating a fossa that was fifty-five feet (16.5 m) wide in places, and by constructing
an agger to a height of forty feet (12 m).

A wealthy and powerful elite lived in the city. Goods deposited in seventh-cen-
tury tombs reveal the presence of aristocratic families able to expend resources in
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large-scale displays of their status. Wealthy Romans
also constructed buildings for their personal use. By
625, houses built of stone and roofed with tiles had
replaced some of the huts on the Velia. More such
houses would soon follow on the Palatine and other
hills. Around 530, the walls that had marked the
northeast corner of the Palatine were covered by a
large earth platform. On it at least four substantial
private dwellings were constructed, with large
reception rooms or atria (singular, atrium) and other
rooms grouped around enclosed gardens—features
that would mark Roman aristocratic houses for cen-
turies. By the end of the sixth century, dwellings
spread over most of the hills, making Rome one of
the largest cities in Italy.

THE ROMANS AND
THEIR EARLY HISTORY

At Rome, an active tradition of history writing sup-
plements the evidence of archeology and the brief
and fragmentary texts of archaic inscriptions. Rome’s
own historians, writing centuries later, gave detailed
accounts of the early history of their city. Seven kings
supposedly ruled in Rome. Romulus founded the
city, along with some of its most important political
institutions. Numa Pompilius set the pattern for
Rome’s religious life. Their successors built temples,
founded institutions, and, like their predecessors,
waged war on Rome’s neighbors. Servius Tullius, the
sixth king, was virtually a second founder of the city.
Accounts of the reign of Tarquinius Superbus,
Rome’s last king, justify his fall and the end of the
monarchy. The dates that Roman scholars gave to
Romulus” foundation of the city vary widely, al-
though most fall in the eighth century. Marcus
Terentius Varro (116-27 B.C.), one of Rome’s greatest
scholars, thought that Romulus founded Rome in
753, a date that came to be generally adopted.

The reliability of these histories is far from certain.
Their authors wrote centuries after the events they
recounted; they filled their works with anachronisms
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Figure 2.1 This terracotta statue of the Greek
god Apollo decorated the roof of the Portonaccio
Temple at Veii, which was probably dedicated to
the goddess Minerva (see Fig. 1.4). Other acrote-
rial statues attached to the temple represent
Heracles and possibly Hermes; the figure of a
woman with a child eludes identification, howev-
er. A sculptor from Veii named Vulca is said to
have made the cult statue of Jupiter Best and
Greatest on the Capitol, which was dedicated in
509—about the same time, in other words, as the
Portonaccio shrine.
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Table 2.1 Dates of Rome’s
Kings Accor(ling' to Varro

Romulus, 753-715;

Numa Pompilius, 715-673;
Tullus Hostilius, 673-642;
Ancus Marcius, 642-617;

Lucius Tarquinius Priscus
(The Elder Tarquin), 616-579;

Servius Tullius, 578-535;

Lucius Tarquinius Superbus
(Tarquin the Proud), 534-510.

The Romans

and patriotic mythmaking; they regarded the city as unchang-
ing in many important ways; they presented its history in a
fashion that often ignored or minimized the influence of
neighbors and allies. Romulus certainly is a figure of myth:
His name merely means “the Roman,” and he serves to ex-
plain both the existence of the city and its name. The remain-
ing monarchs may actually have lived and ruled—their fami-
ly names were all in use at some time in Rome—but the deeds
attributed to them are full of myths, moralizing tales, fabrica-
tions, and the political propaganda of later ages.

The Greeks taught the Romans to write histories. Greek

and Roman historians came to develop clear ideas about

how one should write history and why. Historians, it was
thought, should either compose accounts of a single, significant event, such as a
war; or they should record a city’s history from its foundation to the author’s own
day; or they should describe in general the history of the civilized world. The first
two of these choices would prove popular among Roman authors. Moreover,
proper histories should glorify one’s city, and entertain or instruct one’s readers.
In order to entertain, historians offered quantities of vivid and dramatic stories
adorned with colorful details. To instruct, they focused on leading individuals, the
situations that these faced, and the effects of their actions on their city. Such
accounts, it was hoped, would provide memorable examples of actions that good
citizens should either imitate or avoid.

The first Greek histories were written in the fifth century, but the earliest
Roman ones did not appear until over two centuries later. Quintus Fabius Pictor,
the first Roman historian, offered an account—written in Greek, not Latin—of
Rome’s history from its foundation to his own day (c. 200). Others soon followed.
Half a century later, Marcus Porcius Cato the Elder wrote the first prose history
in Latin; its title, Origins, indicates one of its major themes. These early works do
not survive, although their influence persisted. In fact both Greek and Roman his-
torians composed their works in ways that nowadays we would more or less
equate with plagiarism, since they often incorporated segments of the works of
others into their own. Today, our knowledge of this historiographical tradition of
early Rome derives from two Roman writers in particular—Marcus Tullius Cicero
(106-43), and Livy (Titus Livius, 59 B.C. to A.D. 17)—as well as from such Greek
authors as Diodorus Siculus (mid to late first century B.C.), Dionysius of Halicar-
nassus (late first century B.C.), Plutarch (before A.D. 50-after 120), and Cassius Dio
(late second and early third centuries A.D.).

Roman historians only rarely undertook what a modern historian might rec-
ognize as research. Undoubtedly, Romans of a later age had access to information
regarding earlier centuries that was, in modern terms, reliable. Some documents
did survive, although later Romans found them difficult to decipher and inter-
pret. Monuments often carried very brief inscriptions identifying their builders
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and perhaps the occasion for their construction. One group of priests, the pontiffs,
maintained a year-by-year account of significant events, the so-called pontifical
annals. These annals, which began no later than the fifth century, identified the
chief elected officials who held office each year, noted victories and perhaps
defeats, recorded the foundation of temples, and set out a wide range of unusual
or dramatic events that were thought to reveal the will of the gods in some way:
Such events included famine, earthquakes, freak storms, and lightning strikes
sustained by prominent buildings or monuments.

However, few Roman historians seem to have consulted the old texts directly.
Instead, they largely relied on interpretations of them (not always accurate)
encountered in the works of earlier writers. They also resorted to other sources
that modern historians might find less dependable. For example, popular or
priestly aetiologies—stories told to explain or justify a religious rite by setting out
an account of its first appearance—often found their way into histories. Historians
made use of family traditions too. In fourth-century Rome, as well as later (see
Chapter Three), a relatively small circle of prominent families held most of the
high offices and commanded most of the armies. These leading families asserted
their greatness by proclaiming the offices and deeds of their ancestors; in the
process, it was often suspected, they also exercised their powers of imagination.

BOX 2.1: When recounting Rome’s early history, both Roman and (later) Greek historians
often imagined the city’s first leaders as initiating and performing practices that later would be
typical of its officials. Here Plutarch presents Romulus as founding Rome with just the same rites
that the founders of Rome’s own colonies used in the fourth century and later (see Chapter Three).
Plutarch, Romulus 11: Romulus buried Remus in the Remonia, together with the ser-
vants who had reared him. He then began to build his city, after summoning experts
in sacred customs and writings from Etruria, who taught him everything as if in a reli-
gious rite. A trench was dug around what is now the Comitium, and in it were deposit-
ed first fruits of whatever was considered good by custom and necessary by nature.
And finally, each man brought a small portion of their native soil and threw it in,
where it mixed together. They call this trench the mundus, as they do the heavens.
Then, they marked out the city in a circle around this center. And the founder, after
placing a bronze ploughshare on the plough and yoking to it a bull and a cow,
ploughed a deep furrow around the boundary lines, while those who followed behind
turned the clods thrown up by the plough inwards toward the city, leaving none to
face outward. With this line, they mark out the course of the wall, and it is called by
contraction the pomerium, in other words ‘behind the wall” (post murum). And where
they intended to place a gate, they lifted the plough and left an empty space. And this
is why they regard the entire wall as sacred except for the gates.
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Finally, Roman historians, like their Greek models, felt free to invent parts of
their narratives. In principle, historians were bound by the facts: They should
describe only wars that had actually taken place, and they should accurately
identify the victors and the vanquished. But they could also embellish their nar-
ratives when they had little factual guidance. Thus they added minor actions,
claims about motives, and even specific words and deeds when they thought
their accounts required them. To be sure, there were a few agreed guidelines:
Attributions should be plausible; they should be both true to character and illus-
trative of it; and they should not contradict known events. Inevitably, however, a
common consequence of such additions was to project back into the past the atti-
tudes and practices of the author’s own day. Roman historians tended to think
that their city, in its essentials, was unchanging from an early date. Thus, they had
no difficulty in believing that Romans of earlier centuries had the same attitudes
and values as did their descendants, and that in the distant past the city had func-
tioned socially and politically in much the same way as it would later.

Separating fact from fancy is always a difficult task, and modern scholars have
long disagreed over the degree to which Roman tradition can be considered reli-
able. In this regard, today’s scholars are often better disposed to the Romans than
their predecessors were. Roman histories do contain an uneasy mixture of fact,
supposition, and outright invention. Much is doubtless true. From the sixth centu-
ry on, the main outline of wars, conquests, and the dedication of new temples is in
all likelihood substantially correct. The prominent individuals we read of may not
only actually have lived, but they may also have done things that resemble, if only
remotely, the deeds attributed to them. This said, there are also unquestionably ele-
ments that were shaped by their dramatic possibilities, or by their usefulness as a
means of praising virtue and condemning vice. There is no shortage of lurid stories
and moralizing tales in which heroic men and women do great deeds or suffer trag-
ic fates, and no dearth of villains either, some of whom suffer for their misconduct.

As a result, the Roman historical tradition, when coupled with the evidence
from archeological excavations and from inscriptions, does permit the broad out-
lines of the city’s early history to be known with some confidence—for the sixth
and fifth centuries especially. On some specific points, moreover, this picture of
the city and its institutions in the Orientalizing and Archaic periods can be sup-
plemented by using evidence from later practices that are known to have had
their origins in this early period. The earliest forms of these institutions may well
have varied considerably from later and better-known versions, but in certain
cases we can be sure that they were present in one form or other.

ROME UNDER THE KINGS

Kings certainly once ruled in Rome. Rex, the Latin word for king, appears in two
fragmentary sixth-century texts, one a long inscription from the shrine of Vulcan,
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and the other a potsherd found in the Regia. And kingship persisted in Rome in
the form of a priestly office, the rex sacrorum, that continued the king’s religious
functions long after the political and military powers had been lost. Rome was not
the only Italian city with a king, but it is far from clear how common monarchy
was. As we saw in Chapter One, tyrants, who seized power forcefully and often
ruled in the same way, governed many of the Greek cities of southern Italy and
Sicily during the sixth and fifth centuries. Kings led a number of Etruscan cities
too, from the seventh century into the opening years of the fourth. With the excep-
tion of Gabii, which supposedly had a king imposed on it by the last king of Rome,
no other Latin city is known to have had kings of its own. Apart from the Greek
colony of Cumae, which was ruled by tyrants for a time, the internal arrangements
of Campanian cities are almost completely unknown. Generally speaking, some
cities may never have had kings, or had them only intermittently. Roman histori-
ans did believe that their monarchy had not been hereditary, so that each king had
to establish his right to rule. In the traditional list of seven kings, it should be
noted, there is only one instance where a father and his son both held the throne,
although even here the reign of another intervened.

Romans of a later date associated their kings with leadership in war, the con-
struction of temples and other public buildings, the performance of religious rites,
and the granting of judgments in legal disputes. These early rulers, we are told,
defeated many of the surrounding towns and villages, forcing some of their
inhabitants to move to Rome, while others were permitted to remain in what would
become no more than small rural centers without much civic life. Archeologists
have found the remains of towns near Rome, some of which were wealthy and
powerful in the seventh century, but no more than fortified villages in the sixth.
In later periods, the Romans regularly celebrated rites that marked the bound-
aries of their territory centuries earlier. Certain rituals preserved the memory of a
time when Roman territory encompassed only about seventy-five square miles
(190 sq km), and Rome’s frontiers were no more than five miles (8 km) from the
city in any direction. By the end of the sixth century, however, Rome had become
a much larger place: Its territory probably covered almost 300 square miles (780
sq km), while the population may have been as high as 35,000.

The area around the Forum Romanum contained a number of places linked to
rites and activities that Roman historians later associated with kingship. Around
625, the Regia was constructed along the same general pattern as the “palaces” at
Murlo and Acquarossa, with small chambers surrounding a central courtyard.
The building had a clear religious function. In it, shrines to Mars and Ops Con-
siva, the gods of war and of wealth, served as the focus of a range of sacred tasks
performed by the kings and their priestly successors. In the sixth century, the
Regia probably formed part of a larger complex that included the temple of Vesta,
containing the sacred hearth of the city, and the domus publica, later the house of
the leader of an important college of priests and quite possibly the sixth-century
dwelling of the kings. Not too far away, in the area sacred to the god Vulcan, was
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found a long sixth-century law, today very fragmentary, which seems to record
regulations of a ritual nature that in some way involved the king.

The aristocracy, too, had its own political, religious, and military roles in the
city. Roman historians later held that the leaders of the city’s aristocratic families
met in a council of elders known as the senate, which chose the kings, helped
them make policy, and on occasion resisted their initiatives as they saw fit.
Aristocratic councils were common in the world of the city-state: They can be
found in many Greek cities and are known, at a later date, in many Italian ones,
including Rome itself. Some kind of council—at this date certainly aristocratic in
character—probably did function in the Rome of the kings. For long, this senate
met in the building known as the Curia Hostilia, supposedly first built by Tullus
Hostilius; as noted earlier, excavations have shown that a large stone building
was constructed on the site around 600. Like kings, prominent members of the
Roman elite also had their own religious roles. Later Romans believed that certain
aristocratic families enjoyed especially close relations with the gods; in time, too,
prominent families certainly did come to monopolize the most important priest-
ly offices.

Like other cities of central Italy, Rome seems to have witnessed a certain mobil-
ity of elite families during the seventh, sixth, and early fifth centuries. Some aris-
tocrats and their followers moved from city to city, taking up in the new place the
position they had abandoned in the old. The Elder Tarquin was thought to have
moved to Rome from the Etruscan city of Tarquinii. Around 500, the aristocratic
family of the Claudii, which centuries later would provide emperors for Rome,
first came to the city with a great body of clients, having left its native Sabine
country to the northeast after suffering political setbacks there. A few leaders of
private armies gained an especially prominent place in the history of central Italy
during the sixth and early fifth centuries. Some of them dominated their own
cities, while others sought wealth and power away from home. Romans of a later
age liked to believe that their kings had ruled with the consent of the leading fam-
ilies and the people. In practice, however, the entry of powerful individuals and
their followers into a new city may have been tantamount to conquest. At the
Etruscan city of Vulci, for example, a tradition survived that a prominent war
leader from there once seized and ruled Rome. As late as 460, Appius Herdonius,
a Sabine, seized the Capitoline hill with armed clients and tried without success
to dominate the city.

One of the chief characteristics of a fully formed city-state was a citizenry orga-
nized communally to fulfill its roles in politics, religion, and war. In Rome, the
mass of adult male citizens was known as the populus Romanus. At some indeter-
minate point, this populus gained the right to give assent to officeholders and
their policies, a practice that would eventually become formalized as a vote. The
bulk of Rome’s population was integrated into the city’s institutions through
intermediary groups based on kinship, real or imagined. In Rome, as in some
other cities, several clans or gentes formed a larger unit known as a curia (plural,
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curiae). The Roman curiae, supposedly thirty in number, came together to form
three tribes, the Tities, Ramnes, and Luceres.

Like other elements of Rome’s social and political order, these curiae had
important religious functions. In later, better-documented times, curiae met for
communal meals during major festivals and for the performance of their own reli-
gious rites. Their only known officials, curiones, libones, and flamines, either were
priests or at least possessed many priestly attributes. Rome’s oldest aristocratic
families dominated these positions, and they would maintain this control long
after they had lost their monopoly of other priestly offices at the end of the fourth
century (see Chapter Three).

The tribes had an essential role in Rome’s political and military organization.
When the city made war, its army—the followers of the king and of powerful
members of the elite, along with some sort of general levy—was organized by
tribes, with each one providing its own unit of cavalry and of infantry. Aristocratic
families probably dominated their tribal contingents just as they did the curiae.

During the sixth century, a reform superseded this organization of tribes and
curiae, but did not eliminate it. The sixth king, Servius Tullius, supposedly creat-
ed new forms of classifying and organizing the population—the beginnings of the
Roman census, in other words, which in later periods would be one of the central
institutions of the city (see Chapter Three). The core of the new arrangement was
the regular compilation of a list of adult male Romans, in which they were classi-
fied by wealth and by residence, rather than by kinship. In the world of the city-
state, citizens provided their own arms and armor when serving in the city’s
army. Aristocrats clearly possessed the resources to equip themselves in this man-
ner—they certainly could afford to deposit military equipment in their tombs—
and they may have supplied weapons and armor to their followers too. Tullius’
census divided Romans into those who could afford to equip themselves for ser-
vice on foot (known as the classis, “those summoned”), and those who could not
(infra classem, “below those summoned”).

Citizens who belonged to the classis—probably along with those who could
serve in the cavalry, and just possibly those who were judged to be infra classem
also—were further subdivided into units known as centuries (centuriae; singular,
centuria). In the strictest sense, the term centuria should denote a group of exact-
ly one hundred men; however, in later periods at least, the size of a centuria could
be quite different from this supposed norm.

Units likewise termed centuriae also occupied a primary position in the orga-
nization of Rome’s armies in the field, and in fact the use of the term in this mili-
tary context almost certainly preceded its adoption for the census. Roman com-
manders raised armies by summoning citizens to gatherings where they chose
their soldiers from those eligible to serve. The force raised in this way was called
a legion (legio; plural, legiones), which signified that it stemmed from a selection
process—the verb legere meaning either “to collect” or “to pick”. Under the kings,
the legion selected each year was the army of the city. In later centuries, the term
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came to denote a unit of several thousand men serving under one of the comman-
ders who held office for the year (see Chapter Three). From the earliest period for
which we have information, a legion was always subdivided into sixty centuries.
The centuries of the census, however, were not the same as the centuries of the
legion. Later, for certain, the former came to comprise voting units in one type of
citizen assembly (see Chapter Three), and this function may even have been origi-
nal, so that from the outset this “assembly of centuries” represented the citizenry
under arms.

Although it may not have been part of the original census, citizens soon came
to be assigned to tribes that received their members from defined territories.
Servius Tullius supposedly divided the city itself into four “urban” tribes for its
residents, and this number was never increased. At the same time or shortly after,
“rural” tribes were added for the inhabitants of the countryside, and their num-
ber was to grow as Roman territory expanded. These territorial tribes served as
the mustering units of the Roman army. Residents of the city assembled for mili-
tary service in their four tribes. Members of the rural tribes probably gathered in
a tribal mustering center, which would have been a prominent, and no doubt for-
tified, place in its territory.

Tullius’ creation of these tribes did not require the elimination of the three orig-
inal ones, which continued to perform some of their old functions. Consequently,
Roman citizens now belonged to two tribes in two different tribal systems. Over
time, however, the new tribes came to be considerably more important than the
old, and membership in one became a mark of citizenship. By the first century
B.C., there were even some Romans who did not know their own curia, but all
would have been able to name their territorial tribe.

Accounts of Servius Tullius’ life and reign are full of dramatic events, turns of
fortune, and tales of divine intervention, and many of the incidents recorded
about his life may be more a matter of myth than of history. Descriptions of his
reforms, moreover, contain elements that only became standard at a later date.
Nonetheless, the key features were probably in place by the early fifth century at
the latest. The oldest territorial tribes, those closest to the city, bear the names of
families who were prominent in the first decades of the Republic, but less promi-
nent later. Later Roman historians thought that Tullius ruled without the consent
of the senate, and that he was sometimes hostile to it. In some contemporary
Greek cities, where institutions like the Roman census can also be found, the cre-
ation of a list of citizens and the reassignment of the population to new subunits
certainly did have the effect of lessening aristocratic control; newly created means
of organization acted to decrease the importance of older ones in which members
of the elite had possessed hereditary rights of leadership. The reforms credited to
Tullius may well have had similar goals—an early stage in the long process
whereby political power based on a personal armed following would give way to
power gained and exercised through more formal, communal, and regulated
means. But it is possible that practical considerations also played a role. In the
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sixth century, Rome’s territory now greatly exceeded its size in the seventh, so
that smaller territorial tribes, and more of them, would make the mustering of the
army a quicker, more convenient operation.

ROME AND THE LATINS

A shared identity linked the cities of Latium. Much later, Roman writers would
maintain that the ancestor of all Latins was Aeneas, a noble Trojan who escaped
from Troy as it fell to the besieging Greeks. After many adventures, Aeneas land-
ed in Latium near the future city of Lavinium, where he formed a new people
from his own followers and from the aboriginal inhabitants of the area. His son
would found Alba Longa, the seat of kings who would rule Latium and found the
other Latin cities. This tale certainly does not depict historical events: Latins were
not Trojans, and Alba Longa probably never existed as a city and as the seat of a
powerful dynasty of kings. But the myth does serve a distinct purpose: It express-
es an unmistakable sense of a perceived relationship between the cities of Latium,
and it also connects them to one of the most important “events” in Greek myth,
celebrated in the epic poems, the Iliad and the Odyssey, that were so central to
Greek culture. Moreover, the inhabitants of Latium did have much in common.
They shared the name of Latin (nomen Latinum), and they used variants of the
Latin language. From the beginnings of the “Latial culture” around 1000, they
also possessed a common material culture.

The belief in an identity that transcended the separate communities of Latium
received clear expression in religious ritual. At certain festivals, Latin settlements
came together for the performance of communal rites. The Latin Festival, or Latiar,
held in honor of Jupiter Latiaris (Jupiter of the great feast of the Latins), was the
most prominent. Each spring, towns and villages possessing the right to take
part—the Romans later knew of thirty—shared common sacrifices and banquets
on the Alban Mount, the supposed site of Alba Longa. The Latin festival survived
the end of the political independence of the Latin communities in the fourth cen-
tury (see Chapter Three), because Roman officials continued to supervise its per-
formance for centuries thereafter. The Latins also possessed common cults at other
sites. At Lavinium, a group of Latin cities, probably thirteen in number, sacrificed
at a shrine to the Penates, or household gods; centuries later, when Rome had
taken over the shrine, Roman officials still performed rites there to the Penates of
the Roman People. Another cluster of cities, towns, and villages shared worship in
the grove of the goddess Diana at Aricia, and there may have been further groups
that made common use of sacred groves near Tusculum and Ardea. The Roman
king, Servius Tullius, allegedly established another shrine to Diana on the
Aventine hill, just outside the limits of the city of Rome, for all the Latins to use.

These sanctuaries and the rites that took place in them are certainly old, although
the date of their first appearance is unknown. At two of the sites, prominent cult
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structures appeared in the sixth century, at just the time when cities were also first
building temples to their own gods. At Lavinium, archeologists have found the
sanctuary of the Penates just outside the city’s fortifications. In it, beginning in the
sixth century, were built thirteen monumental altars, each of which probably
belonged to one of the cities that sacrificed there. Later representations of the cult

statue of Diana on the Aventine, which would have been
housed in her temple there, show it to have been of a sixth-
century type. Temples built within cities during the sixth and
fifth centuries often occupied the sites of open-air sanctuar-
ies at which cult activity would date much further back. The
same may well be true of the interurban sanctuaries at Rome,
Lavinium, and other places.

Latins’ sense of a shared identity also found expression in
other ways. In the Greek world, the ideal city-state or polis
was a closed community: Few outsiders became citizens,
intermarriage with noncitizens was sometimes discouraged,
and the right to own land was restricted to citizens. Latin
cities were less exclusive—at least with other Latins. Later,
all Latins possessed the right of conubium, permitting them
to make a lawful marriage with a resident of any other Latin
city (children of the marriage gained the citizenship status
of the father; children born outside marriage received their
mother’s status). Equally, the right of commercium allowed
Latins to own land in any of the Latin cities and to make
legally enforceable contracts with their citizens. In addition,
all Latins had the right (ius migrationis) to take up citizen-
ship in any other Latin city merely by establishing residence
there. These rights achieved formal expression no later than
the fourth century, although it is likely that they were, in
some form, much older. Such shared rights—and the com-
mon religious rites too—may be relics of the time before the
appearance of cities divided the people of Latium into clear-
ly separated communities.

Despite all this sharing, the Latins were not politically uni-
fied. The proliferation of rites and cult centers, shared by cities
in various combinations, plainly demonstrates the absence of
any single overarching organization, religious or political,
during the seventh and sixth centuries. Latin communities
certainly waged war against one other, and the largest and
most powerful of them competed among themselves for pri-
macy, often at the expense of the weaker communities. In
these circumstances, cities grew by war, and the political
institutions that would later unite the Latin communities

Figure 2.2 Just outside the walls of
the city of Lavinium, not far from the
thirteen altars of the Latin cities, a
temple of the goddess Minerva was
built around 500. In the third centu-
ry, the temple was apparently cleaned
and remodeled, and over one hundred
terracotta statues were placed in a
votive deposit. The statue shown is of
Minerva, probably the temple’s origi-
nal cult statue.
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resulted from the domination of a few centers, and eventually from the leadership
of just one, Rome.

Roman authors later thought that their city, under its kings, had led the other
Latins. Although the extent of Rome’s power remains uncertain, this claim is to
some extent correct. Polybius (Histories 3. 22), a Greek historian of the second cen-
tury B.C., recorded a treaty between Rome and the North African city of Carthage
that he claimed had been preserved in an inscription. In this treaty, probably con-
cluded around 500, the Carthaginians pledged not to injure any Latin city subject
to Rome, and not to attack any Latin city that was not subject to Rome. The treaty
specifically named some of these subject cities, lying along the coast: Ardea,
Antium, Lavinium, Circeii, and Tarracina—the last about sixty miles (96 km)
south of Rome. This treaty, then, clearly illustrates Rome’s claim to leadership of
the Latins, and also shows that its rule was contested or resisted by some Latin
cities. As Rome’s fortunes waxed and waned, its ability to control these cities may
have tightened or weakened accordingly.

THE EARLY REPUBLIC

In the sixth century, Rome was one of the largest and wealthiest cities in Italy. At
the end of the century, however, Rome and many of its neighbors entered into a
period of great turbulence. In Rome itself, this coincides with an important shift in
rule with the end of the monarchy and the beginning of the Roman Republic. The
first century of the Republic is nearly as obscure as the history of regal Rome. Once
again, our evidence for the city’s history in this period rests on archeology, on a
few inscriptions, and on the same literary sources examined earlier in this chapter.
The Roman writers who attempted a history of this period again filled their ac-
counts with marvels and fabrications, and their belief that the Republic functioned
in the beginning much like it did later almost certainly has led to much distortion.
But while many of the major developments are reasonably clear, it is difficult for
us to place events in specific political and social contexts, and it is impossible to
write an accurate and detailed continuous narrative of the century.

Beginning of the Repu})lic

Rome’s monarchy ended with the sixth century in the midst of decades of strife
that seems to have shaken many of the cities of Italy. Rome’s historians later
described the expulsion of the last king, Lucius Tarquinius Priscus, in terms that
justified his fall, presenting him in the conventional garb of a tyrant, and provid-
ing the details appropriate to such a figure and to his family. The central episode
in his fall was an assault by his son, Sextus Tarquinius, on Lucretia, the wife of
Lucius Tarquinius Collatinus, and her subsequent suicide. Because of this and
other crimes, we are told, prominent members of the Roman elite, especially
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Lucius Junius Brutus, Collatinus, and Publius Valerius Publicola (or Poplicola),
exploited the king’s absence to take over the city and begin the Republic. Whatever
the facts of the matter, it is certain that kings once ruled Rome and just as certain
that, in the fifth century, they no longer did. Rome was not alone in this transition,
for some Etruscan cities made a similar shift in the sixth and fifth centuries.

Romans of a later date believed that the end of the monarchy marked the
beginnings of the major political institutions of the Republic, but the transition
was definitely not this sharp and clear. Powerful leaders still possessed armed fol-
lowings, and it may have seemed an open question to contemporaries whether or
not a new king appeared. A fragmentary inscription in archaic Latin recently
found at the Latin city of Satricum, the so-called Lapis Satricanus, records a dedi-
cation made to the god Mars by a group identifying itself as the soudales of Poplios
Valesios. Soudales are either the members of a cult association of equals, or the
elite companions of a prominent individual; just conceivably, their leader could
have been the Publius Valerius Publicola known from later Roman authors. In
any case, the text shows that some kind of leader with a personal following was
active in Latium around 500. In the fifth century, it should be noted, the nearby
Etruscan city of Veii first expelled its king and then, after a substantial interval,
installed another.

In the Roman Republic, magistrates took the king’s place. Magistracies spread
power more widely among the rich and powerful, which is perhaps why so many
cities eventually discarded their kings. The frequent replacement of kings by
elected officials, moreover, may well be a sign that the aristocratic families of
many Italian cities had never become fully reconciled to the rule of one man; in
later periods, at least, resistance to monarchy and tyranny would be a central ele-
ment in their ideology. Rome would eventually possess a hierarchy of offices,
each with its own tasks and powers. Each office was annual—its occupants
served only for a year—and collegial; more than one individual shared the pow-
ers of the position at the same time, and each could check improper actions by a
colleague. Later, limited terms and shared tenure in office would be seen as a chief
prop of liberty, and this may well have been true from an early date. Other cities,
too, came to rely on officials like those at Rome, although there were significant
variations in the number of magistrates and in their powers.

For much of the fifth century, there was some instability and experimentation
in Rome’s offices and in the rules surrounding them. Roman historians later
would identify the Republic with the two consuls who were elected yearly (see
Chapter Three). The predominance of the consulship, however, would not
become fixed until the fourth century. During the second half of the fifth and early
in the fourth centuries, the Romans chose military tribunes with consular powers
(tribuni militum consulari potestate). At first these tribunes served in groups of three
or four, but eventually six would be chosen in most years. Later Roman histori-
ans thought that the consular tribunate was inferior to the office of consul in its
powers and its religious prerogatives; why the Romans resorted to it for a period
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remains obscure. Perhaps having a larger number of officeholders was occasion-
ally more important than having fewer, but more powerful, magistrates.

In times of emergency, the Romans resorted to an office with extraordinary
powers. In the fourth and third centuries, Roman magistrates appointed one man
to serve as dictator in emergencies, or in a major war when a unified command
seemed desirable. Dictators were not elected. Instead, a consul designated a sin-
gle man for the post in a ceremony that took place in the dead of night. The new
dictator then appointed a “master of cavalry” (magister equitum) as second-in-
command to assist him. Dictators were thought to possess the undivided power
of the old kings of the city, and they surrounded themselves with symbols of royal
power; perhaps for this reason, they were bound by a series of ritual prohibitions
limiting their conduct. A dictator remained in office for six months or for the
duration of the emergency, whichever was shorter; meantime the consuls
remained in office, but served under the dictator’s command. The roots of this
office certainly lie in the wars and civic disturbances of the fifth century.

Annual magistracies require a process of selection. In later periods, Roman cit-
izens, meeting in assemblies, elected individuals to fill the offices (see Chapter
Three). Such assemblies certainly functioned during the fifth century, and they
may even have functioned under the kings, but little is known of their powers
and mode of operation then. In the first century B.C., an assembly of curiae (comi-
tia curiata) met to ratify the choice of officials made by others, to witness the inau-
guration of priests, and to approve certain adoptions and wills. By that date,
when this “curiate” assembly met, each of the thirty curiae was represented by a
single citizen, who cast its vote. In early Rome, its meetings must have been bet-
ter attended, but its functions may not have been different: Registering assent or
witnessing the actions of leaders may have been all that ever was expected of it.
Assemblies organized by tribes or by centuries also operated during the first cen-
tury of the Republic’s existence. In later periods, the “Centuriate” assembly chose
the highest officials and rendered judgments in important cases. It is uncertain
when it gained these functions, but the mid-fifth-century law code of the Twelve
Tables does mention a “greatest assembly” that gave judicial rulings in the same
kinds of cases later judged by the centuries. The adjective “greatest” itself demon-
strates that this was not the only citizen assembly at the time.

Some fifth-century laws give a glimpse of contemporary Roman society.
According to Rome’s historians much later, popular agitation to limit the consuls’
power and to make the laws public by writing them down for the first time led to
the creation in 450 of a special commission of ten men or “decemvirs” (decemuviri).
They were to hold supreme power for one year, superseding the consuls, and by
the end of this year they were to produce a body of laws to regulate the Republic.
In some accounts, a second such commission was chosen for the following year
to complete the task. The final result was the “Laws of the Twelve Tables,” which
served for centuries as the fundamental text in Roman law. Accounts of both com-
missions are filled with the kind of elaboration typical of our sources. The second
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group of decemvirs was painted in especially tyrannical colors: One of them,
Appius Claudius, lusted after Verginia, whose father killed her in order to prevent
her from being seized by the would-be tyrant. This tale bears obvious similarities
to the story of Lucretia and, like it, serves to justify attacks on the holders of legit-
imate offices. Claudius’ actions supposedly resulted in the fall of the decemvirs
and in the moderation of some of their measures. The laws, however, did exist, and
some of their provisions survive.

That said, these Laws of the Twelve Tables were not a code in the modern sense.
They attempted no systematic treatment of all of the law. Instead, they were a col-
lection of specific, detailed, and narrowly focused provisions. They best fit a soci-
ety where the family and the household are the fundamental units of social life,
and agriculture and animal rearing the primary economic activities. The authors of
the laws addressed aspects of marriage and divorce, inheritance, and the rights of
a father over members of his household. They attempted to regulate disputes over
the ownership of land and its boundaries, farm buildings and fences, livestock,
fruit-bearing trees, and slaves, as well as conflicts that arose over injuries to persons
or property. Procedural matters loom large. Rome possessed neither a police force
nor a bureaucracy, so that plaintiffs themselves were responsible for notifying the
other parties, for ensuring their attendance in person for trial in the Forum or
Comitium, and for collecting any judgments awarded. When defendants did not
appear for trial, the Twelve Tables authorized plaintiffs, after summoning witness-
es, to seize defendants by force and bring them to court. (If the defendant was old
or ill, however, the plaintiff had to provide a cart; cushions were optional.)

Debt and its consequences were among the lawmakers’ central concerns. At
Rome, as in other cities of the ancient Mediterranean world, debt could force small-
scale farmers into a state of permanent dependency (see Chapter One). The Twelve
Tables prescribed that creditors must assure the debtor’s appearance in court, and
must carry out all judgments. Debtors had thirty days to pay a debt in default or to
satisfy a judgment against them. In the event that a debtor did not pay in time, the
creditor could seize and hold him, unless some other person pledged to pay the
debt if the debtor ran away. The creditor next brought the debtor to the Forum on
three successive market days; if the debt still remained unpaid, he could then sell
him into slavery “abroad, across the Tiber.” Etruria lies across the Tiber from Rome
and the rest of Latium, so these words “abroad, across the Tiber” may indicate that
Romans could not legally be held as slaves in Rome itself or in Latium. Although
the Twelve Tables mention it only in passing, one other way that a debtor might sat-
isfy a creditor was by entering into a relationship of debt-bondage, or nexum; such
individuals (nexi) served their creditor as long as the debt remained unpaid.

Rome and Its Neig’hbors in the Fifth Century

The circumstances in which the Romans found themselves changed dramatically
around 500. In consequence, the fifth century seems to have been a difficult time
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for the inhabitants of Latium, Campania, and the Greek cities of the south. The
settled coastal plains of the west and south were disturbed by the movements of
peoples and bands of warriors beyond their margins. The inhabitants of the val-
leys and plateaus of the central Italian highlands did not live in an urbanized social
environment. Villages were the chief settlements here, and in their economies the
herding of animals seems to have been more important than agriculture. Raiding
may well have been ubiquitous; some villages shared fortified hilltop places of
refuge where they and their herds could take shelter when attacked. By the begin-
ning of the fifth century, ruling elites had begun to merge and form federations.
Although these combinations did not result in cities and the more highly orga-
nized life associated with them, they were capable of collective action on a larger
scale than before, especially when it came to raiding, warfare, and self-defense.

One further aspect of life in the highlands added to the problems of the cities
on the coastal plains. In response to famine, scarcity of land, or other misfortune,
the highlanders of central Italy had developed the custom of dedicating some of
their children to the gods, and then expelling them when they reached adulthood
so that they would be forced to find homes and land elsewhere. This widespread
practice, known as a “Sacred Spring,” may well have been long established (con-
siderable uniformity of language among these highlanders reinforces the likeli-
hood that they had a common ancestry).

By the beginning of the fifth century, the highlanders—either as raiders seek-
ing plunder, or young men looking for new homes—had begun to press on the
coastal plains. In 473, the Greek cities of Tarentum and Rhegium attempted to pre-
vent the Messapii of Apulia from sending out new settlements, and in conse-
quence they suffered what Herodotus (7.170) calls the most severe defeat ever
experienced by Greeks. The cities of the west coast—Greeks, Latins, and the
Etruscans of Campania—also came under attack. In Campania, a warband from
the highlands of Samnium captured Etruscan Capua in 423 and Greek Cumae
around 420. Much later, the historian Diodorus Siculus (12.76.4) would report that
these Samnites defeated the Cumaeans in battle, besieged and captured their city,
enslaved the surviving men, and took for themselves the town and its women.
Farther south, Lucanians attacked Thurii (a newly founded city on the site of
Sybaris) in 433, and captured Poseidonia in 410. By the end of the century, Velia
and Neapolis (modern Naples) were the only Greek cities remaining on the
Tyrrhenian coast. Along the southern (or Ionian) coast, the major Greek centers
survived, although by now their prosperity and power were largely eclipsed.

Latium suffered too, and very severely in the case of some cities. Sabines,
Volsci, and Aequi emerged from the hills that bordered Latium in an arc from
northeast to southeast; archeologists have found some of their fortified hilltop
refuges. Rome itself suffered from their depredations, and some Latin cities fell.
Roman authors would later report battles quite close to the city, and they would
claim that Rome led the other Latins in the common defense. It may well be the
Romans took this kind of lead, but we still remain ignorant of how it compared



Rome’s First Centuries 53

to the role played by some of the greater Latin centers, such as Tibur and
Praeneste. In any event, by the end of the century Rome and its Latin allies had
the upper hand. Steadily, Volsci, Aequi, and Sabines were first repelled, and then
pushed back. In the process, Latin cities that had fallen or been abandoned were
reoccupied as colonies (coloniae, singular, colonia). Here the victors established
new settlers to serve as garrisons, gave them land around the town that had been
freed by the victory, and organized it as a city-state with officials of its own. Last
but not least, the new foundation was assigned a recognized place as an ally of
Rome and the other Latin cities.

Roman tradition associated model figures with these wars. Gnaeus Marcius
Coriolanus, who earned his third name or cognomen from his leadership of the
army that captured the Volscian town of Corioli (its exact location is no longer
known), left Rome because of his unpopularity there and took refuge with the
Volsci he had previously defeated. Becoming a leader of the Volsci, Coriolanus led
their armies against the Romans with great success, and (we are told) failed to
capture Rome only because he heeded the pleas of his mother Veturia and his
wife Volumnia, models of the virtuous Roman matron. Lucius Quinctius Cin-
cinnatus provides a more positive example. In 458, Cincinnatus was summoned
from his fields to serve as dictator after the Aequi had trapped a Roman army in
the mountains. Within sixteen days, he had gathered an army, defeated the Aequi,
rescued the beleaguered Roman army, resigned his dictatorship, and returned to
his farm. There could be no better model of the modest and dutiful citizen.
Although there is much embellishment in these stories, which undoubtedly grew
in the telling, real people and situations may lie behind them.

Strug’gle of the Orders

In the fifth and early fourth centuries, Rome also faced severe internal conflicts
that accompanied its foreign wars. Roman historians later included in their histo-
ries frequent reports of famine, and of strife over land and debt. Food shortages
and quarrels over fields and their produce are common occurrences in small-scale
agricultural societies, and the warfare of the fifth century, with its disruption of
social arrangements and the devastation of fields, must have aggravated the sit-
uation. Competition between members of the Roman elite for leadership in the
city may often have led to violence and disorder. This strife, however, was aggra-
vated by deeper conflicts, reflecting aspects of the basic organization of the
Republic and of Roman society in general. Modern scholars call this conflict the
“Struggle of the Orders.”

Certain kinds of conflict were endemic in the archaic city-states of both Italy
and the Greek world. One concerned access to magistracies because, after the
expulsion of a king, leading families often tried to monopolize the new offices in
their communities. A second area of conflict concerned the ability of officials to
punish at will. A third and final one involved the roles of magistrates and citizen
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assemblies, in particular the ability of such assemblies to choose officeholders
freely and to make laws requiring or forbidding certain actions by magistrates.
Each of these sources of strife was present in Rome during the fifth and fourth cen-
turies, although all need not have been matters of controversy simultaneously.

Roman historians of a later date believed that a long conflict between two
opposing groups, patricians and plebeians, characterized the first centuries of the
Republic. To be a patrician, a Roman had to belong to one of a very few families.
The origins of the patriciate are unknown: From the eighth century, in Rome and
elsewhere, wealthy, powerful families assumed leading roles in their communi-
ties, and some, or most, of those that made up the Roman patriciate may have had
their origins here. At any rate, Roman patricians claimed privileges that ensured
their leadership of the city. Later, Rome’s historians thought that patricians
enjoyed the exclusive right to hold high office under the Republic. This belief can
only be accepted with modifications, however. In the lists of those who served as
consuls or military tribunes with consular powers during the fifth and early
fourth centuries, the overwhelming majority of names do indeed belong to gentes
that were either patrician or are known to have included patricians. But some
entries, most of them concentrated in the first half of the fifth century, bear names
that were plebeian at a later date. In a few instances, an official with a seemingly
plebeian name may have belonged to a patrician branch of his family that subse-
quently died out without leaving a trace, but as a general explanation, this prob-
ably will not do. So in all likelihood, with the foundation of the Republic, certain
families were able to establish a monopoly over the new offices, although it was
perhaps neither as secure nor as absolute as Roman authors later believed.

Patricians also claimed to have exclusive rights over the religious life of Rome,
a central aspect of communal life. It is true that priestly offices long remained the
prerogative of the patriciate, and claims to secular offices also rested on a reli-
gious foundation. Roman kings and the magistrates who succeeded them pos-
sessed as a mark of their office the right to take the auspices (auspicium), rites by
which an officeholder sought the approval of the gods to take up his office for the
first time and, while serving, divine consent for all of his official actions. Patricians
regarded the auspices as their own possession. In later centuries, in the rare in-
stances when both consuls died in office, the auspices were thought in some way to
return to the patricians. A patrician senator was then chosen as interrex for five
days, followed by others in turn until one was able to arrange the election of new
consuls. Roman historians believed that the interrex was a regal institution, with
interreges serving between the death of one king and the installation of his succes-
sor. The name itself—“between kings”—would seem to confirm this belief.

The plebeians are much more shadowy than the patricians. Plebeians certain-
ly far outnumbered patricians, but they need not have encompassed all of the
inhabitants of Rome outside the patrician group: It remains possible, for example,
that the clients of the great families counted as neither patricians nor plebeians.
The Roman plebs was not a very homogenous group, since it contained individ-
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Figure 2.3 In this fresco of around 500 B.C. from the “Tomb of the Augurs” at Tarquinii, two men
wrestle over three metal cauldrons which are probably the prizes of their contest. The cloaked figure
to the left carries a curved staff or lituus, which was a sign of kingship and, at Rome, a mark of the
priests known as augurs, who had charge of the “auspices.” One of the chief ways to take the aus-
pices was by defining a field of vision with a lituus, and then observing within it the behavior of
birds. Here, the cloaked figure seems to be supervising the contest, while the lituus and the birds fly-
ing over the combatants may indicate that he was seeking to foretell the result.

uals with a range of statuses and roles in the city. Some were not even poor,
although most probably were. In the fifth and early fourth centuries, plebeians
were able to supply leaders from their own ranks, so that some plebeians clearly
had standing in the community. As a result, the mass of plebeians may not have
been very unified in its concerns. Matters of land distribution and of debt would
probably have concerned the poor more than the well-to-do, while access to office
may have interested the leaders of the plebeians more than the bulk of their fol-
lowers. In these circumstances, the plebeian leadership may have been more
capable of mustering followers at times when debt, high food prices, and pover-
ty were proving especially burdensome. Roman historians later believed that the
plebeians’” main weapon was the “secession,” a kind of strike in time of war, and
that their major successes derived from this. In a secession, plebeian members of
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an army would withdraw to a hill outside of Rome, choose their own leaders, and
refuse to cooperate with the magistrates of the city until their grievances had been
addressed.

Successes by the plebeians created a dual organization in the city. Consuls and
military tribunes were seen as leaders of the Roman people as a whole, the pop-
ulus Romanus, and they were expected to provide political, military, and reli-
gious leadership in matters of general concern. Meantime, the plebeians created
a parallel organization of officials and cults that addressed only matters specific
to the plebs and, at least in theory, did not affect the rest of the populus Romanus.
The plebeians’ first major gain was the right to choose their own leaders, the tri-
bunes of the plebs (tribuni plebis); their title may have been intended to provide a
clear contrast with the military tribunes (tribuni militum, literally “tribunes of the
soldiers”) who were, in many of these years, the Republic’s chief officials. At the
same time, plebeian tribunes, and the plebeian aediles who assisted them, estab-
lished their own cult site at the temple of Ceres, the goddess of grain, on the
Aventine hill; the close relationship between the chief officials of the city itself and
the temple of Jupiter Optimus Maximus on the Capitol may have served as a
model. In later periods, the Roman plebs met in tribes to elect tribunes, and this
may well have been the case in the fifth century too.

Much of the early history of the tribunate is obscure. Roman historians later be-
lieved that the powers of the office all began with the elections of the first tribunes,
but this almost certainly would not have been the case. By the second century, the
tribunes of the plebs held a wide range of functions—protecting individuals, block-
ing official actions they considered improper, convening the senate, proposing leg-
islation—but they did not acquire them all at once. At first, their responsibilities
may have been limited to providing leadership, and to protecting individuals
threatened with severe treatment by magistrates. Roman historians later agreed
that a key complaint by plebeians concerned their vulnerability to arbitrary actions
by magistrates. There are numerous tales of consuls executing or punishing indi-
viduals because of personal enmity, political differences, or the desire to seize their
possessions. Many of the details may well be inventions, but the basic claim is prob-
ably accurate. Auxilium, the giving of aid, was central to the tribunes’ office. They
even had the right to intervene physically between an official and the targets of his
wrath, freeing the victims or preventing the official and his attendants from seizing
them. The authority of their physical presence was reinforced by their “sacrosanc-
tity.” Plebeians took an oath to regard anyone who laid hands on a tribune as an
outlaw liable to be killed without penalty; the phrase used to indicate the nature of
the penalty—*“let him be accursed” (sacer esto)}—shows that the culprit was in some
way regarded as condemned to pay a penalty to the gods.

At the end of the fifth century, then, some of the characteristic political and reli-
gious institutions of republican Rome were already in place, although they would
be greatly modified and expanded in succeeding centuries. At the same time,
because of the constant warfare during the fifth century, the Romans preserved
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much of their leading role in northern Latium. Here, too, this base for their power
would be much expanded in the following centuries.
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ROME AND ITALY
IN THE FOURTH CENTURY

The fourth and early third centuries marked an important turning point in the
Romans’ history. From the middle of the fourth century, they clearly began to
develop and elaborate the political system of the classical Roman Republic, which
would govern the city and eventually much of the Mediterranean world for cen-
turies. It was the same period, too, which saw Rome’s domination of Italy firmly
established, as well as the formation of those institutions and practices that would
ensure its leadership not only there, but also in due course likewise across the
Mediterranean.

FALL OF VEII AND THE SACK OF ROME

Early in the fourth century, a Roman victory made the city preeminent in its region.
Around 396, the Romans succeeded in capturing the Etruscan city of Veii after a
siege. Veii, about ten miles (16 km) from Rome, was a wealthy and powerful city-
state, which, like Rome, dominated some of its smaller neighbors. In the fifth cen-
tury, Rome and Veii had fought over land and over the leadership of smaller cities,
without either gaining a distinct advantage. The Romans marked their victory by
eliminating Veii as an autonomous city-state. Veii’s land became Roman territory,
and some of its citizens became Roman citizens. Rome also enslaved or expelled
the remainder of the population, and Roman officials settled some Roman citizens
on parts of Veii’s territory that were made vacant as a result. Although the site of
the city itself remained inhabited, it no longer possessed a full range of civic insti-
tutions, and functioned instead as a center for Romans dwelling nearby.

58
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Rome’s victory was matched by a defeat. Around 387, a large army of Gauls
that had been plundering in the upper Tiber Valley moved down the river toward
Rome, defeated a Roman army, and entered the city. In the opening decades of the
fourth century, Gauls dominated the valley of the Po River and the northern por-
tion of the plains along the eastern coast of the Italian peninsula. Their origins lie
across the Alps in central Europe, and their advance into northern Italy formed
part of a larger movement that would carry Gallic tribes to the margins of the
Greek world, and even (in the third century) into Asia Minor. By the end of the
fifth century, the Etruscan cities north of the Apennines were hard-pressed by
Gauls, and some may already have been wiped out.

The Gauls did not have an urban culture and the social and political organiza-
tion that went with it. Instead, their political life centered on aristocratic families
and their armed retainers. Prominent leaders could assemble large forces, and
they faced relatively few communal restraints on their actions. Gallic warbands,
some apparently fairly large, would raid across the Apennines for centuries. Cities
of northeast Etruria and the upper Tiber Valley were especially vulnerable to
them, but their southern neighbors were not immune either. Such Gallic raids
would persist, with decreasing frequency, well into the third century. Greeks and
Romans would long continue to regard Gauls as uncivilized, warlike, predatory,
and expansionistic. The Gallic sack of Rome did not have as long-lasting effects
as the Roman capture of Veii, but it did leave its mark, and reports of Gallic inva-
sions could lead to panic in Rome for centuries thereafter.

Roman historians would later make Marcus Furius Camillus the hero both of
the final war against Veii and of the recovery after the sack of Rome. As dictator,
he commanded the Roman army that captured Veii. After the Gauls had entered
Rome, Camillus was supposedly once again made dictator, defeated the Gallic
army, and recovered the treasure that the Gauls had taken from the city. As dicta-
tor yet again, he was reported to have had a central role in opening the highest
offices to plebeians in 367, a crucial event in the Struggle of the Orders (see next
section). In all, Rome’s historians thought that he had been military tribune with
consular powers six times and dictator five times. Camillus is perhaps as much a
figure of myth as of history: Details of his life seem to have been continually
embellished from the fourth century to the first century B.C. By the latter date, he
had become, in history and in legend, virtually a second founder of the city. As a
result, to tease out his actual accomplishments from the myth may well be impos-
sible. Without doubt, however, he must have been one of the leading figures in
Rome during the opening decades of the fourth century.

THE CITY AND ITS INSTITUTIONS
IN THE FOURTH CENTURY

The political order that would govern Rome in later, better-documented cen-
turies emerged in a series of reforms and reorganizations that began during the
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mid-fourth century and continued into the early third century. Roman govern-
ment required the direct participation of citizens, although all did not have equal
responsibilities. Officials, priests, senators, and citizens performed their roles in
and around the temples, public squares, and processional routes of the city. Most
official actions took place in the open, under the gaze of others, and, because
Rome lacked a bureaucracy, officials dealt directly with those that they were in
the process of governing. Roman assumptions about government were markedly
hierarchical, and, in all periods, a few leading families dominated public life. In the
fourth century, magistracies and priesthoods formed the focus of conflicts and com-
petition among members of Rome’s wealthiest and most powerful families. Indi-
viduals competed to win offices, secular as well as sacred. Conflicts over offices,
priesthoods, and the powers of citizen assemblies formed part of the larger Struggle
of the Orders. Plebeians sought eligibility for the highest offices, and many patri-
cians resisted these demands.

Officials

A small number of officeholders occupied the center of public life. At the top,
beginning in 366, military tribunes with consular powers were no longer elected,
and instead two consuls were chosen each year. During their year in office, the
consuls served primarily as generals in Rome’s wars. For this reason, they entered
office in March, just in time to raise an army for the campaigning season. When
they were present in the city, they made sacrifices and performed other rites of the
public cults, presided over meetings of the senate, addressed assemblies of citi-
zens, listened to complaints, and rendered judgments.

Consuls could be identified at a glance. They wore a special toga bordered in
purple, the toga praetexta, and they sat on a distinctive chair inlaid with ivory, the
sella curulis or “curule” chair. Generally, they were surrounded by attendants of
various kinds: messengers, heralds to make public announcements, scribes to
record their decisions, and, for each consul, twelve lictors, who maintained order
in his presence and carried the fasces, double-headed axes bound in rods. The
fasces were old marks of royal power in Rome and in Etruscan cities; they sym-
bolized quite starkly the consuls” power to punish those who disobeyed them. In
public, consuls took their places on platforms that elevated them over those who
were to witness their actions, and their movements from place to place within the
city often took on many of the attributes of processions.

Roman historians later would connect the replacement of military tribunes by
consuls with an important episode in the Struggle of the Orders. After years of con-
flict, two tribunes of the plebs, Gaius Licinius Stolo and Lucius Sextius Lateranus,
successfully had a series of laws passed known as the Licinian-Sextian Laws;
according to some authors, Camillus, as dictator, helped secure patrician accep-
tance of these measures. Some provisions of the legislation allegedly addressed
matters of land use and debt, but the most important ones (we are told) fixed the
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office of consul as the highest in the city and permitted plebeians to compete for it.
Even though many of the stories surrounding the Licinian-Sextian reforms are
improbable, it is quite clear that the Roman political order did shift around this
time. Over two decades later, another tribune, Lucius Genucius, had a law passed
requiring that at least one of the two consuls chosen each year be a plebeian.
Surviving lists of the occupants of Rome’s highest offices confirm that from the
mid-fourth century pairs of consuls do invariably comprise one patrician and one
plebeian each year—until 172, when, for the first time, both the consuls chosen were
plebeian. The practical result of the reforms, it should be noted, was not the open-
ing of offices to the entire citizen body, but rather the creation of a new political elite,
composed of some patrician families and some plebeian ones (see Chapter Four).

The Licinian-Sextian reforms also created the new office of praetor (initially, one
elected to hold office each year). Praetors were the leading officials in Rome when
the consuls were absent on campaign. When necessary, a praetor could himself
command an army. Because of their regular presence in the city, holders of this
office often heard testimony and issued judgments against those thought to have
injured the community. Praetors would come to exercise a great deal of influence
over the ways in which private disputes between citizens were resolved; in this
way, they would assume a major role in the development of Roman law. Plebeians
would successfully gain access to this office, too; the first plebeian praetor entered
office in 337. Almost a century later, in 242, the Romans would add a second prae-
tor, who divided responsibilities in the city with the first. In the decades thereafter,
the number would be increased to meet the needs of Rome’s developing empire
outside of Italy (see Chapter Four). Like the consuls, praetors were surrounded by
visible signs of their power: toga praetexta, curule chair, lictors with fasces, heralds,
messengers, and scribes. Their power, however, was deemed inferior to that of the
consuls, and in the presence of the higher official, they were expected to give way.

Both consuls and praetors possessed a wide range of powers and functions
that were regarded as dependent upon their imperium and auspicium. Auspicium
denoted their right to seek the approval of the gods for their tenure in office, and
for their official actions, through the rituals of divination known as the auspices
(see Chapter Two). Along with a dictator and his second-in-command, the magis-
ter equitum, every consul and praetor possessed a special right to command
known as imperium, a term that is related to the verb imperare meaning “to order”
or “to command.” For Romans, imperium had strong religious associations, and
its possession was what provided the essential basis for a higher magistrate’s
authority to lead armies and to punish offenders.

This said, a consul’s or praetor’s powers varied according to the place where
he chose to exercise them. Whenever he headed an army, his right to command
was virtually unlimited, and the special nature of his imperium at these times was
indicated by addition of the noun militine (“on campaign”). Within the pomerium,*

*Its actual course is too poorly known to mark on a map.
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the sacred boundary of the city of Rome, however, consuls and praetors pos-
sessed only a more limited kind of imperium, qualified by the term domi (“at
home”); here, they had no authority to command troops, or to ignore or brush
aside all lesser officials. More generally, imperium was associated with certain
symbols thought to derive from the kings, such as lictors bearing fasces, the spe-
cial toga (toga praetexta), and the curule chair. To symbolize their superiority,
consuls had twelve lictors, while (in the third century at least) their inferiors the
praetors had only two. On the other hand, dictators—greater than the consuls—
had twenty-four lictors, supposedly the number possessed by the kings. Within
the pomerium, the fasces were carried with the axes removed, so as to symbolize
the officeholder’s more limited right of punishment here.

In addition to consuls and praetors, the Romans also filled a number of lesser
positions. From 366, they elected two curule aediles annually, an office created as the
counterpart to the two plebeian aediles. Between them, the four aediles maintained
temples and the city’s streets, and they also supervised its markets, where they
judged disputes arising from business there. Quaestors—an office that apparently
dated back to the mid-fifth century—took care of public money. In particular, this
responsibility required them to supervise the treasury (later, at least, located in the
temple of Saturn), as well as to oversee the funds that generals took on campaign.

The ten tribunes of the plebs were the most important of the lesser officehold-
ers. Like consuls and praetors, they possessed the right to summon citizens to
vote. However, many of their most important powers were essentially negative,
because it was they who—through their ability to block public actions that they
considered unlawful or inappropriate—guaranteed the rights of citizens against
ill-treatment by other magistrates (see Chapter Two). Tribunes were very much
officials of the city, and, in later periods at least, they were prohibited from spend-
ing much time outside of it. Beyond the first milestone outside the pomerium, tri-
bunes no longer possessed the ability to prevent consuls and praetors from acting
as they wished, so that they could not interfere with a general on campaign.

Later, in the third and second centuries, tribunes of the plebs secured the pas-
sage of nearly all laws, but the early history of Roman legislation remains contro-
versial. Roman laws or leges (singular, lex) were usually limited in scope, instruct-
ing or permitting officials to take certain actions, or setting up rules to regulate
officeholders. A law was generally known by the name of the one or more officials
who placed it before the citizens for a vote. Thus, a law proposed by Gaius Licin-
ius and Lucius Sextius would be a lex Licinia-Sextia. During the last secession of
the plebs, which took place sometime around 287, the dictator Quintus Horten-
sius sponsored a law, the lex Hortensia, that supposedly gave to citizen assemblies
meeting under the presidency of a tribune of the plebs the right to enact laws
binding on the entire community, rather than just on the plebs. However, later
Roman historians thought that tribunes had begun to sponsor legislation right
from the time when their office was first established in the early fifth century;
thus many notices of such laws, and brief summaries of their contents, are pre-
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served. At a very early date, patricians had possessed the right to approve all leg-
islation before it was presented to the people, but the senate subsequently claimed
this as its exclusive prerogative. Later, only tribunes and the Plebeian assembly
were exempted from having to seek senatorial approval. It is possible that any leg-
islation proposed by tribunes had once required the senate’s consent if it was to be
binding on all Roman citizens, and that what the lex Hortensia did was to free tri-
bunes and the Plebeian assembly from this restriction hereafter.

The two censors held the only office that was not annual. From 443, these cen-
sors replaced the consuls as supervisors of the census (see Chapter Two); usually
elections would be held every five years, and the successful candidates would
hold office for around eighteen months. The census only counted Roman citizens.
However, it was much more than a mere enumeration of them; rather, in time it
developed into an elaborate operation that assigned them to their proper places
in the city. Censors were important figures, therefore, and this importance only
increased after they began to choose the senate from the last decades of the fourth
century (see Senate section). Their decisions could cause conflict. For example,
critics of Appius Claudius Caecus, censor in 312, claimed that he passed over bet-
ter qualified men for inclusion in the senate, and that he enrolled some residents
of Rome itself (probably poorer citizens and freed slaves) in rural tribes rather
than in the four urban tribes, which were considered to be less prestigious. Sim-
ilar conflicts would recur in the following centuries.

This collection of officials did not form a government on the modern pattern.
There was no central direction of policies, and there need be little coordination
among officeholders. Higher magistrates did not possess the power to command
or instruct lesser magistrates, although in specific instances they could forbid
them to take any action at all. Either consul could block the actions of his col-
league, who held the same office and possessed identical powers; there was no
requirement that the two consuls (let alone any other group of officeholders)
agree or coordinate their efforts. In particular, the ten tribunes of the plebs, who
had the greatest powers of obstruction, were under no obligation to reach agree-
ment among themselves about the value of laws or the propriety of official
actions before any of them acted. Indeed, even a single tribune was entitled to
proceed with a proposal or other action without regard for the opinions of his col-
leagues. Any exercise of powers of obstruction, it should be noted, required the
obstructing official to confront directly and personally the official taking the
action to be blocked: “Intercession” (intercessio), the technical term for this step,
derives from a verb meaning “to step between”.

Senate

Their rights aside, Roman officials were expected to consult others before acting.
In Rome itself, the senate filled this advisory role. Away from the city, officehold-
ers sought advice from a smaller group, although it might include some senators
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who had accompanied an official from Rome. The senate only met when called
together by a consul or a praetor, or later, by a tribune of the plebs, and it met in
the presence of that official. By strict rule, it could meet only in a place dedicated
to the gods, usually in a temple. Before citizens gathered to vote, senators met
near the place of assembly—thus typically in the Curia Hostilia next to the Roman
Forum, or in the temple of Jupiter on the Capitol, which was adjacent to an open
space, the area Capitolina, sometimes used for voting. When conferring with a con-
sul who had already taken up his military command, and was thus barred from
entering the city itself, the senate would meet in a consecrated place on the
Campus Martius, just beyond the pomerium.

The senate’s role would change greatly over the course of the fourth and third
centuries. In theory, it was only advisory, and senators should discuss only the
matters put to them by the official who called them together. However, the senate
would gradually assume a much more active role. In particular, it came to make
decisions in matters of religion, supervise public finances, receive embassies from
both allies and enemies, and determine military assignments for consuls and
praetors. This shift in the senate’s place in the Roman order did not go uncon-
tested, and it sometimes led to conflicts between the senate and individual office-
holders.

In part, the shift may have been due to changes in how the senate’s members
were chosen. During the third and second centuries, every five years the censors
compiled a ranked list of around 300 senators; the member placed at the head of
the list gained the honorific title princeps senatus. Censors generally included
everyone who had held elected office, from quaestors to former praetors and con-
suls; exclusion of any former officeholder was a mark of disgrace. In these cir-
cumstances, therefore, membership in the senate effectively became lifelong, and
officeholders would spend the bulk of their political careers there. As a result,
senators had a strong sense of belonging to a well-defined and honored group in
society, and, on occasion, they could be quite willing to assert the senate’s power
and prestige against magistrates and assemblies.

The senate’s membership and its role under the kings, as well as during the
first century of the Republic, are obscure. Without question, some kind of coun-
cil, almost certainly aristocratic in character, did function then. According to the
Roman antiquarian Festus (p. 290 L), the tribune Ovinius (in office sometime
between 339 and 318) had a law passed transferring to the censors the duty of
compiling a list of senators, and requiring each censor to take an oath that he
would choose “the best men of all orders”—a phrase which probably means that
the senate was to be recruited from former magistrates and from those who had
never held any office. Before Ovinius’ law, Festus claims, the consuls and military
tribunes with consular powers used to choose their advisors themselves “from
among their closest friends among the patricians and then from among the ple-
beians.” To be sure, it must have been some informal practice of this nature that
was followed before the censorship was first established in the mid-fifth century.



Figure 3.1 The Ficoroni Cista. In the late fourth century, Rome was the cen-
ter of a wealthy elite who had assembled around them craftsmen capable of mak-
ing highly desirable products. This cista, a container for small objects of high
value, was found at the Latin city of Praeneste, and it carries an inscription
announcing that it was made in Rome by Novios Plautius. Notably, the engrav-
ings on the sides depict the Greek myth of Jason and the Argonauts. The cista is
bronze and has an overall height of 2 ft 6 in (0.75 m).
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Later, if Festus is accurate, the impact of Ovinius’ law would have been to trans-
form the senate from a temporary collection of individuals, poorly placed to
assert themselves as a group against magistrates, into a long-serving body inde-
pendent of the annual magistrates and much better fitted to exert its collective
weight in Roman public life.

At the same time, the Roman elite seems to have asserted itself against its more
powerful and popular members. In the fourth century, a very small number of
individuals dominated officeholding in Rome. Consequently, in the years between
366 and 291 fourteen men between them held fifty-four consulships, over one-
third of the total, and eight of these fourteen held the office as many as thirty-
eight times. These same men also held other offices, some more than once. The
patrician Lucius Papirius Cursor was consul five times, served once as dictator,
and once as magister equitum. Another patrician, Marcus Valerius Corvus, was
consul six times and dictator twice; he is known to have held office twenty times.
The plebeian Quintus Publilius Philo served as consul four times, and he also was
chosen dictator, magister equitum, and censor. These repeated electoral victories
are clear signs that such successful individuals possessed enduring prestige and
popularity in the citizen assemblies, and it may well be that especially prominent
officeholders would have faced few checks on their actions beyond the need to
maintain popularity among the voters. By contrast, less fortunate members of the
elite would have faced all the greater difficulty in reaching high office and in
asserting themselves against their more powerful competitors.

Such concentration of power in a very few hands did meet resistance. In 342,
Lucius Genucius, a tribune of the plebs, had a law passed that prohibited the
holding of more than one office at the same time, or of the same office more than
once in any ten-year period, a practice known as “iteration.” For two decades or
so, this law proved effective, with few men holding the consulship more than
once; but in the 320s, when Rome was under pressure from war, some again held
further consulships within ten years. The goal of restricting iteration would ulti-
mately be attained, showing that opposition to the practice was strong, at least
among the Roman elite. After 290, Romans who achieved success in their politi-
cal careers were rarely consul more than once, only a few gained the office twice,
and no more than a handful more than twice.

This limitation on multiple officeholding had important consequences. First, it
spread the available offices over a slightly larger group, enabling some individu-
als to rise higher now than they had previously been able. Then, it meant that vir-
tually every holder of an office was now inexperienced in it, and thus in need of
advice. Finally, it lessened, although it did not eliminate, the importance of pop-
ularity; for anyone to court popularity in the hope of staying in office over an
extended period was now pointless. As a result, in the course of their career polit-
ically active individuals were more likely to focus their attention on the senate; its
importance rose as a result, and senators were more prone than ever to be very
supportive of its claims to privilege.
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Assemblies of Citizens

Underpinning offices and senate were assemblies of citizens who chose new office-
holders and authorized important public actions. Roman assemblies, however,
were not representative bodies of the kind found in modern states. Instead, adult
male Roman citizens listened to debates personally, and voted directly and open-
ly not only to elect new leaders every year, but also to approve (or reject) proposed
laws. Elections, the enactment of laws, decisions on war and peace, trials for pub-
lic crimes, and discussions of other state business all took place in large public
meetings where citizens, by their votes, chose officeholders, accepted (or rejected)
policies and laws, and issued verdicts in trials. These gatherings were open to any
citizen who wished to come, so that attendance could vary markedly from one
occasion to another, and the composition of no two assembly meetings would ever
have been exactly the same. Assemblies were also a focus for competition and con-
flict. In later, better-documented periods, we find ambitious members of the city’s
elite seeking popularity among the citizens and alliances with individuals who
could influence votes. In addition, assemblies, and the preparations for them,
served as opportunities for citizens as a body to voice their discontents.

In public meetings, the officials of the city kept a firm control over the agenda.
Only holders of certain offices—consuls, praetors, and tribunes of the plebs—
possessed the power to summon citizens to meetings to elect new officeholders,
to discuss matters of importance, and to decide on laws and policies. Contiones
(singular, contio) were occasions just for discussion and debate. The official who
had called the meeting addressed the crowd himself, and also brought forward
others whose opinions he wished citizens to hear. Comitia and concilia were
assemblies where they actually voted. These assemblies met only at Rome—so
that any citizen resident elsewhere who wished to vote had to come to the city to
do so—and the voting had to be completed within a single day. Once again, the
official who called the meeting controlled the agenda, and the assembled voters
could do no more than accept or reject the candidates or the proposals put before
them. When assemblies gathered for a discussion or a vote, the senate met at the
same time in a nearby temple or other sacred building to provide advice. At any
assembly, therefore, ordinary citizens had little freedom of speech or initiative.
There was no opportunity for any of them to address the meeting; they could not
put forward any proposal or any candidate for election; nor could they seek to
amend a proposal presented by the presiding official. All they could do was to
vote for or against. In practice, however, despite this official control of both the
agenda and the speakers, citizens could still register dissatisfaction with the pro-
ceedings informally, through demonstrations, heckling, and occasionally even by
destroying an official’s insignia of office, such as his fasces or his official chair.

The fact that Roman citizens did not cast their votes in a mass made the census
one of the city’s vital political institutions. By the fourth century, it had become
highly complex, and had come to serve a larger range of functions than when it
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was first instituted in the sixth or early fifth century (see Chapter Two). Property,
reputation, and place of residence remained fundamental to the operation of the
developed census. Once new censors were chosen, all citizens made declarations
to them, in which they identified themselves and their places of residence, and
listed their property and their dependents. From these declarations, and on their
assessment of each citizen’s character, the censors assigned men to centuries and
tribes and also made distinctions of age. Censors assigned the wealthiest to the
centuries of the cavalry, while they placed those who were too poor to serve in the
army in the single century of the proletarii. All those considered eligible for service
in the infantry were placed in a further group of centuries, ones that were now
arranged in a series of classes, each signifying minute gradations of wealth and
status. Throughout this entire process, it should be remembered, censors main-
tained the right to examine any citizen’s physical condition and way of life. They
could express their disapproval of a citizen in various ways—by rebuking him
publicly, by registering a cause for complaint in a “note” (nota) attached to his
name in the roster of citizens, or by imposing penalties.

By the fourth century the census had shifted from being primarily an aspect of
military organization. Membership in a century set voting rights as well as mili-
tary duties, and it also determined eligibility for payments of tributum, assess-
ments of money for emergencies that fell most heavily on the members of the
wealthiest centuriae. Centuries, moreover, no longer strictly corresponded to forms
of military service. For example, the equites, the cavalry in wartime, were now not
recruited exclusively from the so-called equestrian centuries, and some of the
men placed in the leading centuries of the infantry must have served on horse-
back in fact. At the same time, in all probability the complex hierarchy of the
infantry centuries no longer corresponded closely to any distinctions in the mili-
tary service that their members actually performed.

The categories established at regular intervals in the census were the basis of
all assemblies. The Centuriate assembly (comitia centuriata), which only an official
with imperium could summon, was organized like the army with the presiding
official acting as a commander and the voters as soldiers. For this reason, it met
only outside the sacred limits or pomerium of the city, since commanders could
not issue binding orders to their soldiers within Rome. Voting was oral, and each
citizen, when summoned to vote, signified his acceptance or rejection of any can-
didate or proposal by word of mouth. This voting was organized and tallied by
centuries, which voted in turn. Each century possessed one vote, which was itself
determined by the votes of a majority of the century’s members who were pre-
sent. Victory in a straight majority of centuries determined the outcome. In gener-
al, the Centuriate assembly elected new consuls, praetors, and censors, and voted
on matters of war and peace.

Procedures in this assembly favored any presiding official, and also the wealth-
iest citizens. In elections, the former was entitled to accept or reject the names of
would-be candidates, although it is unclear how freely this right was exercised in
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BOX 3.1: When recounting the alleged activities of Servius Tullius, sixth king of Rome, the
historian Livy (1.42.4-43.9) described in detail his creation of the census. Together with a sim-
ilar passage in Dionysius of Halicarnassus” Roman Antiquities (4.16.1-18.3), this is the
most complete surviving account of the classes that made up the census. There remain prob-
lems with both accounts—in particular, elements of speculative reconstruction are detectible—
and the link between a census class and its members’ military equipment was almost certain-
Ly not as rigid as portrayed here. In any event, Livy’s census certainly fits third-century con-
ditions better than those of the sixth, where both he and Dionysius place their descriptions.
Note that juniores were male citizens between seventeen and forty-five years of age, while
seniores were older. Later, during the second century, the distribution of centuriae may have
been changed in a way that reduced the influence of the first class.

Servius Tullius then began by far the greatest work of peace. Just as Numa was the
author of religious laws, so Servius shone among posterity as the founder of all dis-
tinctions within the city and of the orders that mark out the grades of fortune and dig-
nity. For he began the census, a most useful measure for so great a future empire, since
it distributed the burdens of war and peace, not individually as before, but according
to level of wealth. From the census, for use in war or peace, he then defined classes
and centuries and the following gradations.

From those who had a census of 100,000 asses [a monetary unit] or more, he formed
eighty centuriae, forty each of seniores and juniores; all were called the first class. The
seniores were to be ready to guard the city, the juniores to wage war abroad. For
armor, they were to provide helmet, round shield, greaves, and breastplate, all of
bronze, as protection for their bodies; as weapons, they were to have a spear and a
sword. Two centuriae of carpenters and smiths, who served without weapons, were
added to these; they had the duty of making siege machines in war. The second class
was instituted from those who had a census of between 75,000 and 100,000 asses; from
these, both seniores and juniores, twenty centuriae were enrolled. They were to use a
long rectangular shield instead of a round one; except for the breastplate, their
remaining arms were the same as for the first class. Servius Tullius wished the census
of the third class to be 50,000 asses. Here, he made the same number of centuriae as in
the second class, with the same distinctions of age. There was no difference in their
equipment, except that the greaves were omitted. In the fourth class, the census was
25,000 asses. The same number of centuriae were formed, but their equipment was dif-
ferent, because they had to provide only a spear and a javelin. The fifth class was larg-
er, and thirty centuriae were formed for it; these men carried slings and stones for mis-
siles. With them were hornblowers and trumpeters divided into two centuriae. The
census of this fifth class was 11,000 asses. Those whose census was less than this, the
remainder of the population, formed a single centuria and were exempt from military
service.

When the equipment and distribution of the infantry had been arranged, he
enrolled twelve centuriae of cavalry from the leading men of the city. He also formed
a further six centuriae of cavalry—three had been instituted by Romulus—under the
names by which they had been inaugurated.



70 The Romans

practice. The votes of the rich carried far more weight than those of the poor, since
the rich occupied a large number of small centuries. The eighteen equestrian cen-
turies voted first, and, as each finished voting in turn, the results were publicly
proclaimed to guide the vote of the remaining citizens. Next, the richest centuries
of the infantry voted, followed in turn by those who were progressively poorer.*
As the vote went down the scale, moreover, the number of centuries diminished,
so that many more voters were crammed into fewer voting units. The proletarii,
too poor to be eligible for military service, all occupied the single century which
was slated to vote last. In any case, voting always ceased as soon as a sufficient
number of centuries had voted to settle the outcome for or against. Frequently,
therefore, the lower centuries, which contained the great mass of citizens, would
never have been called upon to vote at all, in particular whenever the rich showed
themselves to be in broad agreement.

Assemblies of tribes were neither as complex nor so blatantly weighted toward
the rich as was the Centuriate assembly, although poorer citizens, especially if
they lived far from the city, may have found it hard to attend these assemblies,
too. As we saw in Chapter Two, every Roman citizen belonged to a tribe deter-
mined by place of residence. Those who lived in Rome itself filled four “urban”
tribes, while those resident elsewhere belonged to one of the “rural” tribes whose
number was slowly increased as Rome’s power expanded; by 241 that number
had reached thirty-one, where it remained. Potentially, therefore, the votes of
members of “rural” tribes could carry more weight in these assemblies, if those
members could afford to be present.

Tribunes of the plebs summoned citizens by tribes to elect their successors as tri-
bunes or to accept or reject proposed laws; whenever a tribune did this, the assem-
bly was known as the Plebeian assembly or concilium plebis. On other occasions,
consuls or praetors summoned the tribes to fill certain minor offices; they proba-
bly did not preside over assemblies to vote on legislation until much later. Again,
in all these instances citizens cast their votes one tribe after another; the voting
order was determined on every occasion by lot, with each tribe in turn accepting
or rejecting the candidates or the proposals under consideration. The first candi-
dates acceptable to a majority of the tribes filled the offices. A law, too, passed (or
was rejected) as soon as the bare majority of tribes for or against was attained;
voting ceased at that point. In these assemblies, therefore, many of the citizens
present could not know until well into the day itself whether or not they would
in fact be called upon to vote.

*Eventually, a slight modification was introduced whereby a single century chosen
each time by random lot from among the wealthiest juniores centuries of the
infantry voted before the cavalry.
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Table 3.1 Roman Assemblies

Centuriate asseml)ly Tribal assemlaly Plebeian assemlaly
Composition All citizens All citizens Only plebeians
Voting Units 193 centuries 35 tribes (after 35 tribes

241 B.C., 31 rural
and 4 urban)

Presiding Officials Consul or praetor Consul or praetor Tribune of the plebs

Elections Elects consuls, praetors, Elects curule aediles, Elects tribunes of the
and censors and quaestors plebs, and plebeian

aediles

Legislative Powers ~ Normally votes only on Votes on proposals Votes on proposals

issues of war and peace made by a consul or made by a tribune
praetor of the plebs

Judicial Powers Hears citizens’ appeals Issues verdicts in Issues verdicts in

on capital charges trials trials

The City, Its Gods, and Its Priests

Religion formed an important part of Rome’s organization, and the prominent
remains of cult places show that this was true from the beginning of the city.
Roman religion cannot be separated from the city and its public institutions or
from the social groups, neighborhoods, towns, and villages that made up the
Republic of the Roman people; in all these, there was hardly any body with a
sense of common identity and interests that lacked its own divinities, which it
worshipped in its own ways. Thus, Rome itself had its protecting divinities, and
the city’s officials and priests took the lead in cultivating them. Households con-
tained shrines to the lares, ancestral spirits, and the penates, the protective divini-
ties of the house, while old aristocratic families maintained their own special rela-
tions with major gods. Away from Rome, the towns and villages inhabited by
Roman citizens had their own special temples, shrines, and cult activities. In the
countryside, some forms of religious activity concentrated around crossroads.
Other practices centered on individuals and their concerns, and they were not as
bounded by family, neighborhood, or even citizenship as were the cults of the
Roman people. When confronted with difficult choices or stressful situations, many
people made vows to favored deities, to be fulfilled if and when the desired out-
come should be achieved. Those about to undertake journeys or projects could try
to determine the attitude of the gods towards their plans through rites of divination.
Some especially prominent shrines, even outside of Roman territory, drew such pil-
grims from considerable distances. The temple of Fortuna Primigenia in the allied
city of Praeneste, for example, drew many seeking good fortune in their activities
(see Chapter Six). In the fourth century and later, healing shrines dotted much of
rural central Italy: At many, archeologists have found terracotta feet, hands, limbs,
eyes, and other anatomical models left by worshippers as tokens of their vows.
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From an early date, the city and the nearby countryside were full of cult places:
temples, altars, sanctuaries, and sacred groves. In and around the city, proces-
sions, animal sacrifices (usually of cattle, sheep, or swine), contests, banquets at
cult sites, prayers, and vows were a regular feature of life. On especially impor-
tant occasions, magistrates and priests led processions which could include the
male and female children of prominent families, young men about to reach adult-
hood, charioteers, musicians, singers, dancers, and attendants bearing the images
of the gods or the treasures of city and temple. Great festivals or ferize formed
prominent elements in the religious year. On certain days fixed in the religious
calendar, public officials staged sacrifices, processions, and ritual contests or ludi.
The Roman Games (ludi Romani) and the Plebeian Games (ludi plebeii), supposed-
ly the earliest, may go back to the early Republic, although their forms certainly
changed over the centuries. Roman religion also displayed a deep concern over
the interpretation of omens, prodigies, and results of rites of divination. Signs—
such as thunder, lightning, or remarkable behavior by animals—encountered
during a journey, say, or when someone was about to undertake a project, were
often seen as indicators of divine displeasure.

In general, the chief elected officials of Rome performed the major rites of the
city. Consuls, praetors, censors, and other officials each had their own religious
program of sacrifices, festivals, games, processions, and rites of divination. In
these matters, magistrates were often assisted and advised by priests, who served
for life and (until the last century of the Republic) were chosen by other priests.
A few gods, such as Jupiter, Mars, and Quirinus, each had their own priest or fla-
men. The holders of priesthoods, it should be noted, came from many of the same
families as the city’s political leaders, and many priests also held elective offices.

“Colleges” or groups of priests sharing the same function had an important
role in Roman public life. The pontiffs (pontifices, singular, pontifex), headed by the
pontifex maximus, exercised a general supervision over a wide range of rites as
well as over the calendar of the Republic itself. Individual pontiffs advised offi-
cials on how best to perform rites, and the college could give an opinion on
whether a ritual had been properly performed (if it had not, they could recom-
mend that it be performed again until satisfactory, a procedure known as instau-
ratio). Their supervision of the calendar meant more than knowing the days on
which certain rites were to be performed. The calendar also identified the days
when it was permissible for magistrates to conduct public business or hold
assemblies. Originally, the pontiffs numbered three, and only patricians could
serve. By the end of the fourth century, the number had increased to nine and ple-
beians now comprised about half the total; the number would be further
increased to fifteen in the first century B.C. Pontiffs served for life. When a vacan-
cy occurred, the surviving pontiffs chose the new priest, who was often a relative
(although not necessarily a close relative) of the man he replaced. From the third
century, seventeen of the tribes, chosen by lot, elected the pontifex maximus from
among the serving pontiffs—a limited assertion of popular control.
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BOX' 3.2: Dionysius of Halicarnassus (Roman Antiquites 7.72.1-13) offers a long
description of a procession that accompanied the performance of the Roman Games or ludi
Romani, which he attributes to the first performances of the games early in the fifth century.
He derives his description (slightly abbreviated here) from the work of Quintus Fabius Pictor,
the first Roman historian (c. 200), and he claims to have seen a similar procession in his own
day (end of the first century B.C.). These Roman Games certainly were in existence by the mid-
dle of the fourth century, and the procession described by Dionysius may well have been insti-
tuted around this time, since it shares features with other Roman ceremonies of the same date.

Before beginning the games, the chief magistrates conducted a procession honor-
ing the gods from the Capitol through the Forum to the Circus Maximus. Romans’
sons nearing manhood and of the right age led the procession—on horseback if their
fathers were qualified to be equites, on foot if they were to serve in the infantry. Those
on horseback went in troops and squadrons, those on foot in divisions and companies
as if they were going to training school. This was done so that outsiders might see the
flower of the young men of the city and how numerous and fine they were.
Charioteers followed, some driving four horses abreast, some two, and others riding
unyoked horses. Next came the contestants in both the light and the heavy games,
their bodies naked except for a waistband.

After the contestants came numerous bands of dancers, divided into three groups,
one of men, the second of youths, and the third of boys. They were accompanied by
flute players, using old-fashioned flutes that were small and short, as is done even
today, and by lyre players, who plucked ivory lyres of seven strings and the instru-
ments called barbita. Their use has ceased among the Greeks of my time, traditional
though it used to be, but the Romans still use them in all their ancient sacrificial cere-
monies. The dancers wore red tunics with bronze belts. Swords hung at their sides,
and they carried spears of shorter than normal length. They also wore bronze helmets
with prominent crests and plumes. One man led each group, and he gave the figures
of the dance to the others, taking the lead in displaying quick, warlike steps, usually
in a four-beat rhythm. After the armed dances, other dancers marched in procession
as satyrs, performing the Greek dance called sicinnis. Those dressed as silenoi wore
shaggy tunics, called by some chortaioi, and streams of all kinds of flowers; those por-
traying satyrs wore belts and goatskins and erect manes on their heads, along with
other similar items. These men mocked and mimicked the serious dancing, turning it
into a comic performance.

After the bands of dancers, many flute players and lyre players came in procession.
And after them came men who carried censers in which perfume and frankincense were
burned along the entire route of the procession, along with other men carrying vessels
made of gold and silver, some that were sacred to the gods and others belonging to the
Republic. Last of all came the images of the gods, carried on men’s shoulders.
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Figure 3.2 In this fifth-century relief from Clusium, officials on the left observe contestants in
ludi. The farthest left of the participants in these games is probably an armed dancer, while a female
dancer and a flute player are immediately to his right. The figures on the platform are clearly offi-
cials, since the one in the middle carries a curved staff or lituus. The seated figure to his right is a
scribe, writing the results of the games (or of the judges’ decisions) on a tablet.

The “augurs” were at least as important. Like the pontiffs, they possessed their
own areas of expertise, central to the political organization of the city. The first of
these were the auspices, essential to an official’'s power. Before taking office or
before beginning any public action, an official was expected to consult Jupiter, the
god of the auspices. This could be done by watching the flight of birds or by
observing the feeding of chickens kept for the purpose. Although magistrates per-
formed the rite, it was the augurs who were thought to be the experts in its prop-
er forms and in the interpretation of the results. Augurs also possessed knowl-
edge of the rituals necessary to “inaugurate” certain places. Consequently, mag-
istrates and pontiffs could dedicate sacred sites, such as temples and shrines, only
after the augurs had prepared the location. Augural responsibilities for rendering
sites sacred had political implications: Places where magistrates performed many
of their essential functions had to be inaugurated, as did locations where the sen-
ate met and the people voted. At first, there were only three augurs, but by the
end of the fourth century their number had been increased to nine; at this time,
plebeians were permitted to serve, filling about half of the positions. Like the pon-
tiffs, the augurs too were increased to fifteen in the first century B.C.

Women possessed a more prominent place in the religious life of the city than
they did in politics. The six Vestal virgins performed the rites of Vesta, the Roman
goddess of the hearth, from her shrine near the Regia in the Forum Romanum.
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Among their tasks was to tend the sacred flame; its extinction would endanger
the city itself. The wives of the pontifex maximus and of the flamen or priest of
Jupiter (the flamen Dialis) shared in some of their husbands’ ritual responsibilities.
Women of elite families, moreover, were thought to have dedicated the temple of
the Fortune of Women (Fortuna Muliebris) early in the Republic, and this temple
long served as a center for their religious activities. Women and girls had defined
places in processions and in other celebrations. Some of the larger conflicts of
Roman society had repercussions in this sphere too. In 295, patrician women pre-
vented the participation of Verginia, a patrician woman who had married a ple-
beian, in rites at the temple of Patrician Chastity (Pudicitia Patricia); she then
founded on her own a new shrine of Plebeian Chastity (Pudicitia Plebeia).

ROME AND CENTRAL ITALY

During the fourth century and the opening decades of the third, Rome became the
dominant city in Italy. Wars, battles, victories, and defeats—all illustrated by acts
of Roman heroism and the perfidy of Rome’s enemies—fill Roman accounts of
this century. Despite this wealth of detail, however, a clear narrative of the wars
is not possible. There is the usual problem of exaggerated victory claims, not to
mention a desire to blame Rome’s enemies for all conflicts. Furthermore, the
changing alliances of the period confused later authors, and Roman opportunism
among these shifts may have embarrassed some. In addition, Roman families
descended from the commanders in these wars occasionally made claims for their
ancestors that were unjustified. Indeed, in some instances, Roman historians were
unable to decide who had commanded in a battle or a campaign because several
families claimed that their ancestors had been in charge.

No single continuous narrative is preserved for much of the early third century.
The surviving books of Livy’s monumental history break off in 290, and they only
resume with a full account of the century’s last two decades. The third-century por-
tions of Dionysius of Halicarnassus” history, which originally reached to 264, sur-
vive only in fragments. From the biographer Plutarch we possess a life of Rome’s
enemy Pyrrhus. In other sources, records of the foundation of colonies are almost
certainly near complete and their dates dependable; they serve as a good indica-
tor of the spread of Roman power and the fates of nearby communities. By con-
trast, the details of wars and battles, accounts of diplomacy, and the assignment
of credit for victory and blame for defeat, are all probably much less reliable.

Warfare and the Civic Order

War occupied a central place in the civic and religious structure of many city-
states, but this was especially true of Rome. By the fourth century, Rome had
evolved a pattern of warfare that centered on campaigns undertaken almost
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every year, a level of intensity and regularity that is unique among ancient city-
states. In the process, warfare came to be deeply entrenched in Roman political
and religious life, shaping the highest offices as well as the lives and careers both
of the community’s leaders and of its citizens.

Consuls and military tribunes with consular powers, the chief officials of
Rome, had the primary responsibility for making war. When the new consuls
entered office each March, they began the process of levying the army or armies
that would conduct the year’s campaigns. Rituals and sacrifices accompanied the
raising of an army. Victory in battle was thought to be the result of divine favor,
and for military leaders it was a key obligation to perform properly the rituals
that secured this. Such regular campaigning in turn shaped the duties of Rome’s
highest officials, and determined the qualifications desired in a leader.

Military service was also one of the central duties of the citizen body. The
boundaries between citizen and soldier were neither firm nor long-lasting, and
each year large numbers of adult males performed both roles. Soon after the new
consuls had entered office, citizens eligible for military service came to Rome for
the levy, or dilectus, in which some were chosen to be soldiers in the consuls’
armies in the upcoming season. On occasion, an additional levy could be held
later in the year if it proved to be necessary. After a season’s campaigning, sol-
diers were discharged, returning to their places in civil life.

In Rome, as in other city-states, warfare followed a clear seasonal pattern.
Direct attacks on cities or long sieges of fortified places were relatively rare.
Instead, commanders of invading armies more often sought to interfere with the
ability of the inhabitants of the targeted city to cultivate their lands and feed their
families. Offensive operations usually began before the grain harvest, which in
central Italy took place in late May or early June. After marching into an enemy’s
territory, soldiers of the invading force would live off the land, harvesting the
nearly ripe crops in the field and attempting to prevent the defenders from doing
the same. Defenders could seek to prevent the enemy from inflicting such dam-
age by fighting a formal battle; alternatively, if they were weaker or did not wish
to risk such an engagement, they could retreat within the fortifications of their
city and wait until the invaders left. In these circumstances, campaigns were gen-
erally brief, and soldiers were often discharged after only a few weeks or months.
In those few instances when soldiers had to be kept under arms throughout the
year, the Romans imposed a payment known as tributum, which bore most heav-
ily on the wealthiest citizens, in order to contribute to the soldiers’ support.

Even successful wars could have few permanent results. Some wars were
encompassed within a single summer’s campaigning, while others consisted of a
series of annual campaigns, each with a different commander and army. Some-
times, campaigns ended in truces that could run for several years. On other occa-
sions, defeated cities might accept the dominance of the victor, although they may
not always have regarded their subordination as permanent. When Roman com-
manders had secured a clear victory over an enemy city, they sometimes forced



Rome and Italy in the Fourth Century 77

the defeated to perform a ritual surrender known as a deditio in fidem. Through
this ceremony, Roman leaders believed that the officials of the newly subjected
city handed over all its components—the city itself, its people, their possessions,
temples, altars, land, boundaries, water, and so forth—to the Roman people to do
with as they wished. In short, such a surrender was to be total.

Backed by the senate and the citizen assemblies, Roman commanders could
then in theory exact any terms they wished, although they were supposedly lim-
ited by Roman good faith, or fides, which imposed a moral imperative not to pre-
scribe excessively harsh conditions. Sometimes, it should be noted, communities
could seek this relationship with Rome voluntarily in order to gain protection. It
was the belief of Rome’s leaders that such a formal surrender established a per-
manent relationship of subordination. However, certain defeated communities
plainly did not share this view, and Roman armies sometimes had to force the
same communities into submission repeatedly. Altogether in ancient Italy, none
but the strongest of cities was able to exert long-term dominance over a substan-
tial number of others. During the fourth century, Rome became just such an
exceptional city.

Rome in Latium and Campania

Rome’s victory over Veii profoundly changed relations among the cities of central
Italy. Rome, already a relatively large and populous city, came to overshadow its
neighbors even more starkly. Strength in war was closely related to a city’s pop-
ulation and to the numbers of its adult males who could afford to serve in its
army. Rome’s treatment of Veii enlarged its own citizen body, and in addition the
land then distributed to poorer citizens gave still more Romans the necessary
means to equip themselves as soldiers. These new circumstances affected Rome’s
relations with other cities in turn. The elimination of Veii, along with the exten-
sion of Roman frontiers and influence, meant that Rome now had new neighbors
and new competitors in both Etruria and Umbria. Meantime in Latium itself,
Rome’s new power seems to have disturbed the leaders of many Latin commu-
nities, who worried about Roman domination.

The impact of the Gauls’ sack of Rome was apparently no more than momen-
tary. In Latium, some Latin communities did seek to escape Roman domination.
Tibur and Praeneste, the most powerful Latin cities after Rome, attacked several
times, sometimes in alliance with the Volsci and, on at least one occasion, with
bands of Gauls. Roman armies retained the upper hand in these wars, however.
This was a mark of their greatly increased strength, although they did not win all
their battles nor were all their victories final. Even so, according to the antiquari-
an Festus (p. 498 L), Titus Quinctius, dictator in 380, was able to dedicate a large
gold crown to Jupiter in the temple on the Capitol with an inscription, still visible
centuries later, recording that “in nine days, he had taken as many towns, and on
the tenth, Praeneste.”
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In the third quarter of the fourth century, Roman commanders proceeded to
wage wars and make alliances with states that were more powerful than their
nearest Latin or Etruscan neighbors; in the process, they succeeded in extending
Roman power over all of Latium and northern Campania. In Campania, the inva-
sions of the fifth century had not eliminated city life. Instead, victorious groups
of warriors from the highlands had largely adopted the urban lifestyle of those
they had defeated, creating in the process a culture with marked Greek, Etruscan,
and Italic elements. In the fourth century, the cities of northern Campania had ral-
lied around the leadership of the largest city, Capua. These Campani fought against
the cities of southern Campania, against Neapolis (modern Naples) and other cities
of the coast, and against the Samnites to their east.

During the fourth century, the Samnites were the strongest group in the central
highlands. In the valleys of Samnium, archeological evidence reveals a dense pat-
tern of rural settlement with the inhabitants living in scattered villages, where they
raised crops, vines, and livestock. City-states had not taken root here, but a pow-
erful military confederacy of tribes had emerged. The district, or pagus, governed
by its own magistrate and assembly, was the basic political unit. Each pagus com-
prised a few neighboring villages, a shared fortified hilltop refuge that was often
small and inaccessible, and rural sanctuaries that served as cult centers for the scat-
tered population. Groups of pagi in turn formed larger units or tribes—Hirpini,
Caudini, Carecini, Pentri—each with its own officials and assemblies. Together, the
four tribes named made up a larger Samnite confederacy, with its own leaders and
cult sites, such as the large rural sanctuary at modern Pietrabbondante. Both the
tribes and the Samnite confederacy itself, it should be noted, really only functioned
as groups in time of war. The Samnites were very aggressive, and they possessed a
formidable military reputation.

In the late 340s and early 330s, Roman armies fought Latins, Volsci, Campanians,
and possibly Samnites, while Campanians and Samnites also conducted wars of
their own. The details of all these conflicts are obscure, marked by shifting alliances
that would greatly confuse later Roman writers. Capua and its allies appealed to
Rome for help against the Samnites, who were pressing against communities in the
lower Volturnus River valley, one of the chief routes from the Samnite highlands to
the coastal plains of southern Latium and Campania. The result was what later
authors would call the First Samnite War (343-341), although it is far from clear
how much fighting between Romans and Samnites actually took place.

At about the same time, the Latin War (341-338) marked the end of any auton-
omy for the Latin cities. Fearing Roman encroachment, some of these cities joined
to oppose Rome, an event that Roman authors later would portray as a revolt. The
Latins received some assistance from Volscian and Campanian communities; the
Samnites, on the other hand, because they had ambitions in the valley of the Liris
River, took Rome’s side in this war. In 340, the Romans won a major victory in
northern Campania. The actions of one of the consuls in command went into leg-
end. Titus Manlius Torquatus, this consul’s son, killed an enemy soldier in single
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combat, but was then put to death by his father for disobeying the explicit order
given that no Roman should engage in single combat—an example of the virtu-
ous official placing the welfare of the city and its laws above family. By 338, the
war essentially had ended, although scattered communities did continue to resist
for a few years afterwards.

The end of the Latin cities” independence was the clearest result of these wars.
First, the victors ended all alliances and religious associations that had linked the
inhabitants of various Latin cities; as a result, responsibility for maintaining many
of the cults that had been shared by a number of Latin towns became the task for

Roman officials (see Chapter Two). Then, the Romans bound each
town directly to Rome alone. Most Latin communities were incor-
porated into the Roman state, just as Veii had been over half a cen-
tury earlier; their citizens became Roman citizens and their land
became Roman territory. Their urban centers continued to exist as
units of no more than local government with restricted freedom of
action. Such towns were styled municipia (singular, municipium):
They retained much of their old civic organization, electing offi-
cials, maintaining the local equivalent of a senate, and performing
their traditional religious rites. They could not make war or peace
on their own, however, and their citizens, when drafted, served in
the Roman army. They could vote in Roman assemblies if they
were present in Rome.

A few Latin communities—in particular Tibur and Praeneste,
the largest ones—did maintain a formal independence and were
not absorbed directly into the Roman citizen body. Even so, they
became Roman allies, they were completely surrounded by
Roman territory, and they were no longer capable of any indepen-
dent action. Some Latin colonies formed during the wars of the
fifth century continued in a special status that would eventually
be known as “allies of the Latin Name” (socii nominis Latini). They
preserved the customary Latin rights of intermarriage, contract
and the ownership of land, and of migration (see Chapter Two),
but they could now only exercise them with Rome and with
Romans, since there was to be no further interaction between
Latin communities except through Rome.

Certain cities, primarily the Volscian communities of southern
Latium, which were separated from Rome by greater distances, suf-
fered a different fate. The Romans declared them too to be munic-
ipia, a sign that they wished to incorporate them in some manner

Figure 3.3 This bone plaque of a warrior was found at the Latin city of
Praeneste. It depicts him in the panoply of a hoplite (only the shield is missing), and
was carved in the late fourth century, when Praeneste was firmly an ally of Rome.
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into the larger Roman political community; but citizens of these municipia could
not vote in Roman elections. Later, these nonvoting municipalities (municipia sine
suffragio) were seen as occupying an inferior position to those municipia with the
full rights of Roman citizenship. However, the original intention may have been
different; the right to vote in Roman elections, after all, would have been much
less valuable to those who lived far from Rome, and the ability to bind such citi-
zens fully into the Roman civic order would have been weaker. Perhaps, there-
fore, the original purpose of creating nonvoting municipalities was no more than
to link these communities firmly and permanently to Rome, without meaning to
merge them more fully into the larger city. In effect, then, municipia sine suffra-
gio maintained separate identities as city-states in a way that was not open to
communities nearer to Rome, although this separate identity no longer permitted
an independent foreign or military policy. Capua, a large and powerful city,
became a municipium sine suffragio at some stage during the last four decades of
the fourth century; a century later, the great majority of its citizens still thought of
themselves as Campani rather than as Romans (see Chapter Four).

Incorporation of municipia into the larger Roman state did not involve a dras-
tic rearrangement of these communities’ internal social arrangements. Like Rome,
their social orders were firmly hierarchical. In each, a handful of leading families
regularly filled most of the city’s political and religious offices. Some families may
not have survived their city’s defeat or maintained their social position in new cir-
cumstances, but many others did survive and continued to dominate their com-
munities; so long as they remained loyal, Roman magistrates would preserve
them against domestic unrest. For some of these municipal elites, their newly
acquired Roman citizenship would have proven especially valuable. The leading
families of many Latin communities, which for long had had close, if sometimes
tense, relations with Rome, may have intermarried with prominent Roman fami-
lies from a relatively early date; incorporation within the larger Roman commu-
nity apparently accelerated this process. Wealthy families in some municipia sine
suffragio, such as Capua, also formed marriage alliances with Roman families,
although this may have been a slower development. Eventually, some municipal
families would become part of the Roman political elite, holding offices and serv-
ing in the senate of Rome itself. Centuries later, the elites of many Italian com-
munities, including Rome, would be linked by networks of family relationships.

This said, the Romans also treated some defeated communities in ways that
disrupted their social and political arrangements. Victorious Roman armies plun-
dered the camps of armies they defeated in battle as well as the cities they took
by storm, and Rome often imposed penalties on communities that had fought too
hard or resisted too long, confiscating land and displacing or enslaving the inhab-
itants. Roman citizens, as individuals, could take up small allotments of some of
this captured land in what are known as “viritane” assignments. Other portions
of it went to groups of settlers in colonies.
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Seeking to hold new territory or allies by founding colonies was an old Roman
and Latin practice (see Chapter Two), but now the process became considerably
more formalized and under Rome’s exclusive control. Colonies were to be fully
functioning city-states with their own fighting forces and capable of their own
defense. In some colonies, the settlers remained Roman citizens and were enrolled
in a tribe. Such citizen colonies were small—300 adult men—and they were gen-
erally situated along the coast, at harbors, or at the mouths of rivers. Most colonies
were larger, however, with 2,500, 4,000, or 6,000 adult male settlers; colonists in
these new communities lost Roman citizenship, but they received instead the priv-
ileges enjoyed by the citizens of towns with Latin status. From the late fourth to
the early second century, the Romans established at least fifty-three colonies in
Italy at locations open to enemy attack, in recently subjugated regions liable to
revolt, at strategic river crossings and road junctions, and on vulnerable sections
of coastline.

To create a colony, the Romans chose three men (triumuviri coloniae deducendae),
generally high-ranking former magistrates, to lead out the colonists to a site, and
there give them land and establish the necessary institutions of self-government.
Each colony was to have as its center a fortified settlement, which was the resi-
dence of most of the colonists and the site of its government and public cults. In
some cases, the founders located the new settlement in a town or fortification
from which the original inhabitants had been expelled; in others, they began the
process of building a completely new town. Alba Fucens, founded in 303 on land
taken from the Aequi, and Cosa, established in 273 on land that Etruscan Caere
lost, are the best-known Latin colonies of the period. Both were founded on high,
inaccessible hills. Excavations have shown that the founders fixed the line of the
urban fortifications, and marked out the streets and the sites for the local forum,
comitium, and temples. In the process, triumvirs and settlers sometimes appro-
priated sacred sites of the displaced population; on other occasions, they created
new sites, patterned on Rome’s. One Roman writer later would describe colonies
like these as “small images of the Roman people” (Gellius, Attic Nights 16.13.9).
In Latin colonies, a few colonists received larger allotments so that they might
serve as the governing elite of the new city.

To found colonies and make viritane assignments, Roman magistrates had to
survey and subdivide extensive tracts of land. With relatively simple instruments
that enabled them to lay out right angles and measure straight lines, Roman sur-
veyors constructed networks of boundary paths in order to divide tracts of land
into large rectangles or squares; they then subdivided these into the plots that
individual settlers would receive. Traces of such divisions, detected through aer-
ial photography or careful mapping on the ground, have been found at a number
of fourth, third, and second century colonies and viritane assignments.

In the wars of conquest and the political accommodations that followed them,
Roman officials developed the military alliances and the institutions that would
enable them to dominate Italy and, later, much of the Mediterranean world.
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Figure 3.4 The Latin colony of Cosa, founded in 273, occupied a high and easily defensible
hill along the coast overlooking a nearby Etruscan town. This plan of the site shows the line of
the walls and the sites of the town’s (A) forum and (B) arx (the equivalent of the Capitol), nec-
essary for a civic life on the model of Rome.

Rome, like other city-states, did not possess a bureaucracy or an elaborate politi-
cal and administrative establishment. It would be an impossibility for Roman
officials to continue expanding their state indefinitely if they intended to govern
new territories and their inhabitants directly, or if they wished to exploit subor-
dinate communities to the full. Rather, in their efforts to bind communities, the
Romans instead created a hierarchy of settlements defined by relationship to
themselves. Thus some were deemed to be fully a part of the Roman political
order; others shared partially in Roman rights; still others remained ostensibly
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independent. All, however, maintained some local self-government. As a result,
the Romans could lead many communities without having to make the adjust-
ments in their own government that any consistent attempt to manage others at
the local level would have required.

The resulting system of alliances and incorporated communities was primari-
ly military in nature. After the actual conquest, the Roman state did not seek any
specific and direct financial benefit from the defeated, since it imposed no taxes
or tribute. Instead, the Romans sought to exercise their leadership primarily in
war: Colonies, municipia, and allies were expected to defer to Rome, to follow its
leadership in war and peace, and to provide soldiers for its wars. This assemblage
of communities centered on Rome could field formidable military forces, and it
could be expanded indefinitely. Each new acquisition of land or people would
lead to the creation of new colonies and new municipia, and would only increase
Rome’s military strength for the next round of wars.

Samnite Wars

Wars with the Samnites loomed large in Rome’s history during the last quarter of
the fourth century and the opening decade of the third. Both powers, after all,
were expansionist, and they were now neighbors. Around their city, Roman
forces had united Latium, northern Campania, and the territory of Veii together
with some of its subordinate cities. Only the Samnites possessed a nearly equiva-
lent power, so that the Roman-Samnite wars really did determine which would
be the leading power in Italy.

The Second Samnite War (326-304) was a long struggle for dominance. It began
over the Roman foundation of a colony at Fregellae, on the eastern bank of the
Liris River, in territory that the Samnites apparently considered to be their own.
In the next year, Rome went to war with the Greek city of Neapolis, and the
Samnites came to its assistance. This phase of the war ended at the Battle of the
Caudine Forks (Latin, Furculae Caudinae) in 321, when Samnite forces succeed-
ed in ambushing a Roman army in a mountain valley and forcing its surrender.
In the resulting peace, the Romans gave up their colonies at Fregellae and Cales.
Fighting resumed on a large scale in 316. For the next few years, Roman histori-
ans record Samnite invasions of Latium and Campania, but Rome’s armies did
recover and would then invade Samnium yearly until peace was made in 304.
During this war, Rome founded several colonies in southern Campania, and one,
Luceria, far away in Apulia, in an apparent attempt to create bases for further
operations against Samnium.

As censor in 312, Appius Claudius Caecus began two large public works projects
that illustrate the increased scale of the Roman state. The first was the construction
of an aqueduct, aqua Appia, to bring water from some distance away to the city. The
construction of this aqueduct can only suggest that the city of Rome’s population
growth had by now rendered local sources of water no longer adequate. (Moreover,
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subsequent construction of another aqueduct in 272, Anio Vetus, by the censor
Manius Curius Dentatus, confirms that the growth of the urban population contin-
ued throughout the period of Italian expansion.) The second project was a long
road from Rome to Capua in Campania that would become known as via Appia.
This road, primarily military in purpose, was intended to give armies a faster, easi-
er march from Rome, where they first were mustered, into the region around Capua.
Its construction is a clear sign of how intense operations were in Rome’s wars with
the Samnites, and probably also an indication that Roman leaders expected these
wars to be long-lasting. Later, other censors would arrange for the construction of
further roads to speed armies into regions of intense campaigning.

From 312, the Romans also sent commanders and armies against other cities
and confederations, a proof of the state’s extensive resources. In 311, Roman armies
advanced up the Tiber Valley against the Etruscan cities of Perusia, Cortona, and
Arretium, and three years later, they would campaign against another Etruscan
city, Volsinii. These wars generally ended in truces, either for a single year or
sometimes for as long as fifty years. In 299, however, the Romans did found a
Latin colony at Narnia, less than fifty miles (80 km) up the Tiber from the city.
Between 306 and 304, Roman armies overcame the Hernici and the Aequi, in the
hills to the southeast of Rome. These campaigns were said to have been especial-
ly harsh, with many of the hill towns of the Aequi destroyed and their popula-
tions massacred. Their neighbors—Marsi, Paeligni, Marrucini, Frentani, and
Vestini—made peace with Rome, presumably on Roman terms, between 304 and
302. Again, the Romans founded several new colonies on confiscated lands.

The Third Samnite War (298-290) secured Rome’s leadership. Hostilities seem
to have begun over Roman activities in Lucania. By the end of 297, a coalition of
Samnites, Etruscans, Umbrians, and Gauls formed, although its actions were not
well-coordinated. In 295, the two consuls of the year decisively defeated a force
of Samnites, Umbrians, and Gauls in a great battle at Sentinum in Umbria. In 291,
another Roman consul defeated the Samnites at Aquilonia; soon afterwards, the
Romans would establish the colony of Venusia nearby. After this defeat, the
Samnites again made peace.

In many of these wars, the Romans created allies, rather than new citizens.
Allied communities, too, contributed to the growing military strength of Rome.
Greek Neapolis, for example, provided ships to supplement Rome’s small navy.
Others provided soldiers for the Roman army. Allied communities were expected
to raise their own forces, but in war they served under Roman officers appointed
by the commander of the Roman army to which they were assigned.

EXPANSION OF ROMAN HEGEMONY IN ITALY

In the century between the fall of Veii and the end of the Third Samnite War, there-
fore, the Romans had united Latium, parts of northern Campania, Veii and some
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of its smaller neighbors, and the former territories of the Aequi and Hernici as far
as the Fucine Lake (Latin, Lacus Fucinus). In the wars of the fourth century, Rome
had also emerged as the most powerful state in Italy. Away from this core, how-
ever, Roman power rested only on a few isolated colonies, dependent upon Rome
for their safety, together with a number of often unwilling allies who were forced
by circumstances to accept such a relationship for a time. Many of these commu-
nities were restive, some were hostile, and virtually all wished to pursue interests
of their own. So here Roman ambitions and claims to leadership had to be con-
tinually asserted and reasserted; even so, the ample reserves of men of military
age provided by the network of colonies and municipia gave Rome an advantage
that would become more marked through the third century.

Wars in Central and Northern Italy

The pattern of annual campaigns in central and northern Italy that had charac-
terized the last decade of the fourth century continued well into the third. In 290,
just after the Roman victory in the Third Samnite War, Manius Curius Dentatus,
consul in that year, ravaged the land of the Sabines, who lived in scattered vil-
lages, and then reached the Adriatic Sea. As a result of this campaign, the Romans
established a Latin colony at Hatria, and made the Sabines Roman citizens without
the right to vote. Roman armies also conducted regular campaigns into Etruria and
Umbria, especially along the valley of the Tiber. These wars were complicated,
with shifting alliances between states, and they often involved Gauls. In 284, the
Gallic Senones defeated a Roman army at Arretium in northern Etruria. In the fol-
lowing year, by contrast, another Roman army defeated the Gallic Boii and some
of their Etruscan allies at Lake Vadimon, about fifty miles (80 km) north of Rome.
By 283, the Romans had expelled the Senones from a portion of their territory,
which would become known as the ager Gallicus. There, the Romans would estab-
lish colonies at Sena Gallica (in 283) and Ariminum (in 268; modern Rimini).

In the 280s and 270s, Roman armies forced most of the cities of Etruria and
Umbria into a dependent status. By 280, the Romans had made alliances with the
Etruscan cities of Vulci, Volsinii, Rusellae, Vetulonia, Populonia, Volaterrae, and
Tarquinii. Caere was treated more severely: Upon its defeat in 273, it became a
municipium (without the vote) and some of its land was confiscated. By the 260s,
few, if any, communities in Etruria, Umbria, and Picenum possessed any real
independence. Attempts to reassert it were severely punished. The Picentes
revolted in 269. When defeated, they lost territory—a Roman colonial commis-
sion established the colony of Firmum there—and they were made citizens with-
out the vote; some Picentes were also deported to the southern margins of
Campania. In Etruria, the revolt of Falerii in 241 was the last. A Roman army cap-
tured and destroyed the city, and then forced its inhabitants to settle at a nearby
location more open to attack. Falerii’s chief deity, the goddess Minerva, was
moved to Rome as Minerva Capta (Captured Minerva).
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Sharp internal conflicts characterized many Etruscan cities. The majority of
their populations had only a restricted role in community government, and this
limitation may have contributed to the persistent Etruscan defeats. In 265, the
wealthiest and most powerful families of Volsinii lost control of their city and
sought Roman intervention. Marcus Fulvius Flaccus, consul in 264, captured the
city, which he destroyed, although in this instance, too, some of the survivors
were then permitted to settle at a less defensible site nearby. When civic distur-
bances occurred in allied cities, Roman officials and the Roman senate usually
supported the leading families, a policy which in many instances may well have
encouraged these families to submit to Roman leadership.

Conquest of the South

At the end of the Third Samnite War in 290, Rome’s hold over the Samnites and
Lucanians was precarious, and its power over more distant communities was vir-
tually nonexistent. In the first half of the third century, the Romans also cam-
paigned regularly in the southern regions of the Italian peninsula, but these wars
would involve a different kind of enemy, leading to changes in Roman methods
of making war.

Roman officials quickly involved themselves in the affairs of the Greek cities of
southern Italy. In 285, Thurii appealed to Rome for protection from the Lucanians
and Bruttii. Gaius Fabricius Luscinus then forced the Lucanians to abandon their
siege of Thurii, and he left a Roman garrison there for its protection. Shortly after-
wards, other cities—Locri, Rhegium, and Croton—also successfully sought Roman
protection. This growing Roman presence now alarmed the citizens of Tarentum,
the largest Greek city in the region and often ambitious to lead the others. In 282,
the Tarentines attacked and sank some Roman warships that had appeared out-
side their harbor, apparently in violation of an agreement between the two cities.
The Tarentines then marched on Thurii, expelled its Roman garrison, and replaced
the ruling oligarchy with a more democratic regime. Tarentum took these actions,
it should be noted, while Rome was heavily involved in wars against Etruscans,
Umbrians, and Gauls.

In the far south of Italy, the Romans were entering a region in turmoil. Tensions
between oligarchic and democratic factions were common in the Greek cities
there and in Sicily. Generally speaking, the more democratic leaders wished to
give increased power and freedom of action to voting assemblies of citizens; they
sought to enable these assemblies to instruct and restrain elected officials; and they
wanted to open elected offices to a wider circle. Supporters of a more oligarchic
order, on the other hand, sought to limit magistracies to the very wealthy, or per-
haps even to the members of a few families; they wished to restrict the powers of
citizen assemblies and their freedom of action; and they tried to elevate advisory
councils of leading citizens, the local equivalents of the Roman senate, into the
chief organ of government. Strife between such factions could lead to violence,
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providing one of the chief reasons for other states to be called upon for help. Ro-
man leaders earned a well-deserved reputation for favoring oligarchic groups over
democratic.

At the same time, the Greek cities along the south coast of Italy were often
under fierce pressure from the Samnites, Lucanians, and Bruttii. When threatened
in this way, the cities would appeal to other cities and rulers in the Greek world
for help. In the decades before Rome’s intervention, the Tarentines and their
neighbors had sought the aid of a number of strong military leaders who pos-
sessed more powerful armies than did most city-states. Agathocles was the most
recent of them to respond. By the end of the fourth century, he had made himself
ruler of the Sicilian city of Syracuse, and had begun to build up a military state—
based on large numbers of mercenary soldiers—that encompassed much of the
island and several cities in southern Italy. Agathocles died in 289 and his empire
fell apart, but the Greek cities of southern Italy continued to turn to other powers
from outside the peninsula. So in 281, when a Roman consul and his army entered
Tarentum’s territory in reaction to its earlier attacks on Roman ships and gar-
risons, the Tarentines sought assistance from Pyrrhus, king of the Molossians in
Epirus across the Adriatic. Pyrrhus’ intervention would differ from earlier inter-
ventions in its scale and in its consequences.

Dramatic changes had occurred in the political and cultural life of the Greek
world during the decades before and after 300. In the fifth century, city-states had
dominated Greek political, social, and cultural life, and monarchy and tyranny
had largely disappeared. Kingship, as well as forms of community organization
that were not centered on the city, survived only among some societies on the
margins of the Greek world, where Greeks viewed the inhabitants as barbarous.
In the fourth century, however, monarchy became a central political institution
again, and kings would now overshadow the city-states of Greece. Changes in
warfare fuelled this transition. City-states had made war with citizen armies
fighting limited campaigns. In the fourth century, by contrast, military operations
grew larger in scale and were less bound by traditional limits. Mercenary soldiers
joined levies of citizens or subjects, and novel, more expensive techniques for
besieging cities and fighting battles were developed. Individual city-states pos-
sessed neither the population nor the wealth to engage in warfare on this scale for
long. It was the kings on the margins of the Greek world who did.

The rise of the kings of Macedon was central to this shift in political and mili-
tary organization. Macedon was a land of villages and towns, ruled by kings who
were strongly influenced by Greek culture. In the fifth century, Macedon had been
relatively weak, open to foreign invasions and divided by feuds between mem-
bers of the royal family and their followers. Greek cities to its south had inter-
vened in its wars, plundered and exploited its territory, and founded colonies
along its margins. Then in the fourth century, Macedonian kings began to gain a
firmer hold over their kingdom, and started to turn it into a formidable military
power. Philip II (reigned, 359-336) in fact became the dominant power in Greece.
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His army comprised Macedonians performing their traditional military service
for the king, troops contributed by allies, and mercenaries serving the king per-
sonally for pay and plunder. After his victory over an alliance of cities in 338,
Philip succeeded in uniting most of the cities of Greece into an alliance known as
the League of Corinth, and gaining for himself the permanent post of hegemon or
commander. As hegemon, he had the right to call on the allies to contribute sol-
diers and money for common military expeditions under his command.

Philip’s son, Alexander III (Alexander the Great), vastly extended the territory
under his control. With the forces under his command, he invaded the Persian
empire, the largest, richest, and most powerful empire of its day, stretching from
the Greek world to its west as far as India to its east, and from central Asia in the
north to the southern frontiers of Egypt in the south. In campaigns that lasted
until his death in 323 at the age of thirty-three, Alexander defeated Persian forces
in a series of major battles, led his armies through the principal regions of the
empire, and even eliminated its king and the monarchy itself. Before his early
death, Alexander began to establish his own rule instead. The phenomenal nature
of his accomplishments made him a towering figure to most of his contempo-
raries and successors, and many considered him to be a god. In later generations,
plenty of kings and generals—Romans among them—would seek to imitate him
and to be hailed his equal.

Alexander’s empire did not long survive him, however. Rather, for decades
following his death, his generals engaged in lengthy struggles for power, wealth,
and dominance. By the end of the fourth century, the more successful leaders,
now calling themselves kings, had begun to build rich and powerful states with
elaborate military establishments. These new monarchies were often unstable and
liable to rapid shifts in their frontiers and territory. Wars, conspiracies, and assas-
sinations were common occurrences. Although Greek cities were able to preserve
a certain civic existence within these new states or even, if especially fortunate, to
maintain a precarious independence, they still lost much of the control over their
own affairs that had long been so integral to Greek political ideals. Now cities had
to fear such royal intrusiveness, the imposition of taxes if they were too weak and
vulnerable to avoid them, and occasionally the establishment of a garrison in the
city itself or in its territory.

Some of the new kingdoms would survive over the following three centuries,
and together they would create a distinctive political culture—now known as
Hellenistic—that was to exercise a marked influence even in lands that no Greek
or Macedonian king ever succeeded in ruling. Hellenistic kingship was personal
rather than ethnic or territorial. Kings ruled because they were wealthy, power-
ful, and able to rule, not because they were governing long-established states
according to traditional procedures. In these circumstances, kings and their sup-
porters placed special emphasis on the material bases of their power—great
wealth and large armies. They also advertised the personal qualities of the ruler,
exaggerating or inventing deeds and characteristics that would show him to be



92 The Romans

favored by the gods and, on occasion, either a god himself or godlike. In the royal
courts and capitals that served as the centers of their government, these kings prid-
ed themselves on being patrons of the arts and literature, and they made grand
ceremonial displays of their wealth, their luxurious lifestyle, and their military
power and warlike deeds. These elements of the public culture of the Hellenistic
kingdoms would find many imitators, including members of the Roman govern-
ing elite.

Pyrrhus matched this model. His power base was his kingship over the Molos-
sians, a traditional office with customary limitations. To this he added the post of
hegemon, or commander, of the Epirote League, an alliance of Epirote communi-
ties to which each contributed forces and funds toward common goals. Pyrrhus
also controlled cities and districts in his own name, which were administered by
his personal officials and commanders; here he was able to raise revenue and sol-
diers as he wished. Altogether these territories served to provide the means for
pursuing greater ambitions than had traditionally been within reach of the
Molossian king, and Pyrrhus would spend much of his reign doing just this on an
increasing scale. Accordingly, when he received the Tarentines’ invitation in 281,
he resolved to seek opportunities in the West.

For this Italian campaign the following year, he assembled his forces at
Tarentum itself. Molossians and other Epirotes formed the core of his army, which
included about twenty war elephants; to this core, Pyrrhus added large numbers
of mercenaries. The Tarentines contributed their citizen army. Meantime the
Romans, who also were fighting in Etruria and Umbria, had their own forces in
the south. Lucius Aemilius Barbula, who as consul in 281 had commanded the
Roman army ravaging Tarentum’s territory, had remained nearby over the win-
ter (one of the earliest known instances when a Roman army did not return home
after a summer’s campaigning). The armies of Pyrrhus and Barbula engaged at
Heraclea, southwest of Tarentum. After a hard-fought battle, Pyrrhus won, but
with immense loss of life, giving rise to the expression “Pyrrhic victory” for a bat-
tle won at such cost that it almost amounted to a defeat. A bronze plaque found
at the sanctuary of Zeus at Dodona in Epirus records the dedication of some of
the plunder following this victory: “King Pyrrhus and the Epirotes and the
Tarentines to Zeus Naios from the Romans and their allies.”

After the battle at Heraclea in 280, the war spread. Lucanians, Samnites, the
Bruttii, and some of the Greek cities that had been allies of Rome, all decided to
join Pyrrhus. With his army and allies he now invaded Campania, but without
capturing any major community or inspiring any to desert Rome and join him.
Next he turned toward Rome itself, approaching to within fifty miles (80 km) of
the city. By this time, however, another Roman army which had been campaign-
ing in Etruria returned to protect Rome, and Pyrrhus hesitated to press on.
Instead, he returned to Tarentum, where he began offering peace terms. Our
sources preserve different versions of his demands (conveyed through his envoy
Cineas), which seem to have either confused Roman historians or offended their
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patriotic sensibilities. According to one account, Pyrrhus demanded that the de-
feated Romans give up all the land they had taken from the Samnites, Lucanians,
and Bruttii and become his allies, in effect thereby ending both their empire and
their independence. Nonetheless an elderly, blind senator, Appius Claudius
Caecus, who had been censor in 312, is credited with having persuaded the senate
to reject these inordinate demands; copies of his speech may have survived into
the first century B.C.

The war resumed again in the following year (279). Pyrrhus brought over re-
inforcements from Epirus, hired more mercenaries, acquired new elephants, and
raised additional funds from his allies. The financial contributions imposed on
them may have undermined his popularity for a time. Certainly they were onerous.
A number of inscribed bronze tablets, which record the finances of the temple of
Zeus Olympius at Locri, probably date to this year. They record the payment of
over 300 tons of silver from the temple treasury “to the king.” Pyrrhus led his army
through Apulia with the apparent intention of marching on through Samnium
toward Rome. He met the Romans at Ausculum, and another lengthy, fearsome
clash ensued. Once again, Pyrrhus proved victorious in battle, but at terrible cost.

At this point, therefore, he decided to direct his forces elsewhere. Certainly, his
failure to win a decisive victory underlines the depth of Rome’s resources. Unlike
other city-states, Rome, with its colonies and municipia, was able to muster citi-
zen troops on a scale that made it possible to compete with, and eventually over-
come, the armies of Hellenistic rulers. The Greek cities of Sicily provided the occa-
sion for Pyrrhus’ departure. After Agathocles” death in 289, his kingdom of
Syracuse became embroiled in civil war. Carthage, which controlled the western
part of Sicily, took advantage of this disorder and attempted to establish its con-
trol over the entire island. In these circumstances, the Syracusans in 278 offered
Pyrrhus the supreme command of their forces if he would bring his army to assist
them. In the two years that Pyrrhus then spent in Sicily, he did succeed in driving
the Carthaginians out of most of the island, but he was not able to expel them
altogether nor could he defeat the stronger Carthaginian fleet. His allies in Italy
suffered much in his absence. Lists of Roman commanders who achieved great
victories—the so-called fasti triumphales—record defeats of Samnites, Lucanians,
and Bruttii in 277 and 276.

In 275, Pyrrhus returned to Italy, prompted perhaps by renewed appeals from
his Italian allies as well as increasing dissatisfaction with his leadership in Sicily.
Later that year, Pyrrhus’ army met the Romans at Beneventum in Samnium, and
this time the Roman army won. The victorious consul, Manius Curius Dentatus,
would later build an aqueduct at Rome from his share of the plunder from
Pyrrhus’ camp. By the end of the year, Pyrrhus had crossed the Adriatic and
returned home. There he would achieve some success for a time, only to be killed
during street fighting at Argos in southern Greece in 272.

Pyrrhus’ failure proved disastrous for many of his allies, who in consequence
would lose their independence to Rome and suffer Roman depredations. In 272,
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Tarentum became a Roman ally. Wars with the Samnites and the Lucanians con-
tinued into the 260s. The foundation of Latin colonies at Paestum in 273, Bene-
ventum in 268, and Aesernia in 263 mark their defeat. By this time, the Romans
had reduced to the status of allies, voluntarily or otherwise, around 150 once-
independent communities. Another important consequence of Rome’s war with
Pyrrhus and the associated involvement in the affairs of the Greek cities of the
south was an altogether closer engagement with the Greek world and its culture.
Although there would be no direct Roman participation in the wars of the
Hellenistic states until the last decades of the third century, well before that Rome
was no longer just an Italian power. Hellenistic monarchies and leagues of Greek
cities now had to factor Rome into their plans, and their wars affected Rome.

WAR AND THE ROMAN STATE

In over a century of virtually continuous warfare, Roman officials and armies
established their city as the most powerful in Italy, and they erected around it a
network of alliances that made Rome a key participant in the larger politics of the
Mediterranean world. This pattern of regular warfare merits explanation, al-
though no single element or cause can serve as the key to all of Rome’s wars.

Several features of Roman society and politics encouraged acceptance of, and
perhaps the active search for, frequent wars. Possession of the military virtues
was central to the self-image of the Roman elite, to the ways they competed
among themselves for offices and honors, and to their claims to leadership in
their city and over the elites and inhabitants of other communities (see Chapter
Four). Regular warfare provided ambitious Romans with the opportunity to dis-
play their bravery and skill, and to accomplish deeds that would spread their
fame among the citizens—vital achievements for those who wished to reach high
office. Indeed, the office of consul, the highest in Rome and the focus of elite com-
petition, was itself substantially military in nature, and its occupants would have
expected, and probably desired, to command armies in the field. Military com-
mand, moreover, had given successful members of the Roman elite a leading role
both in their own city and in the surrounding ones of allies and dependents. To
maintain this position, they felt obliged to punish cities that challenged Rome or
refused to remain subordinate, and equally to protect dependent communities or
groups within them who proved loyal.

Decisions over war and peace were not just for the most prominent members
of Rome’s elite to take. The Roman practice of campaigning virtually every year
required consensus among the populace and between the voters and the mem-
bers of the ruling elite. Citizens voting in assemblies regularly chose the men who
would lead them in war, and it was citizens again who served in the forces that
fought the wars. Successful warfare brought tangible benefits to many Roman cit-
izens. For example, victorious armies plundered, and even common soldiers
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could expect to share in the loot. Land, too, was a prize. The captured land dis-
tributed in the colonies and viritane assignments of the period would have
enabled many poorer Romans to receive a plot that was sufficient to support
themselves and their families. Demands from the poor for land redistribution
were not the cause of turmoil at Rome, therefore, that they often were elsewhere;
wealthy Romans had comparatively little cause to fear that their property was in
danger. In the last decades of the fourth century, moreover, our sources preserve
regular accounts of mass enslavements of defeated enemies. Some of the newly
enslaved probably were sold outside of Italy. Others were put to work on the
lands and in the households of Roman citizens, beginning a gradual shift away
from the labor systems of archaic Rome, which had been based on dependent
clients and debt-slaves. It may be no accident that a law passed near the end of
the fourth century prohibited the old practice of nexum, which condemned
Roman citizens to bondage if they failed to repay their debts (see Chapter Two).

Altogether, the acquisition of wealth through regular campaigns no doubt
reduced the level of internal conflicts in the city. Accounts of the fifth and much
of the fourth century record recurrent strife between the elite and segments of the
populace over land, debt, and access to offices. Such conflicts seem to have less-
ened in the late fourth and early third centuries, and this shift—which included
an end to the Struggle of the Orders—may itself have been a consequence of the
wars. The demands of the poor for land and freedom from debt, and the desires
of the rich for a dependent labor force for their estates, could all now be met at
the expense of Rome’s neighbors.

Internal factors are not the whole picture, however. Roman historians later
regarded these wars as essentially defensive in nature, aimed at restraining aggres-
sion by others or at punishing disloyalty by cities which had supposedly accepted
Roman leadership. From this perspective, therefore, Roman expansion was a suc-
cessful response to the aggressive actions of others. Such a viewpoint may indeed
plausibly explain some campaigns against some enemies, but it is unlikely to
apply universally. Even so, it is important to recognize that other states, whether
friend or foe of Rome, had their own agendas, ambitions, and military traditions.
Some of these communities were themselves aggressive and expansionist, and
they may, on occasion, have forced the Romans to respond to their initiatives.
Unfortunately, the surviving evidence, which focuses so strongly on Rome itself,
does not permit the full recovery of these other, less successful histories.
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THE BEGINNINGS OF A
MEDITERRANEAN EMPIRE

In the 130 years following the end of the war with Pyrrhus, the Roman Republic
became the dominant state in the Mediterranean. In the city itself, moreover, a new
elite group, the nobility, emerged to take the lead in Rome’s political structure; at
the same time its foremost members became some of the wealthiest and most pow-
erful individuals in the Mediterranean world. Participation in wars over a far wider
geographical span, together with the consequent expansion of Roman power
beyond the Italian peninsula, would now put major strains on the Republic’s tradi-
tional structure and on its customary ways of making war and forging alliances.

SOURCES

No single continuous narrative survives for the entire period, but from the last
two decades of the third century through the first third of the second century, the
evidence is reasonably full and some of it is contemporary. The surviving books
of Livy’s history of Rome break off in 290 and resume with a full account only in
218; from this point, they run without interruption until 167, when the surviving
text comes to an end. The biographer Plutarch wrote lives of five Roman com-
manders of the period: Quintus Fabius Maximus, Marcus Claudius Marcellus,
Titus Quinctius Flamininus, Marcus Porcius Cato the Elder, and Lucius Aemilius
Paullus. Finally, the Greek author Polybius (c. 200-after 118) wrote a “universal
history,” in which the theme of Rome’s expansion from the middle of the third
century to his own day was central; extensive portions of this work survive. As a
young man, Polybius was active in Greek political and military matters, but after
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167 he lived mostly in Rome, where he became closely acquainted with important
members of the Roman elite. At the same time, inscriptions (Greek as well as
Latin) offer us insights and information about a range of Roman practices both in
Italy and elsewhere in the Mediterranean.

THE NOBILITY AND THE CITY OF ROME

The opening of offices and priesthoods to plebeians that occurred during the
fourth and third centuries resulted in the formation of a new governing elite in
Rome with a distinctive way of life. This elite, collectively known as the “nobles”
or nobiles, would govern Rome and its empire throughout the period of expansion
in the third, second, and first centuries. Archaic Rome had been governed by rel-
atively few individuals from a small group of families. However, the city’s new
leadership, also a group of limited size, would differ from the old in significant
ways. The patriciate was always an aristocracy of birth: Membership in certain
families itself sufficed to grant patricians their place in the city and the associated
privileges. In addition, especially prominent leaders of the archaic period pos-
sessed personal military followings that gave them a political importance irre-
spective of whether or not they held any formal political office. Although some
patrician families would achieve prominent places in the new elite too, this elite
was not an aristocracy of birth, nor did its leading members possess significant
military forces of their own. Instead, individuals and families had to establish and
maintain their place in the city within a framework of elective offices, priest-
hoods, and formal religious and political institutions.

Officeholding was central. The new nobility rested on its members’ ability to win
offices and gain priesthoods. In this context, it was above all the magistracies that a
man held which marked out his own position in the city as well as that of his fam-
ily. Indeed, the Latin word nobilis, in its most restricted sense, designates an indi-
vidual with an ancestor who had been chosen consul. By its very nature, this new
order was a highly competitive one. More contestants, patricians as well as ple-
beians, now sought a limited number of positions. In Rome, as in other city-states,
offices were in practice open only to the rich, and, more particularly, only to those
rich who maintained a respectable way of life—whose wealth, in other words,
derived primarily from landholding, and not from trade or from the practice of a
“sordid” profession, such as auctioneer or scribe or buying and selling in the mar-
ket. The position of the new elite families, however, was less secure than that of the
patriciate of the past. In each generation, these officeholding families had to provide
new and successful seekers of offices; families that failed to do so could otherwise
drop out of the governing elite. Meanwhile, a few men from families that had never
held office did succeed in gaining at least lower magistracies; these individuals
were termed “new men” (novi homines). If their descendants maintained and
improved upon this success, they could become new members of the nobility.
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The rise of the nobility accompanied, and reinforced, other developments in
Roman public life. The emphasis on offices—and especially the office of consul—
would result in the gradual creation of a hierarchy of positions, each of which con-
ferred on its holders a successively higher status. In its developed form, these
offices, from lowest to highest, would be quaestor, tribune of the plebs, aedile,
praetor, and consul. The prohibition against holding the consulship more than
once or twice became firmly established in the third century, and enabled two men
to hold this office each year who had never done so before. The other offices tend-
ed to be held earlier, and since there was a greater number of openings for them,
more families were able to compete successfully at this level. Some families in fact
filled out the lower offices for generations without ever achieving a consulship.
The tribunate of the plebs now came to serve not only as an office of value in its
own right, but also as a desirable early stage in the career of members of promi-
nent plebeian families. As a result, the tribunate lost much of its radical nature—
although it retained the powers for this to return later—and tribunes became part
of the established order, as did the Plebeian assembly over which they presided.

It was during the third and second centuries that the senate took on its leading
role in the city, and these centuries in many ways marked its high point. This was
the period when its “influence” or auctoritas peaked, in other words when its
direction of affairs won highest respect. The censors began to enroll primarily for-
mer officeholders, who in practice would serve for life. At some point in these
centuries, tribunes of the plebs gained the right to summon meetings of the sen-
ate; they also came to be enrolled in it after holding office. These two develop-
ments (which cannot be dated precisely) mark the integration of plebeian officials
into the official order of the city. As a gathering of former officeholders, the sen-
ate came to be organized internally in the same hierarchical fashion as were the
magistracies. Former consuls tended to lead in the senate because they had held
the highest office, and those individual senators who were considered to have the
most prestige dominated the meetings. Thus, the senate came to be seen as a store
of virtues, prestige, and experience.

In this competitive and hierarchical environment, prominent individuals could
be very protective and assertive of their claims to status. Members of Rome’s elite
liked to think that the pursuit of praise or fame (laus) and glory (gloria) was inte-
gral to their way of life. The Roman public virtues were primarily military—
indeed, the primary meaning of the Latin noun virtus is manly courage—and they
were closely linked to the holding of offices. It was above all military success that
led to laus and gloria. In the first century B.C. the historian Sallust would even
claim (Catilinarian War 7. 3-6) that competition for gloria was one of the key fac-
tors in Roman expansion. The primary source of fame was officeholding, and the
higher offices earned a man greater esteem or dignitas than the lower. In the late
second and first centuries, other forms of elite activity, such as skill in public
speaking or in the law, also came to be seen as praiseworthy, but never to the
same extent as holding magistracies. Officeholders wished their term of office to
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stand out in some way. Leading Romans missed no opportunity to proclaim their
merits and accomplishments, and often asserted their superiority over the achieve-
ments of their competitors. Failure to recognize someone’s accomplishments to the
degree he expected—to be disrespectful to his dignitas, therefore—could provide a
cause for lasting enmity.

Two examples may serve to illustrate the drive. First, in 221 Quintus Caecilius
Metellus, who would be consul in 206, gave the funeral oration (laudatio) for his
father; a summary of it is recorded by Pliny the Elder in the first century A.D.
(Natural History 7.139-40):

Quintus Metellus—in the oration in which he gave the highest praise to his
father Lucius Metellus, who was pontifex, twice consul, dictator, magister equi-
tum, member of a board of fifteen men to distribute land, and the one who first
led elephants in a triumph during the First Punic War—wrote that his father had
accomplished the ten greatest and best feats which wise men seek in their life-
time: He had wished to be the top warrior, the best orator, the bravest comman-
der, to have personally directed the greatest affairs, to have the highest honor, to
be the most wise, to be esteemed the most distinguished senator, to acquire
immense wealth in a good way, to leave many children, and to be the most cel-
ebrated figure in the city. It fell to him to achieve all this, and no one else since
Rome’s foundation had been his match.

Second, the earliest of the epitaphs in the third-century tomb of the Scipios
records that: “this man Lucius Scipio [consul in 259], as most agree, was quite the
best of all good men at Rome.” Both this epitaph and Metellus’ funeral laudatio
stress that the deceased had accomplishments that were greatest and best; per-
haps even more significantly, both insist that the two men were widely seen as
having had them.

The great pressure to assert a man’s claims changed not just public life, but also
Rome’s physical appearance. The third and second centuries saw increasing elab-
oration of the city’s ceremonial and religious life in ways that emphasized the
power and glory of the official who staged the rites. Displays of wealth, luxury,
and military power were at first limited to officeholders, but other members of
wealthy and powerful families would eventually mount them too so as to add to
the collective glory of their family. In the second century, according to Polybius
(31.26), Aemilia, the wife of Publius Cornelius Scipio Africanus (see Box 4.1), wore
rich clothes, rode in a smart carriage, and was accompanied by a large retinue of
servants when she participated in religious observances with other women; in the
rites themselves, too, she used ritual vessels made of gold and silver. After her
death, her grandson by adoption, Scipio Aemilianus, gave these objects to his
mother Papiria, who had remained at home during such functions, since she was
too poor to make the appropriate display.

Since war was the chief arena in which members of the elite could exhibit their
virtue and gain fame and glory, leading citizens craved public recognition of their
military accomplishments. The chief celebration of victory was the triumph, a for-
mal procession of a victorious general and his army through the city. The triumph
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was in fact an old ceremony in Rome. At first, the triumphal procession, which may
have originated among the Etruscans, was primarily a rite intended to purify an
army returning from battle or to thank the gods for a victory. In the late fourth and
third centuries, however, under the influence of the elaborate ceremonies of the
Hellenistic kingdoms to the east, the Roman triumph became less a celebration by
the community and the army than a glorification of the virtues and achievements
of the officeholder who had commanded the army in its victory. In the triumph,
the victorious general or triumphator, accompanied by senators and other elected
officials, led his army through the city together with prisoners, displays of cap-
tured property, and tableaux and paintings depicting key episodes in his victory.
The figure of the triumphator stood out clearly, because he wore the gold and
purple costume of the old kings, he painted his face to resemble the cult statue of
Jupiter Best and Greatest in the temple on the Capitoline Hill, and he rode a four-
horse chariot, just as did representations of the god.

BOX 4.1: The triumph of Scipio Africanus at the end of the third century as described by
the historian Appian (Punic Wars 66). Note that mocking rituals formed a part of the tri-
umph, just as they did of the processions that marked the Roman Games (see Box 3.2).

Everyone in the procession wore crowns. Trumpeters led the advance, and wagons
laden with spoils. Towers were borne along representing the captured cities, and pic-
tures illustrating the campaigns; then gold and silver coin and bullion, and similar
captured materials; then came the crowns presented to the general as a reward for his
bravery by cities, by allies, or by the army itself. White oxen came next, and after them
elephants and the captive Carthaginian and Numidian leaders. Lictors wearing pur-
ple tunics preceded the general; also a chorus of harpists and pipers—in imitation of
an Etruscan procession—wearing belts and golden crowns, and marching in regular
order, keeping step with song and dance. One member of the chorus, in the middle of
the procession, wearing a body-length purple cloak as well as gold bracelets and
necklace, caused laughter by making various gesticulations, as though he were danc-
ing in triumph over the enemy. Next came a number of incense-bearers, and after
them the general himself in a richly decorated chariot.

He wore a crown of gold and precious stones, and was dressed, in traditional fashion,
in a purple toga woven with golden stars. He carried a scepter of ivory, and a laurel
branch, which is invariably the Roman symbol of victory. Riding in the same chariot with
him were boys and girls, and—on the trace-horses either side of him—young men, his
own relatives. Then followed the men who had served him on campaign as secretaries,
aides, and armor-bearers. After these came the army itself marshalled in squadrons and
cohorts, all of them crowned and carrying laurel branches, the bravest of them bearing
their military prizes. The men praised some of their officers, and ridiculed or criticized
others; during a triumph there are no restrictions, and everybody can say whatever they
like. When Scipio arrived at the Capitol the procession came to an end, and he hosted
the traditional banquet for his friends in the temple.
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The triumph was the single most important ceremony that any Roman in pub-
lic life could hope to perform. Eventually a list of triumph-winners, the fasti tri-
umphales, would be put on prominent display in the city to mark out their accom-
plishments for all time. The decision over whether or not a victory warranted a
triumph was too important to be left to the commander alone. At some point, the
senate asserted its control. In consequence, victorious commanders and their armies
waited outside the pomerium while the senate debated their accomplishments.
Because a triumph was so prestigious, conflicts were common. When the senate
denied one to Gaius Papirius Maso, consul in 231, for his efforts on the island of
Corsica, he proceeded to stage his own at the Alban Mount, the old cult center of
the Latins, without senatorial approval. Other disappointed commanders, too,
would come to celebrate triumphs here on their own authority, and although these
ones offered less prestige than those which ended at the Capitol in Rome, they like-
wise were recorded and remembered.

Lesser magistrates also had opportunities for public display. From an early
date, the great religious festivals of the Roman state had included games or [udi.
At first, these comprised a procession, followed by chariot-racing in one of the
open spaces, the Circus Maximus or the Circus Flaminius, just outside the pomer-
ium. In the mid-fourth century, occasions for dramatic performances (ludi scaenici)
were added to these circus games. During the third, second, and first centuries,
such festivals would become more and more spectacular, as an increasing number
of contests and plays in the Greek style were added to the traditional events. By
the second century, if not earlier, the senate budgeted funds to finance the spec-
tacle, but the presiding official was expected to add more of his own, to increase
the display and his own fame. Indeed, the opportunities for self-advertisement
were so attractive that more festivals and more festival days were steadily added
to the public calendar. In addition, prominent Romans could stage games of their
own on days not designated for any in the city’s official religious calendar.
Dedicators of temples, for example, did this to mark their dedications, and from
the end of the third century generals also began to do so in order to thank the
gods for bringing them victory.

A public figure was particularly concerned to preserve the memory of his accom-
plishments. By their very nature, victories were ephemeral: Memories of rites
would fade, too, and new victors and new victories would always be occurring to
obscure the old. Hence, from the last decades of the fourth century, leading Romans
sought to enshrine the memory of their accomplishments in prominent monu-
ments; the Latin word monumenta (singular, monumentum) is actually related to the
verb meaning “to remind” or “to instruct”. Often, initiatives of this type involved
the official religion of the city, which in turn was so closely connected to its politi-
cal life and to its leading families. When beginning a campaign or preparing for bat-
tle, for example, Roman commanders made vows in which they promised new
temples, adornments for existing shrines, and elaborate rites to favored deities
should they prove successful. As a result, generals would come to build dozens of
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temples in prominent places both inside the city and immediately outside its walls.
In addition to statues of the gods and altars for their worship, temples often housed
statues of the victor and prominent inscriptions recording his name and the names
of the peoples he had defeated. Perhaps to highlight their prowess further, some
commanders even introduced new gods especially associated with victory: Bellona
Victrix in 296, Jupiter Victor in 295, and Victoria in 294. These novel deities reflect not
only Roman preoccupations, but also the similar cult of Victory developing in the
Greek world at the same period, around Hellenistic kings especially. By the end of
the third century, monuments to past leaders surrounded the places where magis-
trates performed their tasks, where the senate held its meetings, and where assem-
blies of citizens gathered to hear debates and to vote.

Advancement of a family’s claims to status came to involve remembering and
celebrating the specific offices held by its members in earlier generations and their
notable achievements in those capacities. Certain types of display were designed
simply to encourage family members to imitate or outclass their ancestors. Other
types were more public, because the deeds of famous ancestors helped advance
the claims to office made by their descendants, who supposedly had inherited
their virtues. This desire to proclaim the glory of one’s ancestors led some aristo-
crats to stress an additional name, the cognomen, which, when added to their
praenomen and nomen, announced their descent from a particular member of their
gens; thus, the Cornelii Scipiones used the cognomen Scipio to identify themselves
as lineal descendants of a common ancestor within the larger gens Cornelia. It
seems that some families were not entirely honest in their claims: the historian
Livy (8.40.4-5) would later complain that families claimed magistracies and vic-
tories for themselves falsely, and, in the process, compounded the difficulties of
determining the history of the late fourth and early third centuries.

Portrait masks of wax, or imagines (singular, imago), offered another means of
proclaiming the greatness of a family’s ancestors. Prominent Romans kept masks
of those ancestors who had held high offices or performed famous deeds in the
atria or reception halls of their houses, where they would be visible to visitors and
passersby. Funerals provided an especially important occasion for such families
to display the imagines of officeholders in their past, and to proclaim their ver-
sions of the family history. The more public stages of the funeral began at the
house of the deceased, where the body had lain in state. From the house—decked
with signs of mourning—a funeral procession with relatives, friends, musicians,
dancers, and professional mourners, made its way to the Forum. There, a promi-
nent male member of the family, a son if one was available, delivered a funeral
speech or laudatio to the assembled citizens, describing the offices that the dead
noble had held and the memorable feats he had accomplished. According to Poly-
bius (6.53.1-54.5), who witnessed these funerals in the middle of the second cen-
tury, actors riding in chariots actually wore the family’s imagines in the proces-
sion, with each carrying the symbols of the offices held by the man whose imago
he wore. In the Forum, the actors sat on the ivory chairs of officeholders placed
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around the speaker’s platform. Then, after the speaker had finished praising the
deceased, he would proceed to list the offices and praise the accomplishments of
each of the men whose imagines were displayed around him.

Like other public ceremonies, these funerals became more elaborate over time.
From the middle of the third century, combats between pairs of gladiators also
formed part of the proceedings. The first known gladiatorial games were staged
during the funeral of Decimus Junius Brutus in 264; by the end of the third cen-
tury, the sons of Marcus Aemilius Lepidus would put on combats with twenty-
two pairs of gladiators. In addition, leading families sought to expand the num-
ber of public funerals they could stage. At first, such funerals were restricted to
officeholders, but families eventually began to stage them for male members who
had held no office and for women of the family; both would provide occasions for
the display of ancestral virtues. It also became the practice for wives to bring the
imagines of their ancestors to their husbands” houses, adding to the display.

WARS WITH CARTHAGE

Wars with Carthage—called Punic from the Latin adjective punicus or Phoenician—
dominate Roman history in the middle and late third century. Carthage was the
most powerful of the cities that had emerged from the Phoenician colonization of
the ninth through sixth centuries (see Chapter One). Carthage came to control,
directly or indirectly, a considerable territory. In North Africa, the Carthaginians
and other Punic cities nearby held the richest parts of modern Tunisia. By one
means or another, the city of Carthage and members of its elite also exploited sub-
ordinate communities of their territory’s original population. By the end of the
fourth century, the Carthaginians controlled an area almost equivalent to Latium
and Campania combined, although they restricted their citizenship much more
than did the Romans. Still farther away, Carthage exercised some leadership, if
only intermittently, over rulers of various tribes and confederacies; the Numid-
ians, in modern Algeria, were the most important.

Carthage also expanded its power and influence by sea. From the end of the sev-
enth century, the Phoenician settlements of western Sicily, Sardinia, and the Balearic
Islands were subordinate to Carthage in some way. By the end of the sixth century,
the Carthaginians controlled the coasts of Sardinia, where they established colonies
of their own and controlled mines in the interior. In the sixth, fifth, and fourth cen-
turies, Carthaginian armies fought, with varying degrees of success, against the
Greek cities of Sicily. Carthage also had contacts, if sometimes distant and indirect,
with cities in Italy. As part of their struggles with the Sicilian Greeks and to protect
their trade, the Carthaginians concluded treaties with some central Italian commu-
nities, including Rome. The first of these Roman-Carthaginian agreements was
probably made as early as c. 500, and others followed, although the precise number
made thereafter is uncertain.
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First Punic War (264-241)

War broke out between the Romans and the Carthaginians as a result of a three-way
struggle between Carthage, Rome, and Syracuse over the strategic city of Messana
(modern Messina), which controlled the straits between Italy and Sicily. During the
chaos that set in following the death of Agathocles of Syracuse in 289 (see Chapter
Three), a band of Mamertines, Campanian mercenaries of the deceased king, had
seized Messana for themselves and began to plunder the surrounding countryside.
Early in the 260s, Hiero, the commander of Syracuse’s army, defeated these Mamer-
tines in battle and advanced on their city; his victory in fact gave him the oppor-
tunity to proclaim himself king. Meanwhile a Carthaginian admiral came to the
Mamertines” aid, installing a garrison in Messana. As a result, Hiero abandoned
the siege he had begun.

Roman armies soon became involved. The presence of a Carthaginian force
within their city provoked dissension among the Mamertines. Some apparently
hoped for a treaty with Carthage that would give them greater freedom of action,
but others preferred to seek Roman assistance and protection. The Roman senate
was divided on the issue, but one of the consuls of 264 (in all likelihood Appius
Claudius Caudex) successfully proposed to a citizen assembly that the Mamertines
be given Roman protection. Claudius was certainly the consul who then set off for
Sicily with his army. Meantime the Mamertines—perhaps with the assistance of
no more than a Roman advance guard—expelled the Carthaginian garrison from
Messana; for this failure, the garrison commander was supposedly crucified later.
Claudius then arrived and entered the city. Both King Hiero and the Carthagin-
ians responded: A Carthaginian fleet blockaded Messana, while Carthaginian and
Syracusan armies each set up camp outside it.

More intensive warfare broke out in 263, when Rome sent out both consuls,
with a large force of Romans and allies. The consuls advanced into Hiero’s terri-
tory, seized some towns there, and received the surrender of others. Hiero then
made peace, and became an ally of Rome. The consuls of the next year advanced
into western Sicily and besieged the Greek city of Agrigentum (modern Agri-
gento), where the Carthaginians had concentrated their forces. They tried to force
the Roman commanders to abandon the siege. However, after a battle in which
both sides appear to have lost heavily, the Carthaginian generals managed to
evacuate their forces from the city without further loss. The citizens of Agri-
gentum suffered much more severely. On the next day, the Roman army entered
the city, plundered it, and sold thousands of the citizens into slavery. Meanwhile
the Carthaginians replaced their unsuccessful commander with Hamilcar Barca,
who would continue to command the Carthaginian forces on the island for the
remainder of this long war.

After the sack of Agrigentum in 262, the Romans and Carthaginians entered a
period of stalemate. Some cities that had previously defected to the Romans now
resumed their alliance with Carthage, while others joined Rome for the first time.
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Both sides faced extraordinary difficulties. Carthage possessed one of the most
powerful war fleets in the Mediterranean, but it depended upon mercenaries to
fill out its armies. Because of this strength at sea, Carthaginian forces were able to
hold towns on the coast, where reinforcements could easily be landed. Rome, on
the other hand, had a large army, though only a small fleet, with its Greek allies
providing many of the ships and crews. Roman commanders were able to bring
armies across the narrow straits between Sicily and Italy, but the strength of the
Carthaginian fleet made it impossible for them to expel Carthaginian forces from
Sicily.

The Romans responded by building warships to challenge Carthage at sea. This
was not an easy task. Shipbuilding was complex and expensive. Commanding
ships and fleets, moreover, was a skilled operation that differed greatly from the
leadership of an army, and warships by definition required large numbers of skilled
oarsmen to propel them and maneuver them in battle. Here, the Carthaginians,
with their long naval tradition and large fleet, had a great advantage, but the
Romans were able to adapt remarkably quickly. Copying Carthaginian methods of
construction, the Romans began by building about one hundred large warships,
and over the course of the war, they would build many more. For sailors and oars-
men, they turned to their allies and also recruited Roman citizens too poor to serve
in the army. Roman fleets soon began to win battles at sea, although they also lost
many ships, failures which Roman authors (and Greek ones friendly to Rome) often
attributed to inclement weather. Gaius Duilius, consul in 260 and commander in
one of the earliest of Rome’s naval victories, celebrated the first triumph gained at
sea; as a striking monument to his victory, he set up a column in the Forum deco-
rated with the bronze rams of captured ships.

For a time, Rome and Carthage both won victories and suffered defeats, and
neither side could gain a decisive advantage. In 256, both consuls took the further
initiative of crossing to North Africa with an army and a fleet, so as to attack
Carthage itself in the hope of bringing the war to a quick conclusion. One of these
consuls, Marcus Atilius Regulus, duly defeated the Carthaginians in battle, cap-
tured the city of Tunis (near Carthage), and provoked a rebellion among some of
Carthage’s Numidian allies. Early in 255, however, Xanthippus, a Greek merce-
nary commander in Carthaginian service, defeated and captured Regulus.

Roman writers would later turn this humiliation, so offensive to Roman sensi-
bilities, into a patriotic myth that contrasted the supposed virtues of the consul and
the vices of his captors. Later, according to the tale, the Carthaginians allowed
Regulus to return to Rome in order to negotiate either a peace or an exchange of
prisoners, making him promise to return if his efforts were to prove unsuccessful.
When the senate refused to negotiate, Regulus returned to Carthage where he
died, exhibiting in the process the good faith (fides) that members of Rome’s elite
thought to be a defining characteristic of their class and their city. Some versions,
moreover, would maintain that the Carthaginians tortured Regulus to death—
Roman authors thought cruelty to be one of the chief traits of Carthaginians—but
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this may well have been an attempt to counter reports that Regulus’ wife tortured
Carthaginian prisoners.

After the failed invasion of North Africa, warfare continued on land and sea
for fifteen years. In Sicily, Roman commanders slowly gained the advantage,
since the Carthaginians lacked sufficient resources to fight simultaneously
against the Romans and against their former Numidian allies in North Africa. In
the process, much of Sicily was devastated. In 254, for example, the Romans cap-
tured Panormus (modern Palermo), the most important city on the north coast of
Sicily; many of its citizens paid a ransom, but those who could not afford the pay-
ment set by Rome were enslaved. In 241, the Carthaginians gave Hamilcar, their
commander in Sicily, authority to negotiate a peace. The result was that they
agreed to leave Sicily and pay Rome a large indemnity.

Hostilities did not end here, however. At the end of the war, the Carthaginians
had insufficient funds to pay their mercenaries, who were owed for many years
of service. So the large mercenary army assembled in North Africa mounted a
revolt, which soon spread to some of Carthage’s Libyan and Numidian allies. The
whole conflict here led to atrocities by both sides, until 237, when the Carth-
aginian army finally succeeded in gaining the upper hand. Meantime elsewhere,
mercenaries serving Carthage in Sardinia joined the revolt and killed their gener-
al. When Carthage dispatched more mercenaries to the island, these too revolted,
killing their general and massacring Carthaginians indiscriminately. Eventually,
after victory had been achieved in North Africa, the Carthaginians planned to
send another army to Sardinia, but before they could, the mercenary commanders
there begged Rome for assistance. Disregarding earlier agreements with Carth-
age, Roman officials now chose to intervene, threatening war and insisting that
Carthage abandon the island and pay a further substantial indemnity. The Carth-
aginians, exhausted by interminable warfare, agreed.

Although Roman magistrates and senators may not have realized it at this
point, it was in fact victory in the First Punic War that led to the creation of
Rome’s first permanent commitments outside Italy. In the decade following the
assertion of Roman claims to Sardinia, nine consuls and at least one praetor cam-
paigned against the inhabitants of the island, as well as against those of the neigh-
boring island, Corsica. Campaigns in the interior of both islands would continue
intermittently for a further century. While fighting Carthaginian forces in Sicily,
Roman commanders had already granted protection to communities there, and
had probably even made arrangements of a more permanent nature with some.
Previously, when the Romans had forged alliances and granted protection to com-
munities in Italy, they had made few commitments that required the permanent
presence of Roman officials and Roman forces. Now, the senate may at first have
intended that friendly cities in Sicily should enjoy the same sort of undemanding
relationship. By 227, however, the decision had been made to station a comman-
der and troops permanently in Sicily, Sardinia, and Corsica. In that year, the
Centuriate assembly elected four praetors for the first time, with the intention



110 The Romans

that one of them should regularly be sent to Sicily and another to Sardinia-
Corsica. Thus these islands became the first of Rome’s “provinces” outside the
Italian peninsula (see A Mediterranean Empire).

The First Punic War, and to a lesser degree the war with Pyrrhus that preced-
ed it, marked an important stage in Rome’s imperial development. In Rome’s tra-
ditional pattern of warfare, consuls and praetors raised armies each spring and
discharged them in the fall after the end of the campaigning season. Conse-
quently, Roman soldiers could be self-supporting, since they always returned
home in time to plant their crops and provide for themselves and their families in
the following year. In some of the wars of the third century, however, this long-
established practice no longer met Roman needs. Although they did still raise
armies and fleets for less than a year’s service during the Pyrrhic War and the
First Punic War, they also kept some armies in the field over the winter and main-
tained garrisons in distant towns and forts. In part, this modification to tradi-
tional practice may have been a response to the greater distances that Roman
armies now had to travel in order to reach their enemies. But Rome had also
begun to compete with cities and kings who raised their forces in a different way:
In particular, the mercenary armies of Pyrrhus and the Carthaginians typically
remained in the area of operations over the winter, and were quite capable of seiz-
ing towns and forts during the Romans’ absence.

In response to the new forms of warfare, Roman practices underwent some
adjustment. Fleets required money for the construction and supply of ships; their
crews could not live off the land as an invading army could. Soldiers kept
through the winter in garrisons or camps distant from their farms also needed
some means of support. Traditionally, Roman commanders had for the most part
sought to supply their armies either by living off the land, or by demanding the
necessary funds and provisions from allies and subjects in the vicinity. Rome’s
administrative organization, like that of most city-states, was rudimentary, and its
ability to direct a range of activities correspondingly limited. Elected officials
arranged and performed the major rites and ceremonies of the city, they raised
and led its armies, and they heard complaints and granted judgments in legal
cases. These core functions apart, the Roman state possessed little in the way of a
permanent apparatus. To be sure, from time to time the state needed supplies and
labor for religious rituals, for public building projects, and for the army. In these
circumstances, however, Roman officials would typically turn to private contrac-
tors or publicani (singular, publicanus) to fulfill needs that a more bureaucratized
society would accomplish with state officials. Some publicani were undoubtedly
involved in equipping and supplying Roman fleets and armies.

By the middle of the third century, there are clear signs that the Romans were
expending public funds on a larger scale than they had in the past. Roman citi-
zens were not subject to regular taxation, but when some exceptional, urgent need
arose, a citizen assembly could authorize magistrates to collect a special payment
or tributum, assessed on the basis of the census. It was when ancient communities
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Figure 4.1 In addition to silver coins—which at first appear to have circulated primarily in south-
ern Italy, where the use of money was long established—the Romans began to cast bronze in the form
of ingots or coins; there is little doubt that these circulated more locally, and may have been intended
for distribution to soldiers. This bronze ingot, dating between 275 and 242, bears an elephant on one
side and a sow on the other; the elephant is probably a reference to the war with Pyrrhus.

faced the necessity of making regular payments on a large scale—either for war or
for other public projects—that they usually began to mint coins in silver. When the
Romans first made use of such high-value coins, late in the fourth century, they
relied on ones produced at irregular intervals by Campanian mints. During the
Pyrrhic War, however, they began to mint their own, using Greek weights and
designs. Eventually, in the last two decades of the third century, they introduced a
complete range of denominations with Roman weights and designs. Rome’s tra-
ditional style of warfare had not called for substantial sums of money. Now, how-
ever, Roman officials and the senate would face a steady need for cash, especially
in the largest wars.

Second Punic War (218-201)

The Second Punic War broke out over Spain. Leadership of the Phoenician cities
of the Iberian peninsula, together with influence in the interior there, had long
been a major prop of Carthaginian power. The Carthaginians used Iberian mer-
cenaries to fight in their wars; Iberian gold, silver, and other metals to pay and
equip their soldiers and sailors; and Iberian timber to build their ships. After the
end of the First Punic War, they attempted to extend their power in the peninsu-
la and increase their access to its rich resources. In 237, Hamilcar Barca, previ-
ously Carthage’s general in Sicily, landed in Spain; from then on, he regularly
conducted military operations and extended Carthaginian power there until his
death in 229. At that point he was succeeded by Hasdrubal, his son-in-law, who
governed and campaigned until he too died in 221. After Hasdrubal’s death,
Hannibal Barca, Hamilcar’s own son born in 247, became the chief Carthaginian
commander in Spain.

This increase in Carthage’s power provided the occasion for a new war with
Rome. The diplomatic activity lying behind its outbreak is very obscure, mainly
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because our sources are pro-Roman and anti-Carthaginian and seek to put Has-
drubal, and especially Hannibal, in the wrong. In 226, the Roman senate—for rea-
sons unclear to us—dispatched an embassy to Hasdrubal, and pressed him to
agree to limit Carthaginian power in Spain. The result was a treaty in which the
Carthaginians undertook not to send any military force across the Ebro River. A
few years later, however, Hannibal attacked the city of Saguntum, south of the
Ebro, and the Saguntines appealed to Rome. The senate apparently claimed that
Saguntum—despite its location—was in some way dependent upon Rome or had
a right to Roman protection; but again there is no knowing when or how this sup-
posed relationship with Rome had developed. In any event, Rome sent no relief
force, and Saguntum fell to Hannibal in 219. In the following year, and apparent-
ly after some debate, the senate sent an ultimatum to the Carthaginians, demand-
ing that they hand over Hannibal. The Carthaginians refused, and the Roman
envoys then declared war.

The senate evidently expected to be able to predict where the war would be
fought. It instructed one of the consuls of 218, Publius Cornelius Scipio, to lead
his army and fleet to Spain, while the other, Tiberius Sempronius Longus, was to
go first to Sicily in order to prepare an invasion of North Africa from there. Han-
nibal, however, did not wait in Spain for the arrival of Roman forces. Instead, in
the spring of 218, he left his headquarters in Spain and surprised Rome by dar-
ing to attempt the long march to Italy. Scipio failed in an attempt to stop Han-
nibal’s army from crossing the Rhone River in what is now southern France.
After this failure, Scipio sent most of his own men on to Spain under the com-
mand of his brother, Gnaeus Cornelius Scipio, while he himself returned to Italy.
Later in the year, despite difficulties and much loss of life, Hannibal successfully
crossed the Alps into Italy. Here, at the Trebia River, he defeated Tiberius Sempro-
nius Longus (who had rushed north), and virtually destroyed his army in De-
cember 218.

Despite these remarkable achievements by Hannibal, however, the Romans
still possessed most of the advantages. Rome’s fleet far outclassed that of Carth-
age. For this reason, Rome’s leaders had apparently expected to be able to fight
the war in Africa and Spain, both of which they could reach by sea. At the same
time, Rome’s control of the sea meant that Hannibal could only receive limited
reinforcements by ship while in Italy. Here, the Romans possessed great reserves
of manpower, although they could not mobilize all their potential soldiers at one
time. According to Polybius (2.23), several years before the war, the Romans had
ordered their allies to compile lists of men eligible for military service. According
to these lists, 250,000 Romans and Campanians could be summoned to serve in
the infantry and 23,000 in the cavalry, along with 80,000 Latins who could serve
on foot and 5,000 potential cavalrymen. Altogether, Samnites and Lucanians,
along with Messapians and Iapygians from Apulia, could provide up to 150,000
infantry and 26,000 cavalry, while several small groups in the mountains of cen-
tral Italy could muster another 20,000 infantry and 4,000 cavalry.
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The record as transmitted by Polybius is plainly incomplete—there are no
Etruscans, Umbrians, Bruttii, or Greeks here, for example—and it is unclear whether
those actually serving in Rome’s armies at the time were included in the totals given.
Even so, there can be no question that Hannibal had far fewer soldiers. Polybius
(3.56) saw a bronze tablet that Hannibal later erected in the south of Italy; his claim
here was that he had 12,000 African and 8,000 Iberian infantry, and no more than
6,000 cavalry, when he entered Italy. He may have hoped to win victories that would
be sufficiently impressive to encourage the Romans to make peace, or Rome’s allies
to revolt. If so, he would be only partially successful in achieving such aims.

When Hannibal crossed the Alps, he entered a region disturbed by warfare
between Romans and Gauls. In 232, a tribune of the plebs, Gaius Flaminius had
proposed and carried a law instructing officials to assign land taken from the
Gauls here in small parcels to citizens. One consequence was that the two largest
tribes, the Boii and Insubres, became more openly hostile. In 225, they crossed the
Apennines into Etruria with a large force of infantry, cavalry, and chariots, and
defeated a Roman force. Later in the same year, the two consuls—one of them
hurriedly recalled with his army from Sardinia—trapped the Gauls between their
own pair of armies at Telamon, less than one hundred miles (160 km) from Rome,
and won a major victory. Over the next few years, Roman armies regularly invad-
ed and devastated the territories of the Boii and Insubres, and, in 219, Roman
commissioners founded colonies at Placentia and Cremona. In the next year, how-
ever, the Gauls succeeded in capturing Placentia. When Hannibal arrived, they
made common cause with him, and some would join his army.

Hannibal’s successes continued in 217. When he crossed the Apennines and
invaded Etruria, Gaius Flaminius marched to block him, but Hannibal succeeded
in ambushing and destroying this consul’s army at Lake Trasimene. At this stark-
ly critical juncture for Rome, Quintus Fabius Maximus, already twice a consul,
was appointed dictator. He adopted a firm strategy of avoiding battle with the
Carthaginians unless there were conditions especially favorable for the Romans.
Instead, he harassed Hannibal’s army on the march, attacked detachments forag-
ing for supplies, and looked for any opportunity to exploit some advantage. For
this reason, he was mockingly dubbed “the Delayer” (Cunctator). Fabius’ strategy
was most unpopular, and incurred sharp criticism not least from his own magis-
ter equitum, Marcus Minucius Rufus, who persuaded a citizen assembly to make
him co-dictator, an unprecedented post. According to accounts that favor Fabius,
Rufus then deployed his army rashly, and his more cautious colleague had to res-
cue him from the Carthaginians.

The consuls of 216, Gaius Terentius Varro and Lucius Aemilius Paullus, did not
follow Fabius’ strategy either. Instead, they marched against Hannibal with a com-
bined army of Romans and allies that may have numbered as many as 80,000 sol-
diers. The battle they fought at Cannae in Apulia was a further Roman disaster:
Paullus lost his life, and only a small fraction of the army escaped. Afterwards,
some of Rome’s allies began to change sides. The cities of Sabinum, Etruria, and
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Umbria largely remained Roman allies. In the south, however, many Samnites,
Lucanians, and Bruttii either served as soldiers in Hannibal’s army, or provided
supplies for it, or fought against the Romans on their own. Capua in Campania,
one of the largest cities in Italy and a Roman municipium for the past century, also
joined Hannibal’s alliance; Roman writers would claim that it was the mass of cit-
izens who decided to reassert Capua’s autonomy in this damaging way, against
the wishes of the local elite. In Sicily, some Syracusans also persuaded their fel-
low citizens to support Carthage. In 212, Hannibal captured Tarentum, although
a Roman garrison held out in a fort on the harbor, preventing the use of the only
major port he would gain.

After the defeat at Cannae, Roman commanders reverted to avoiding battle
with Hannibal’s army, while harassing it and limiting its freedom of movement.
At the same time, other Roman armies attacked disloyal cities and allies, too
many in number for Hannibal to protect. In Sicily, Marcus Claudius Marcellus
captured Syracuse in 213. Two years later, Capua fell, and the Roman commander
then ordered the executions of the city’s leading citizens and sold much of the
population into slavery. In 209, the Romans recaptured Tarentum too, sacked it,
and enslaved its inhabitants. After this date, Hannibal and his depleted army
were more or less confined to Bruttium in the extreme south of Italy.

In the midst of the war in Italy, Roman magistrates and the senate searched for
signs of divine disfavor and for ways to bring better fortune to Rome. Livy’s histo-
ry of these years is full of reports of freak storms and uncanny events in which the
gods revealed their displeasure with Rome. In response, the Romans took great care
to perform the traditional rites flawlessly, while increasing their scale and grandeur.
Should this approach fail to appease the gods, they also made elaborate vows which
promised unprecedented sacrifices in the event of Roman victory. In addition, offi-
cials and the senate sought to introduce new gods to the city and gain their protec-
tion. In 205, after a series of distressing portents, the senate consulted Roman priests
and the Greek oracle at Delphi. Both recommended bringing the Great Mother
(Magna Mater) from her sanctuary in Asia Minor to Rome. So, in the following year,
the goddess’ cult image—a black meteorite—and some of her priests arrived in the
city. However, the senate seems not to have realized what her worship entailed. The
cult of the Magna Mater centered on self-castrated priests, ecstatic rites, and wild
singing and dancing. After its introduction, shocked Roman officials would act to
isolate these priests from Roman citizens, and would enact laws preventing citizens
from participating in the more disturbing forms of the cult.

The war in Spain proved decisive. The Carthaginians had never gained a firm
grip on most of Spain. Their power rested on the Phoenician and Punic colonies
along the coasts and in the valley of the Baetis River (modern Guadalquivir), a
region of towns and villages where they and their Phoenician predecessors had long
been active. In the years before the outbreak of the war, Carthaginian commanders
had expanded their influence northward along the narrow plain between the
coast and the eastern edge of the great central plateau that makes up much of
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BOX 4.2: In 217, the Roman senate and citizen assembly ordered that an extraordinary vow
be made to preserve the Republic from disaster. The vow was eventually carried out over two
decades later, in 195. Note the solemn, almost legalistic form of the vow as a promise that the
Roman people will perform certain actions, if the gods do their part first.

Livy 22.10: After the senate had passed these resolutions, the praetor consulted the
college of pontifices, and Lucius Cornelius Lentulus, the pontifex maximus, gave his
opinion that first of all the people should vote on the question of a “sacred spring,”
since this could not be vowed against the wishes of the people. The question was put
to them thus: “Do you wish and instruct that this action be carried out as follows? If
the Roman Republic and its people are preserved for the next five years (as I would
wish it to be) in these wars—that is, the Roman people’s war with the Carthaginian
people, and the wars with the Gauls on this side of the Alps—Ilet the Roman people
offer as a sacrifice to Jupiter what the spring produces from the flocks of pigs, sheep,
goats, cattle, whatever is not already consecrated, starting from the day determined
by the senate and people. Let him who will perform the sacrifice perform it at what-
ever time, by whatever form of ritual he wishes; however it is done, let it be deemed
to have been done correctly. If an animal that ought to be sacrificed dies, let it count
as outside the vow and let no guilt attach to the sacrificer; if anyone harms or kills an
animal unawares, let it not be a crime; if anyone steals an animal, let no guilt attach to
the people nor to him from whom it was stolen; if he sacrifices on a day of bad omen
unawares, let it be deemed to have been done correctly; whether by night or day,
whether a slave or free man performs the sacrifice, let it be deemed to have been done
correctly; if it is performed earlier than the senate and people have ordered, let the
people thereby be absolved and free of obligation.”

Spain. This too was a region of towns and villages, but it also held a few coastal
cities, Greek or Phoenician in origin, and some Spanish communities, which were
in the process of becoming cities. Hasdrubal’s foundation of New Carthage
(Latin, Carthago Nova; modern Cartagena), where he built a strongly fortified
city on a fine harbor, and Hannibal’s capture of Saguntum mark two important
stages in this advance. Within the region, Carthaginian power rested on some of
the coastal cities, garrisons in important places, a large and well-trained field
army, and a constantly shifting network of alliances. On the central plateau itself,
Carthaginian power was even more limited. Here, communities generally were
small, with economies based primarily on herding and only secondarily on the
limited cultivation of crops. Settlements possessed no more than rudimentary
forms of political organization, and unstable leadership. On this plateau the Carth-
aginians found mercenaries as well as allies, although typically not dependable
ones; at the same time, other communities here were hostile.

In 218, Gnaeus Scipio landed at Emporiae (modern Empiiries), a coastal settle-
ment on the far northeast coast of Spain; his brother, Publius Scipio, joined him in



\MDW/J T

e

RhodanuS

&

Massilia®

Durius

5
C

>
<
W
@)
O
O
I~
Z
<
—
—
<

,{T Tagus
~
)
VAR
-
W
Qq‘?
<
| Italica,
Gades Carthago Nova VI\ P\
75 225 Kilometers

150
1

L
r 1
0 50 150 Miles

Carteia
NI LA

Jab)

&“UMO

Pl

Ancient World Mapping Center 2003

Map 4.4 Iberian Peninsula



118 The Romans

the following year. Before the beginning of the second war with Carthage, the
Greek city of Massilia (modern Marseille, in France) established friendly diplo-
matic relations with Rome. The Massiliots had founded a series of colonies and
trading posts along the coasts; Emporiae was one of the most successful. At the
outset, then, Roman armies intervened as enemies of the Carthaginians, but also
perhaps as allies and protectors of some small cities in the region. In the first years
of the war, Rome’s commanders duly secured the safety of Greek communities
under their protection, expelled small Carthaginian garrisons from towns near
the mouth of the Ebro River, and established control over the lower Ebro Valley
and along the coast, perhaps as far south as Saguntum. Amid these campaigns,
they made Tarraco (modern Tarragona) their main base of operations; it would
become one of the chief centers of Roman power and influence in the peninsula.
The effort to support armies and fleets in Spain soon strained the capacity of
the Roman state. In 215, the Scipios reported that they were unable to secure suf-
ficient supplies from Spain itself, and they requested that food, clothing, and pro-
visions for their navies be sent from Italy. Because of the many demands else-
where, the senate concluded that it was incapable of meeting this request. Instead,
it instructed a praetor to seek bids for

contracts to supply the Roman comman-

ders in Spain on condition, however, that

the contractors would receive payment

only when the necessary funds became

available. Nineteen such contractors (pub-

licani), organized into three companies,

made successful bids, although they stip-

ulated that they should be exempted

from military service and that the state

Figure 4.2 From around 211, the Roman state began to
mint silver coins known as denarii with its own original
designs and with Latin inscriptions. The denarius would long
remain the most common silver coin. This early example bears
a helmeted image of the goddess Roma on the obverse, and the
Dioscuri (Castor and Pollux, twin sons of Jupiter) on the

should insure their ships and cargoes on
the way to Spain.

Gnaeus and Publius Scipio remained
as commanders in Spain until their
deaths in battle in 211. As early as the fol-

reverse. These designs, too, would long remain standard. lowing year, Roman voters assigned the

Spanish command to another Publius
Cornelius Scipio, in fact the son of Publius and the nephew of Gnaeus. His post
was atypical, one of the deviations from proper procedure that the pressure of the
war permitted: He held no formal magistracy but was sent out instead as a pri-
vate citizen with the right to command, a privatus cum imperio. In 209, he captured
Carthago Nova, one of the chief centers of Carthaginian power. In the next year,
he succeeded in crossing the mountains between the coast south of Saguntum
and the headwaters of the Baetis River. In the latter area—a valley of vital impor-
tance to the Carthaginians—the remaining major battles of the war in Spain were
fought. However, even though Hasdrubal, Hannibal’s brother, was defeated by
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Scipio, he was then able to follow his brother’s route into Italy and attempt to join
their two armies. But in 207, at the Metaurus River along the Adriatic coast of
Italy, his army was stopped and beaten, and he lost his own life, thus extinguish-
ing any hope that significant reinforcements might reach Hannibal. By the end of
206, the Romans had overcome virtually all Carthaginian forces in Spain.

As consul in 205, Scipio’s task was to prepare for the invasion of North Africa.
In the following year he and his army landed outside the city of Utica not far
north of Carthage, and with the help of the Numidian ruler Masinissa defeated
the Carthaginians in battle. The Carthaginian leaders then summoned Hannibal
back to Africa, and he obeyed even though he had to leave his army behind in Italy.
The decisive encounter between the Roman and Carthaginian forces occurred in
202 at Zama, where Scipio won another victory. He then returned to Rome for a lav-
ish triumph, and added Africanus to his other names, immortalizing his victory for
his descendants. Later, stories circulated claiming that Jupiter Optimus Maximus,
chief god of the city, held him in special favor.

Peace was concluded in 201. The terms of the treaty severely restricted Carth-
aginian power and blocked any prospect of its revival. The Carthaginians surren-
dered their fleet, were burdened with crippling indemnity payments, lost all their
territory outside of the core around Carthage and the other Punic cities in north-
ern Tunisia, and were prohibited from waging war outside this territory without
Roman permission. Meantime, Masinissa emerged as a staunch Roman ally with
control of an enlarged Numidian kingdom.

Altogether, this prolonged war had imposed grave strains upon the Roman
authorities, its citizens, and the citizens of allied states. Much of Italy was devas-
tated by the continuous campaigning there. For the entire duration, the Romans
had to maintain armies in Spain, Sardinia, and Sicily, as well as in Italy. The con-
sequent need for numerous commands disrupted traditional political arrange-
ments, while the many armies and the high casualty rates required an unusually
large percentage of the male population to be drafted. To fill the ranks, Rome even
drafted criminals and slaves, and some of the allies proved incapable of provid-
ing more soldiers. At Cannae, around eighty senators were said to have been
killed, in addition to the many thousands of ordinary soldiers who lost their lives
there; this depletion of the senate was so substantial that men who had never held
office were chosen to make up its numbers. Nonetheless, despite all the setbacks,
Rome remained undaunted throughout, and emerged from the war with a dom-
inant position in the central and western Mediterranean that its leaders would
exploit in the following decades.

A MEDITERRANEAN EMPIRE

After the Second Punic War, Roman power soon spread through much of the
Mediterranean world. At the start of his work the Greek historian Polybius, who
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witnessed this development personally, described the fifty-three years following
the end of the second war with Carthage as a period that was unique in history,
since within this short span the Romans succeeded in subjecting “nearly the
entire civilized world” to their rule. Once again, no single cause explains all of
Rome’s wars at this date. In region after region, the governing elite seems to have
had no clear plan for expanding Rome’s power or for establishing its authority.
Instead, they just seem to have made arrangements piecemeal as they responded
to the unfolding of events. Moreover, despite the Roman state’s need for funds,
there appears to have been no desire at first to promote the systematic exploita-
tion of conquered communities” economic resources, although awareness of this
type of potential would slowly gain ground.

Governors, Provinces, and Empire

During the Second Punic War and in the decades that followed, Roman armies were
stationed in many places, often distant from Rome. Since Roman political and mili-
tary leadership was closely tied to the tenure of a limited number of annual offices,
these far-flung campaigns put great burdens on offices and officeholders. First, the
number of armies often exceeded the number of consuls and praetors, Rome’s tra-
ditional military commanders. Then, some assigned areas of operations were so far
from Rome that the time needed for commanders and armies to travel there reduced
the amount of actual campaigning which could be undertaken during the magis-
trate’s year in office. Last but not least, generals operating in ever more distant the-
aters of operation gained greater freedom of action, because they were increasingly
far away from observation by other magistrates and by the senate.

Some of these difficulties were met by increasing the number of high officials.
During the closing stages of the First Punic War, Roman assemblies elected not
only two consuls but also two praetors annually. After the end of that war, the
Romans expelled the Carthaginians from Sicily, Sardinia, and Corsica. Accord-
ingly in 227, Roman voters began to choose two additional praetors to serve as
commanders in Sicily and Sardinia respectively, an apparent recognition of the
regular need for officials to watch over Roman interests there. After the Second
Punic War, the number of praetors was again increased by two to provide leaders
for Roman forces in Spain. Within a few years, this arrangement too was modi-
fied, and it became the practice to elect four praetors one year, then six the next,
alternately. In fact this number of consuls and praetors still did not suffice to pro-
vide commanders for all Rome’s armies, but nevertheless expansion of the num-
ber of officeholders ceased until the first century B.C. Tenure in these offices, after
all, was the primary route to fame and glory, and to continue increasing the num-
ber of occupants meant diluting their prestige markedly.

To meet the increased demand for commanders, the Romans also resorted to
extending the terms of some officials, a procedure known as “prorogation.” In the
late fourth century and during the First Punic War, a few officials with a limited
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task to complete had occasionally continued in office for a short time after their
magistracies had expired. In their additional period of service, such officeholders
were known as proconsul or propraetor, because each served in place of a consul or
a praetor. During the Second Punic War, when the need for commanders was high,
the practice became more common, and commands were sometimes extended for
a year or more. After the war, prorogation became a regular practice. Prorogued
officials had a different legal status from those actually in their year of office, and
they had no authority in Rome itself, where they held no magisterial rank.
Commands were extended in one of two ways. Sometimes, voting assemblies ex-
tended the commands of serving officials, or even assigned provinces to private cit-
izens, where they were to serve as promagistrates; on other occasions, the senate
did likewise on its own authority. During and after the Second Punic War, it was
most common for the senate to act.

More generally in the late third and second centuries, the senate took the lead
in the conduct of wars and diplomacy. It received ambassadors from other states
and listened to their statements. From time to time, it chose some of its own
members to serve as legates (legati; singular, legatus) to go on embassies outside of
Italy, or to advise a governor who was winding up a major campaign. The senate
also took the primary responsibility for assigning duties to officials. Each year, sen-
ators decided the tasks that would be divided among the new consuls and prae-
tors. After the election, the new consuls cast lots to determine the consular assign-
ment each would have, while the new praetors shared out their tasks in the same
fashion. Alternatively, the members of each group also had the right to determine
assignments by mutual agreement before lots were cast, a process known as com-
paratio. Romans believed the casting of lots to reflect the will of the gods; this
method also avoided contentious debates in the senate as rival magistrates sought
to convince their fellow senators to give them the most attractive assignments.

Roman officials abroad often had considerable freedom of action to wage war,
make alliances, and set the terms of peace—perhaps greater freedom than many
senators found desirable. In practice, most sanctions took the form of judgments
on a magistrate’s actions after he had returned to Rome and left office. Even so,
the senate sometimes refused to accept treaties that a commander had negotiated,
leaving his successor to establish new arrangements. On several occasions, sena-
torial decrees sought to force officials to free defeated enemies who had been
improperly enslaved, but efforts to remedy such injustices were seldom wholly
successful. The most persistent problem, however, concerned charges of extortion
and corruption. In the late third and second centuries, prosecutions for official
misconduct, such as cowardice, incompetence, and corruption, served as the pri-
mary means of controlling an official’s behavior in office (see Chapter Five). This
said, such prosecutions could only take place after an official had returned to
Rome and laid down his office.

Engagement beyond Italy grew steadily during the second century, but still
this extension of Roman power and influence developed very unevenly and with
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much variation, as officials and senate responded to events. The creation of
“provinces” was the main vehicle for Roman expansion. In modern English, a
province usually denotes a subdivision of a larger state or country with well-
defined borders and a capital of its own; today, a state’s creation of a province
often involves the formal subordination of the territory and its reorganization
according to a definite plan. In time, the Latin term provincia would gain this
meaning too, but for long it did not denote anything so fixed or definite. In the
late third and early second centuries, and probably earlier, the term merely denot-
ed the sphere of operations given to a Roman official, defined by task and loca-
tion. In theory, colleagues in office all possessed the same powers and functions,
but in practice they were usually expected to exercise them separately. Some
served at the same place, but had different provinciae: Of the two praetors who
usually remained in Rome, one, known as the “urban” praetor, was assigned the
supervision of lawsuits between citizens, while the other, called the “peregrine”
praetor, handled disputes involving noncitizens. Consuls and praetors who were
assigned the command of armies as their provincia typically campaigned in dif-
ferent regions, although in large-scale conflicts more than one could be assigned
the same region and they then had to share authority somehow.

Provinciae could be short-lived and ill-defined, although their number at any
one time could never exceed the total of available consuls, praetors, and promag-
istrates. In some cases, officials were assigned provinciae that remained in exis-
tence only for a single project, campaign, or war. In others, provinciae remained in
existence for some time, receiving new officials as soon as the previous ones left
office. A consul’s or praetor’s provincia was primarily military in character. Equally,
a governor’s actions were largely shaped by his need to command his and his allies’
army against Rome’s enemies, to protect friendly cities from attack, and to obtain the
money and supplies needed to support his forces. Gradually, in the longer-lasting
provinces, governors took on other tasks, such as arbitrating disputes between cities,
hearing legal cases, and supervising financial arrangements.

The Roman elite did not believe its leadership to be restricted to the regions—
more or less well-defined—where Rome happened to be maintaining provinciae.
Whenever a community surrendered or put itself under Rome’s protection, mag-
istrates and senate thought that it thereby became part of the imperium of the Ro-
man people (imperium populi Romani). Although this word is the root of the
English “empire,” the Latin term does not denote a clearly delimited territory, nor
does it imply any administrative responsibilities by the victors or prescribed
duties by the defeated. As was the case with the imperium of magistrates, the
Roman leadership considered that it had the right to command the defeated and
to be respected by them, even though it did not necessarily make such demands
very often.

At the beginning of the second century, the Roman state lacked the institutions
or the administrative apparatus needed to exploit thoroughly the regions that
were in some way its dependencies. Outside of Italy, the Romans slowly adopted
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different practices as they began to develop more financial sophistication in gov-
ernment. To gain necessary supplies and funds, governors would now impose
payments of tribute on some communities and individuals, and require the con-
tribution of supplies by others; any funds or items demanded had to be gathered
together by the communities themselves. Meantime, certain especially favored
cities and persons would be freed from all but the most extraordinary demands.

In addition, state contractors or publicani were active outside of Italy, although
the extent of their operations is unclear. As we saw above, during the Second
Punic War publicani in Rome contracted to supply the forces in Spain with food,
clothing, and equipment; almost half a century later, others would contract to
provide clothing and horses to Roman forces in Greece. Arrangements such as
these may not have been the norm, however. On other occasions, the senate
instructed governors of provinces such as Sicily to purchase grain locally and
arrange for its shipment to the combat zone. Yet there were areas in which the use
of publicani did expand, although it remains uncertain whether these individuals
were Romans, citizens of other Italian communities, or residents of the provinces.
From at least the 170s, Roman magistrates, acting on decrees of the senate, leased
the exploitation of certain lands and resources. Toward the end of the second cen-
tury, officials in Rome would also arrange contracts for the collection of taxes and
rents from entire provinces and cities; this was to become the most prominent and
controversial function of publicani in the first century.

Spain

To judge from its actions, the senate seems to have had no well-defined notion of
how to proceed in Spain following the end of the Second Punic War. Some sena-
tors may have wished to disengage, but Rome had become too entangled in the
affairs of the peninsula to leave easily. Other senators were evidently eager to
punish communities that they thought had betrayed Rome or had proven to be
especially bitter enemies; Roman commanders did in fact take such punitive
action over several years. Roman officials also had allies and interests to protect,
and these allies often attempted to persuade Rome to intervene in struggles with
their neighbors. Toward the end of his time in Spain, Scipio Africanus had settled
some of his wounded veterans at Italica—not far from modern Seville in the
lower valley of the Baetis River—probably to protect his forces against any return
by the Carthaginians. This town would become a major center of Roman power.
From the start, it was a mixed settlement with firm local roots: The Roman and
Italian veterans who formed the core of its population would have sought wives
locally. The decision in 198 to choose two more praetors each year may well
amount to an acknowledgment by the senate that Rome’s involvement in the
peninsula was to be long-lasting.

The nature of a command in Spain during the early second century can be
appreciated from the campaigns of 195 and 194, one of the few instances at this
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date when Nearer Spain received a consul as governor. Accounts are especially
detailed, and they probably derive in large part from the writings of the com-
mander himself, Marcus Porcius Cato the Elder, who was lavish with self-praise.
Once arrived in Spain, he first assisted the citizens of Greek Emporiae (Rome’s
main port of entry into the peninsula), who were so frightened of their Iberian
neighbors that they refused to leave the town at night except in large groups, and
forbade Iberians to come inside their city walls. At the same time, Cato sought to
supply his troops as well as train them by seizing crops and plundering the coun-
tryside, thereby in all likelihood only worsening much of the tension around
Emporiae. Later in his term of office, Cato campaigned in the lower Ebro Valley
and farther south along the coast. In the course of these wars, he plundered freely,
ignored arrangements made by earlier commanders, and claimed to have firmly
settled the affairs of his province. The amount of captured treasure he displayed
in his subsequent triumph and the size of the “donatives”—a commander’s dis-
tributions of money to his soldiers at the end of a campaign—together testify to
his success in plundering, but later events confirm that Nearer Spain was far from
settled; succeeding governors would continue campaigning in the same areas for
several decades.

For almost forty years, Spain received praetors as commanders. The senate
usually assigned two provinciae: Nearer Spain (Hispania Citerior), centered on
Tarraco, the Massiliote colonies, and the lower Ebro Valley; and Further Spain
(Hispania Ulterior), the valley of the Baetis River. Both governors conducted small-
scale campaigns with relatively limited forces, at first near the centers of their
power and later at some distance, fighting against groups and confederations on
the peninsula’s central plateau.

Away from the coast and the Baetis Valley, Roman commanders found it diffi-
cult to establish control over the population, or to form any lasting ties of alliance
and subordination. The inhabitants here lived in dispersed settlements, and often
they were highly mobile, abandoning their towns and villages at the approach of
an army only to return after it had departed; their dependence upon herding for
a livelihood merely enhanced their freedom of movement. Sometimes communi-
ties were organized in larger tribes and confederacies, but for the most part they
united only when a prominent leader arose. The authority of any such leader was
typically no more than fleeting, however. He would retain followers for as long
as he remained successful; but once he failed, the armies and alliances he had
built could dissolve with great rapidity. Some Roman commanders attempted to
install displaced Iberians in more settled communities, which might prove easier
to control. Thus Tiberius Sempronius Gracchus, governor of Nearer Spain in 180
and 179, created a number of new towns, one of which he named Gracchurris
after himself.

From the middle of the 150s, warfare became more serious and larger in scale,
and the senate often assigned provinciae to consuls. These wars centered on two
groups, the Lusitanians and the Celtiberians; later, the historian Florus (1.33)
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would claim that these two were so troublesome because they were the only ones
with competent leaders. The Lusitanians inhabited the region to the northwest of
the Baetis Valley and to the southwest of the central plateau crossed by the Tagus
and Anas rivers (modern Tejo and Guadiana). According to Roman historians,
Lusitanian raiders ravaged the fields of Rome’s subjects, and in 155 they even
defeated the armies of two praetors. In 150, Servius Sulpicius Galba, command-
ing in Further Spain, invaded Lusitania and persuaded some Lusitanians to sur-
render, but he then massacred thousands and sold the survivors as slaves. This
Roman treachery helped Viriathus (who had escaped the massacre) to emerge as
a powerful leader and to assemble a following among both his fellow Lusitanians
and other disaffected groups in Spain. He waged war with marked success, de-
feating several Roman armies. Eventually in 139, Quintus Servilius Caepio, hav-
ing failed to defeat him in battle, arranged for his assassination. As a result,
Decimus Junius Brutus, consul in 138, was able to make peace, giving Viriathus’
surviving followers land to cultivate. Brutus then began to campaign even further
toward the northwest of the peninsula.

At about the same time, the Romans also entered into a lengthy series of wars
with the Celtiberians. Their settlement at Numantia occupied a strong position on
a high ridge in the upper reaches of the valley of the Durius River (modern
Douro). In the 150s, 140s, and 130s, no less than five Roman consuls commanding
in Nearer Spain made unsuccessful attacks on it, and two of them—Quintus
Pompeius in 141 and Gaius Hostilius Mancinus in 137—had to negotiate peace
terms, which the senate later rejected, in order to secure the safe withdrawal of
their armies. Publius Cornelius Scipio Aemilianus, the victor over Carthage in
the Third Punic War (see North Africa section) and chosen consul for the second
time for 134, finally put an end to this war. After an eight-month siege, the
Numantines—reported as numbering 4,000—surrendered to Scipio in 133. Traces
still survive of the wall he constructed to surround the town, and of the seven
camps he built for his soldiers; the remains of six other camps testify to earlier,
failed attempts on the town.

Through all these wars, Roman arrangements in Spain were becoming more
settled and more profitable to the Roman state. Parts of Spain became the home
of Romans and Italians, not to mention others who claimed Roman or Italian
ancestry. In 171, the senate ordered a Roman commander to settle the children of
Roman soldiers and Spanish women—under Roman law, the children of such
marriages would not have been Roman citizens—at Carteia on the south coast,
where they were to form a new community with the same rights that Latin
colonies possessed in Italy. Either early in the 160s or in 152 (he served in Spain
twice), Marcus Claudius Marcellus founded Corduba (modern Cérdoba), anoth-
er mixed settlement like Italica, further down the Baetis River. There can be no
question that during the same period some Roman citizens and Italian allies
migrated to Spain privately in search of opportunities and profit, although few
traces of such individuals happen to survive in our sources.
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Figure 4.3 According to the historian Appian (Iberian Wars 90-91), Scipio Aemilianus encir-
cled Numantia with seven forts. He linked them by a ditch and a palisade more than forty-eight
stades (6 miles/9.6 km) long; behind these works he constructed a stone wall with towers every 100
feet (30 m). Last but not least, he blocked the river with tree trunks. By these means, he closely sur-
rounded the city and cut it off from its countryside. Substantial traces of the forts on their hilltops
and of the wall are still visible. Scipio’s own headquarters was probably at the northernmost fort,
known as Castillejos.
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In the decades immediately following the end of the Second Punic War, Roman
financial arrangements in Spain were for the most part simple. Commanders raised
money to pay their troops, and food to feed them, through plunder and forced con-
tributions. Each commander, moreover, seems to have made his own arrangements,
disregarding any pattern established by his predecessors whenever a change was
felt to be convenient or necessary. However, the command of Tiberius Sempronius
Gracchus in Nearer Spain in 180 and 179 marks a turning point. During his time in
the province, he tried to specify more clearly the obligations of some of the allied
communities under his authority, and to regularize their financial contributions. By
midcentury, some communities in both provinces provided 5 percent of their grain
each year, while others paid a fixed sum of money. Even so, there was no single sys-
tem that regulated all of Rome’s Spanish subjects.

Over time, the Romans also began to exploit Spain’s mineral resources more
systematically. In 195, Cato the Elder in some way arranged for the operators of
certain mines north of the Ebro River to make regular contributions of iron and
silver. The deposits of ore here were limited in fact, and the collection of this tax
in metals need not have been very complicated, let alone notably profitable. Later
operations were on a larger scale, however. Mines on the fringes of the Baetis
Valley and in the hills behind New Carthage certainly proved more lucrative.
Polybius (34.9.8) described the latter mines as extending over an area of about one
hundred square miles (260 sq km), where 40,000 miners working in the pits recov-
ered enough silver each day to provide the Roman state with as much as 10,800
pounds (4,900 kg) of ore annually. Diodorus Siculus (5.36-38) claimed that
Italians exploited these mines, using a vast workforce of slaves who toiled day
and night under horrific conditions and frequently died from exhaustion.

Greece and Asia Minor

After the end of the Second Punic War, the Romans also began to intervene more
regularly in the politics and diplomacy of the Balkans and Asia Minor. Polybius
(1.3.6) maintained that, after their defeat of Carthage in 201, the Romans reached
out to grab Greece and Asia. But the truth was undoubtedly far more complex
than a simple scheme of Roman aggression.

The eastern Mediterranean was a bewildering mix of kingdoms, tribal states,
city-states, and leagues of city-states, all with shifting alliances and enmities.
Three kingdoms tended to dominate. First, the kings of Macedon had long sought
to extend their power over the Greek cities of the south, the islands of the Aegean,
and neighboring kingdoms in the Balkans. Second, the Seleucids of Syria had
once ruled an extensive state that reached from the Mediterranean to the frontiers
of India, but by now much of it had fallen away from their rule. Third, the
Ptolemies of Egypt fought Syria for control over Palestine; with their powerful
fleet, they also dominated and protected some of the islands in the Aegean, and
they often intervened in the affairs of cities on the Greek mainland. Around these
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three great monarchies, there were many lesser states, sometimes allied with larg-
er ones and commonly on the lookout to pursue their own advantage. Unlike in
Spain, the Romans would employ elaborate diplomatic and administrative pro-
tocol to confront these well-established and powerful states to the east; conse-
quently this gave Roman intervention here a very different character.

Roman forces first crossed the Adriatic Sea before the Second Punic War. In 229,
both consuls campaigned against an Illyrian ruler whose ships had attacked ves-
sels belonging to Italian merchants who were citizens of communities under
Roman protection. In this brief war, the consuls helped the Greek cities of Corcyra,
Apollonia, and Epidamnus to expel their Illyrian garrisons, and they then placed
these communities under Roman protection. Almost a decade later, the consuls of
219 received as their shared provincia a war against another Illyrian ruler seeking
to expand his power southwards.

Roman actions in Illyria and Epirus came to involve another, more powerful
ruler. The First Macedonian War (215-205) grew out of the Second Punic War. After
Rome’s defeat at Cannae in 216, Philip V, the Macedonian king, probably suspicious
of Roman interventions across the Adriatic, began to negotiate with Hannibal.
Discovery of their alliance led to war between Rome and Macedon. The senate sent
a praetor with ships and soldiers, and, after several years of campaigning, he began
to assemble a coalition of cities, leagues, and kings that felt threatened by Macedon.
The two most important were the Aetolian League—communities in western Greece
that elected leaders, made war as a group, and were feared as pillagers—and
Pergamum in western Asia Minor, a long-time enemy and rival of Macedon, ruled
by King Attalus L. This coalition of allies did not make war according to a common
strategy, nor did the Romans, with so many commitments elsewhere, pursue the
war vigorously. Attalus disengaged in 208, and the Aetolians made peace with
Philip in 206. In the next year, Philip and the Romans made peace, the so-called
Peace of Phoenice, in which both sides essentially kept what they held.

The Second Macedonian War (200-196) marked the beginning of the next stage
of Roman intervention. Immediately after the end of the war with Carthage,
Rome’s former ally Attalus of Pergamum, together with some Greek cities, suc-
cessfully urged intervention in Greece, a plea that must have gained strength
from resentment among the Roman elite over Philip’s earlier alliance with Han-
nibal. The first Roman commanders campaigned in the west, shielding allies and
trying to force the passes over the mountains into Macedon itself. Titus Quinctius
Flamininus, consul in 198 and proconsul for several years after, did then penetrate
this far, and—with the assistance of his Greek allies—was able to defeat Philip’s
army at Cynoscephalae in 197. In the peace that followed, Philip agreed to with-
draw his garrisons from Greek cities, surrender most of his fleet, and pay Rome a
large indemnity. Shortly afterwards, therefore, the senate ceased assigning provin-
ciae in this area.

Rome’s actions here stand in stark contrast to its behavior in Spain. To judge by
actions alone, the Roman senate could be thought to have had no desire for a per-
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manent military presence in the region. It would be mistaken, however, to infer
that consequently Rome’s leaders did not regard themselves as preeminent here.
After his victory, Flamininus proclaimed the freedom of a number of Greek cities
at the Isthmian Games, where thousands had gathered for the festival. Procla-
mations of freedom had a long and honored place in Hellenistic diplomacy, and
Flamininus’ decree shows how Romans adapted themselves to local practices
while maintaining their own leadership. Kings typically issued proclamations of
freedom to win over allies, and to weaken rivals by encouraging their subject-
cities to defect. Such “freedom” usually meant no foreign garrisons, no tribute,
and no change to existing laws; however, it did not mean that the newly freed city
could also omit to acknowledge the leadership of a larger and more powerful
state.

Subsequent events would reveal how seriously the senate took its claims to
leadership. The first major military intervention following the Second Mace-
donian War came shortly after the withdrawal of Roman armies. Antiochus III,
king of Syria, had restored much of the grandeur and power of the Seleucid
dynasty, and, after a seven-year campaign into eastern Iran, he was regarded by
some as a second Alexander. While Rome was engaged with Philip V, Antiochus
had extended his power in Asia Minor, largely surrounding the small kingdom of
Pergamum; he had even recovered part of Thrace, which had once belonged to
his predecessors. Before the beginning of the Syrian War (192-189), he had fre-
quent exchanges of embassies with the Romans, as well as with a number of
Greek cities and rulers; there were also such exchanges among the Greek cities
and leagues themselves. In all this diplomacy, Antiochus achieved some success,
most notably an alliance with the Aetolians, former allies of Rome, who felt they
had not been sufficiently rewarded for their participation in the Second Mace-
donian War.

Hostilities began in 192, when Antiochus sent a small force across the Aegean
Sea to Greece, where it joined with the armies of some allied states. Early in 191,
the consul Manius Acilius Glabrio crossed with his army from Brundisium to
Apollonia, marched across the mountains into Thessaly, and defeated Antiochus
and his allies at Thermopylae. In the next year, the senate sent a commander with
an army and a fleet across the Aegean, where they joined forces with Eumenes,
who had succeeded Attalus as king of Pergamum. Finally in 189, Lucius Cornelius
Scipio, the brother of Africanus, defeated Antiochus” army at Magnesia. Antiochus
had to abandon all his claims to Asia Minor, refrain from making alliances in
Greece and around the Aegean, surrender most of his ships and his war elephants,
and pay an exceptionally large indemnity. In Asia Minor, Roman officials and
legates then divided Antiochus’ territory among Eumenes and other allies.

Gnaeus Manlius Vulso followed this victory with a campaign against the
Galatians, Gallic migrants who had entered Asia Minor in the previous century
and had for decades posed a threat to the kings of Pergamum as well as to settled
communities throughout the region. Vulso’s campaign was highly successful,
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devastating many of the communities of the Galatians and forcing them to accept
peace on Roman terms. Within a few years, the senate again assigned no more
provinciae in Greece, the Balkans, and Asia Minor for some time.

A primary goal in these wars was stability in Greece together with preserva-
tion of Rome’s position in the Greek world. Roman forces returned to Greece
because Antiochus III appeared to be challenging Rome’s leadership there, and
because some of Rome’s allies seemed to be willing to join him. Such a desire to
lead, but not necessarily to rule or to exploit systematically, evidently lay behind
other Roman actions in the area. At first, it would seem, the senate attempted to
assert Roman preeminence largely through diplomatic means. The Greek world
possessed a complicated political and diplomatic culture. Here, rulers and cities
both formed and broke alliances as needs and opportunities arose, the weaker
sought protection from the stronger, and the parties to a dispute (be it domestic
or foreign) sought arbitration by outside powers. For the powerful, alliances, calls
for protection, and requests for arbitration were signs of their strength and their
benevolence. For the less powerful, they were means to gain benefits that were
otherwise unattainable, in exchange for giving public thanks and acknowledging
dependent status.

Rome’s elite adapted to these practices. The senate itself received foreign
embassies and, when possible, granted their requests. Senatorial legates arbitrated
boundary disputes, decided which cities should be free and self-governing and
which should be subject to another, forced kings to give up garrisons, and some-
times merely observed. We have evidence of some Greek cities thanking prominent
Romans for their benefactions in the proper way. Chyretiai, for example, honored
Flamininus for returning property that the Romans had seized during the war
against Philip V by erecting a monument on which his letter granting the city’s
requests was inscribed. In the letter, Flamininus used appropriate language for a
benefactor, claiming that he wished the citizens to “learn of our nobility of charac-
ter,” and announcing that the Romans did not wish “to be avaricious, but instead
thought good will and a good reputation to be of the highest importance.” In their
interventions, the senate and its legates tended to act most willingly and firmly
against those who resisted giving due recognition to their leadership, or who
seemed likely to disrupt it, or even to contemplate supplanting it.

The Third Macedonian War (171-168) ended the Macedonian monarchy. For
years, prominent Romans had distrusted Philip’s son and successor, Perseus, and
were willing to listen to complaints against him. Perseus’ marriage to a daughter
of Seleucus IV, Antiochus’ successor as king of Syria, no doubt increased their sus-
picions. In 172, Eumenes of Pergamum came to Rome with a long list of com-
plaints against Perseus, and, with these as pretexts, the senate decided on war.
The result was that in 168 Lucius Aemilius Paullus defeated Perseus at Pydna,
where he had concentrated his army. The terms of the peace were severe. Perseus
was transported to Rome, where he was paraded in Paullus’ triumph; later, he
was imprisoned in the Latin colony of Alba Fucens. Macedon was divided into
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four regions each with its own assembly and elected officials. The king’s lands
and mines became the property of the Roman state and, within a few years, con-
tractors had doubtless begun to exploit them. Some Greek cities faced substantial
penalties for real or imagined offences. Hundreds of Aetolians were put to death
for anti-Roman activities, and the Achaean League had to send 1,000 men from
leading families to Rome as hostages; the historian Polybius was one.

While reorganizing Macedon and imposing terms on Greek communities,
Paullus also marked his victory by a ceremonial demonstration of Roman power.
In the year following the battle at Pydna, he put on a grandiose and expensive fes-
tival thanking Rome’s gods for his victory. First, he dispatched ambassadors to
invite cities and kings to send delegates to Amphipolis to witness and participate
in the event. Elaborate processions, some military in nature, filled the festival,
along with musical, dramatic, athletic, and equestrian contests. Banquets and
drinking parties were held throughout. Either now or in his later triumph in
Rome, Paullus also publicly executed some Greeks who had deserted from the
armies of his allies. Finally, he arranged for captured weapons to be burned in a
great bonfire as offerings to the Roman gods Mars, Minerva, and Lua Mater (a
goddess associated with battle). Throughout the festival, Macedon’s royal trea-
sury and the plunder from some of its cities were prominently displayed, and
Paullus gave expensive gifts to both individuals and communities. Altogether, by
these means he was matching the kind of thanksgiving ceremony that Hellenistic
rulers had customarily used to advertise their military power, their successes, and
their great wealth in the relentless search for prestige, allies, and supporters.

Without question, festivals of this sort had a great impact on the fortunes of
kings and cities. At them, the leaders of powerful states displayed their great
wealth, their large and well-equipped armies, and the breadth of their connec-
tions, all key indicators of power. Perhaps for this reason, Antiochus IV of Syria
chose to stage a festival of his own in the very next year, 166. Just after the victo-
ry at Pydna in 168, a Roman embassy led by Gaius Popillius Laenas had forced
Antiochus to end his invasion of Egypt under threat of war. Following this rebuff
and probably seeking to restore his prestige, Antiochus invited cities and kings to
come to Antioch for a festival thanking Apollo for his victories. Antiochus’ mili-
tary processions and displays of wealth rivaled Paullus’, and some even judged
the quality of his performances to be higher. Antiochus followed his festival with
more military campaigns in regions far from the Romans.

Roman expansion created opportunities in many areas for Italian businessmen
or negotiatores (singular, negotiator), individuals who were at once speculators,
merchants, and financiers. In the second century, such negotiatores make their
appearance in many regions of the Mediterranean, and especially in the east
where the potential for profit was so high. The names of negotiatores—preserved
on inscriptions they left in the cities of Greece and Asia Minor—show that they
came from many regions of Italy, but that residents of Campania, where com-
merce had long been important, were especially numerous.
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The small island of Delos became one of the great commercial centers of the
Aegean, and the chief place of business for many Italian negotiatores. At the end
of the Third Macedonian War, Roman officials punished the city of Rhodes by
removing Delos—sacred to the god Apollo and the site of an important sanctu-
ary—from its control and transferring it to Athens. Merchants and bankers began
to concentrate on the island, and their number increased sharply after a Roman
army destroyed the wealthy commercial city of Corinth in 146; the island’s annu-
al festival to Apollo became one of the chief occasions for merchants to meet in
the Aegean world. On Delos, wealthy individuals financed the construction of
temples, places of assembly, and luxurious private dwellings. The activities of
Italians here were varied. Inscriptions record the presence of bankers, oil and
wine merchants, and shipowners. Later in the century, the merchants of Delos
took a pivotal role in the trans-shipment of slaves—captured by pirates, often
with the connivance of kings—from the eastern Mediterranean to Italy.

BOX 4.3: The Slave Trade on Delos (Strabo, Geography 14.5.2):

It was above all the export of slaves that induced the Cilicians to take up the evil
business of piracy, since this proved the most profitable trade. For not only were
slaves easily captured, but also the market—a large and lucrative one—was not very
far away: I mean Delos, which could both receive and dispatch 10,000 slaves on a sin-
gle day. Hence the saying, “Merchant, sail in, unload your ship, everything has been
sold.” The cause of this development was that the Romans, having grown rich after the
destruction of Carthage and Corinth, used many slaves, while the number of pirates
who spotted easy profit multiplied, and they wanted not only plunder but also to trade
in bodies. The kings of both Cyprus and Egypt cooperated in this trade, since they were
hostile to the Syrians. The Rhodians were no friends of the Syrians either, and thus they
gave them no assistance. Meantime, the pirates, posing as slave-dealers, carried on
their evil business unchecked.

Roman armies intervened again less than twenty years after the end of the
Third Macedonian war. In 149, Andriscus, who claimed to be a son of Perseus,
declared himself king of Macedon. In the next year, Quintus Caecilius Metellus
(later known as Macedonicus) defeated the self-proclaimed monarch and ended
his reign. From this time onwards, the senate regularly assigned Macedon as a
provincia. Roman commanders there spent much of their time guarding against
incursions made by Balkan peoples to the north; these were wars that Rome now
inherited from Macedonian monarchs. By contrast, the Roman commanders in
Macedon probably did not intervene much in the affairs of the Greek cities to
their south and east. In 148, however, the Roman senate did assert itself against
the Achaean League to the south, sending legates to order it to give independence
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to some cities under its control. When the Achaeans refused to comply, war began.
In 146, Lucius Mummius defeated the League’s army and captured Corinth, one of
the richest and most famous cities in Greece. As a dire warning to other Greeks, he
then plundered and destroyed it, and sold many of its citizens into slavery.

North Africa

To the west, Roman armies and fleets were waging war against Carthage at the
same time. The Third Punic War (149-146) began as a result of longstanding quar-
rels between the Carthaginians and Masinissa, king of the Numidians (as noted
earlier in the chapter). For years, Masinissa had been making provocative de-
mands of the Carthaginians, and in the resulting arbitrations, Roman ambassadors
had generally supported the Numidian king. For equally long, too, some leading
Romans had not hesitated to voice the enmity and suspicion they felt towards
Carthage. In particular, according to one tradition, for several years before Rome
finally declared war, Cato the Elder ended every speech he made in the senate
with the demand that Carthage must be destroyed. Eventually, the exasperated
Carthaginians used force to resist Numidian claims, and the senate made this step
the cause for war. When a Roman army and fleet arrived in 149, however, the
Carthaginians immediately surrendered in the apparent hope that they would
receive acceptable terms. At first, the Roman commander demanded hostages,
and then, when the Carthaginians complied, the surrender of all Carthaginian
arms. When these too were handed over, the Carthaginians were next told to
abandon their city and live elsewhere. At this point, they finally acknowledged
that there was no viable option but to resist.

For over two years, Roman forces besieged the city. It was not until early in 146
that, under the leadership of Scipio Aemilianus (grandson through adoption of
Scipio Africanus), they were able to force their way inside. In days of street fight-
ing, they killed thousands of Carthaginians, enslaved many thousands more, and
completely destroyed the city. Afterwards, Scipio and his senatorial advisors
imposed heavy penalties on the Punic cities that had remained loyal to Carthage,
while rewarding those that had changed sides. From now onwards too, the sen-
ate regularly assigned Carthage’s former territory here as a provincia called
“Africa.” This destruction of Corinth and Carthage during the same year marked
the end of an era in Roman expansion; Roman historians later would believe that
both events also signaled the beginning of Rome’s moral decline.
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5

ITALY AND EMPIRE

After the Second Punic War, Roman power spread throughout much of the
Mediterranean world. This expansion was accompanied by major changes in the
social, political, and cultural life of Rome and many other Italian communities as
a result of the burdens of military service, the great wealth acquired through con-
quest, the consequent movements of people, and the deeper exposure to foreign
ideas and practices. The first half of the second century marked the high point of
the domination of the state by the senate and the nobility. Thereafter, in the third
quarter of the century, a steady accumulation of political tensions and divisions
would lead to the emergence of new forms of political activity that would under-
mine the senate’s leadership.

SENATORS, OFFICIALS, AND
CITIZEN ASSEMBLIES

During this heyday of power and prestige for the senate and nobility, it was the
norm for members of a relatively few families to hold the offices of consul and
censor. At the same time, the consensus of senators, expressed in the form of
decrees, exercised a strong influence over policy making. In the second century,
the 300 senators were chosen from former officeholders, and each senator, once
chosen, served for life unless he was convicted in court, or unless a subsequent
pair of censors dropped him from the senatorial roll for some moral failing. When
an officeholder consulted the senate, senators registered their opinion in the form
of an advisory decree or senatus consultum, rather than an order, since the formal
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role of the senate was to advise. Senatorial decrees were not determined by a strict
majority vote. Instead, leading senators or principes (singular, princeps)—the mem-
bers who generally had held the highest offices, belonged to the leading families,
and had acquired the greatest fame and glory—sought to create a broad consen-
sus for or against policies and individuals.

Since the late fourth century, the senate had taken for itself a wide range of rights
and privileges that enabled its members to exercise considerable influence over
public affairs. In the years following the Second Punic War, the senate determined
the tasks that magistrates would perform, fixed the funds that governors would
receive to finance their operations, selected the magistrates whose terms in office
would be extended, and ruled on the acceptability of treaties that generals in the
field had negotiated. On occasion, the senate chose some of its members to serve as
“legates” (legati; singular legatus) to go on embassies or to assist a governor in his
province. At some point, the senate also acquired the power to determine the valid-
ity of rulings issued by priestly colleges on matters of sacred law and ritual proce-
dure. Altogether, the senate’s place in the Roman political order rested on its great
prestige and authority, and on the acquiescence of elected officials who themselves
were senators. At the same time, however, the fact is that the senate lacked any spe-
cific power to command, to punish, to enact laws, or to implement policies.

In law and by custom, Rome’s “government” corresponded to the officehold-
ers who were elected to fill specific posts for limited periods of time. Only they
could call meetings of the senate and of citizen assemblies, hear legal cases and
issue judgments, command armies, and perform public rites and ceremonies. In
the city, their ability to act could be obstructed by certain other officials and
priests. Higher magistrates did not command or instruct lesser magistrates in
Rome, although they could forbid them to act at all in specific cases. Consuls and
praetors could each block the actions of colleagues who held the same office and
possessed identical powers, but they could only do this when present personally
on the spot. Within the city, tribunes of the plebs could likewise block any magis-
trate’s action, but once again personal intervention was a requirement.

In the city, too, state religion forced many magistrates to adhere closely to estab-
lished procedures; on occasion, religion could equally serve to check their activi-
ties. In particular, when consuls and praetors were in Rome, a wide range of man-
datory rituals surrounded their public actions. Moreover, omissions or flaws in the
performance of rites could have serious consequences. If colleges of priests found
fault, and if the senate concurred, the official’s act would be declared invalid. On
other occasions, even a single augur could order the postponement of a public
meeting, for example, if he announced that he had seen signs that the gods de-
sired such a delay. This right of priests and senate to nullify magisterial actions in
the city did not extend to the tribunes of the plebs, although some senators would
advocate making them, too, subject to the same checks.

Elected officials, and through them the senate, also controlled the voting
assemblies of Roman citizens, which alone could enact legislation and fill offices
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through elections. Only certain officials—consuls, praetors, and tribunes of the
plebs—could call citizens together for a vote. In addition, at any legislative assem-
bly, the presiding official alone chose the speakers to address the assembled citi-
zens, and he alone fixed the text of each proposal, which could only be accepted or
rejected without amendment. Votes had to take place within a single day, and vot-
ers had to be present in person. So any citizen who did not live in the city, but
wished to vote, had to make the journey from near or far to attend; in all likeli-
hood, only the wealthiest normally had the time or inclination to come from any
notable distance, unless the proposal to be voted on was of exceptional interest or
importance. It is likely in any case that all eligible citizens could not have been
accommodated if an assembly turned out to attract an exceptional crowd: In the
middle of the second century, for example, there were around 400,000 adult male
citizens, but the Campus Martius—the place where elections of consuls and prae-
tors were usually held—could only accommodate about 70,000 at most.

In the third and early second centuries, moreover, the tribunes of the plebs,
who had once mobilized citizens against the governing elite during the Struggle
of the Orders (see Chapter Two), had become more a part of the established order.
Few tribunes now used the powers of their office to put forward laws that most
senators opposed, or to obstruct official actions with broad senatorial support. In
the first decades of the century, tribunes generally put forward proposals that had
already met with senatorial approval, or blocked actions by magistrates in the city
that were known to displease many senators. In consequence, with no candidates
outside the elite to support for election or tribunes to put forward proposals, the
mass of Roman citizens could make their opinions known only through demon-
strations and heckling.

Few officials defied a senatorial consensus for long. To be sure, the senate’s
decrees were only advisory and it could not formally compel obedience, yet still
the great majority of officials largely followed its wishes. Officeholders had an
interest in preserving the power and position of a body to which they themselves
belonged. In addition, the senate collectively, and leading senators individually,
could obstruct the political advancement of senators who had isolated themselves
too much from the majority of members. Only the senate could grant triumphs,
for example—essential distinctions to maintain a commander’s fame and glory
(see Chapter Four). Candidates for office, moreover, required allies in the senate
at election time, and the more prestigious these allies were, the better. Last but not
least, the senate’s assumption of the power to assign tasks to each group of offi-
cials annually allowed it to exercise great influence.

Meantime it should not be forgotten that some of the governing elite were con-
cerned to prevent prominent and popular senators from overshadowing their
peers by too wide a margin. Senators after all, especially the most prominent
among them, were participants in a constant competition for fame and glory, and
certain very ambitious individuals within this circle may occasionally have
desired to achieve an unduly preeminent place in the city. From the beginning of
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the senate’s rise in the late fourth and early third centuries, officials made attempts
therefore—probably with the support of most senators—to limit an individual’s
ability to stand out too far above his peers (see Chapter Three). Limits on the
number of times that anyone could hold high office were clearly a key restriction
in this respect. The great fame achieved by commanders both in the Second Punic
War and in the numerous subsequent wars may well have induced many sena-
tors to favor restricting their most ambitious colleagues still further, although
such legislation was not always successful.

However, during the decades following the Second Punic War a series of laws
did now attempt to force senators’ careers into a more regular, obligatory pattern.
It became a formal requirement that anyone who stood for election as quaestor
(the lowest senatorial office) had to have already completed ten years of military
service. Moreover the offices were formed into a fixed hierarchy, within which
individuals had to advance step by step from lesser offices to higher. In the fourth
century and earlier, by contrast, it could happen that a more powerful office would
sometimes be held before a lesser one; even in the early third century, some men
were consul before they became praetor. However, a law enacted after the Second
Macedonian War made it mandatory that from now onwards anyone seeking
election as consul must have already served as praetor. In 180, a tribune Lucius
Villius successfully proposed the first law fixing the minimum age at which the
offices of praetor and consul could be held, and requiring that at least ten years
should always elapse before a holder of either of these offices should be able to
hold the same one again. Later, after this interval had not been observed when
Marcus Claudius Marcellus gained the consulship for the third time in 152, fur-
ther legislation prohibited holding the office of consul more than once.

Altogether, the eventual result was the development of a standard cursus honorum
or hierarchy of senatorial offices within which contemporaries competed against one
another to move up from quaestor to praetor to consul, and even censor. At each
stage, of course, more competitors would fail to advance, because successively fewer
positions were available. In addition, the offices of tribune of the plebs and aedile
were optional—no patrician could even seek the tribunate unless he irrevocably
renounced his status and became a plebeian—but most senators tried to gain one of
these two offices in between serving as quaestor and seeking election as praetor.

Threats of prosecution were the sole check on the actions of officials when
away from the city of Rome. In practice, only a limited number of perceived
offenses against public order were investigated. In most such instances—espe-
cially when ordinary citizens were the suspects—Roman officeholders personal-
ly conducted investigations (quaestiones) commissioned by the senate or by a law
passed in a citizen assembly. With the advice of assessors whom they chose them-
selves (usually fellow senators), presiding officials received accusations, sought
out evidence against those suspected of crimes, listened to arguments in defense,
proclaimed their verdicts and ordered punishments, and rewarded informants.
The punishment usually followed soon after the verdict.
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When senators or former magistrates were themselves the subject of the inves-
tigation, a different procedure was followed. In the late third and second cen-
turies, prosecutions for official misconduct—charges such as cowardice, incom-
petence, and corruption—generally took place before assemblies of citizens, who
would vote on the fate of the defendants. From the second century onwards, pros-
ecutions of former officials in fact became a common feature of the Roman polit-
ical order. Trial hearings offered a natural opportunity for a prominent citizen’s
rivals to try and damage his prestige, and many leading senators faced multiple
prosecutions in the course of their careers. Even Scipio Africanus eventually with-
drew from public life to avoid further such harassment.

From 149, a series of laws began to create permanent courts—so-called quaes-
tiones perpetuae—to try certain specific offenses by magistrates and senators. In
that year, a tribune Lucius Calpurnius Piso carried a law establishing such a court
to hear charges of extortion in the provinces (see Chapter Six). According to this
Calpurnian law, accusers presented their cases to juries chosen from members of
the senate, who would then issue verdicts that could not be appealed. Later, sim-
ilar permanent courts for other offenses would be established, in some of which
it was permissible to prosecute nonsenators too. In time, as we shall see below, the
question of who should comprise the juries of all the permanent courts would
become a contentious political issue.

ITALY AND THE CONSEQUENCES
OF EMPIRE

Italy had long been a land with marked regional differences in language, eco-
nomic and social organization, and political and religious life. By the end of the
Second Punic War, communities with Roman citizenship were concentrated in
Latium, Campania, southernmost Etruria, Sabinum, and a few adjacent areas
along the Adriatic coast; those cities possessing full citizenship were mostly near-
er to Rome than those with only partial citizen rights. Both levels of citizen com-
munity still also maintained much of their original culture, although they did
adapt themselves to some Roman forms and procedures. The citizen communi-
ties aside, substantial regions of Italy—for example, Etruria, Umbria, Lucania,
Samnium, Bruttium, and the Greek cities of the south—all remained as allies with
their own customs and practices, and no Roman citizen rights.

During the second century, however, much of Italy experienced profound
changes that disrupted long-established political and social practices. Some of the
changes stemmed from wartime devastation and from the harsh peace that Rome
forced on disloyal allies. Others derived from the movements of people within the
peninsula made possible by the greater integration of Italian communities. Still
others were consequences of the vast influx of wealth derived from Rome’s wars
outside of Italy. At the same time, as the result of warfare, diplomacy, and busi-
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ness dealings, members of the elite throughout Italy gained a closer familiarity with
Greece and Asia Minor; the societies they encountered here were older, wealthier,
and more complex, and offered attractive models to emulate in many respects.

Chang’ing’ Relations Between Rome,
Its Municipia, and Allies

The Second Punic War and its aftermath imposed severe strain on Rome’s network
of alliances and cities with shared citizenship. Some remained loyal, but at great
cost in lost lives, devastated farms and fields, and increased internal political ten-
sions. Others abandoned their relationship with Rome, and sought greater free-
dom of action in an alliance with Hannibal and Carthage. When Rome recaptured
the cities of former allies, its commanders unflinchingly ordered the executions of
leading citizens and the enslavement of many others. In the course of the arrange-
ments made after the end of the war, moreover, many communities in southern
Italy suffered massive confiscations of land, which badly hurt their citizens and
their economies. In the second century, too, Roman officials came to involve them-
selves more deeply in the internal affairs of cities, and to distinguish more sharply
between Roman citizens and their Italian allies. By the end of the century, relations
between Rome and some of its allies had worsened considerably.

In the Po Valley and in peninsular Italy, Roman officials conducted large-scale
settlement projects. Inmediately after the Second Punic War, commissioners set-
tled veterans of campaigns in Spain, Sicily, and North Africa on some of the land
confiscated from rebellious allies. Over the next two decades, the senate and as-
semblies ordered the establishment of a dozen new colonies, and the reinforce-
ment of five existing ones in the territories of allies they presumably considered
to be untrustworthy. During the 180s and 170s, Roman officials established eight
more colonies in connection with campaigns in northern Italy, and in 173 they dis-
tributed small plots of land taken from the Gauls to Romans and Latins in more
scattered settlements, without the formation of any new urban center to serve as
the focus of self-government. Altogether, these various projects may have settled
as many as 50,000 men and their families in colonies, together with an unknown
number of other recipients in the veteran assignments of 200 and in the land dis-
tributions of 173. In 180, moreover, Roman officials moved up to perhaps 50,000
Ligures from their homes in northern Italy, and settled them on confiscated land
in the south.

During the war with Hannibal and for two decades after its end, the senate had
regularly instructed magistrates and promagistrates to search out signs of disloy-
alty in some allied cities and to punish those suspected of it. This task was by def-
inition intrusive, and, on occasion, such magistrates” actions may well have been
harsh. Attempts to search out perceived threats to good order wherever they might
be found were not limited to charges of assisting Rome’s enemies. Three times
between 184 and 179, the senate assigned to praetors the task of investigating the



142 The Romans

many poisonings said to be taking place. For the Romans, the crime of poisoning
(veneficium) included not only doing harm through drugs or potions, but also caus-
ing injuries through magic and the casting of spells; it was, thus, a category of of-
fense readily open to rumor and panic.

Another series of investigations may have been even more intrusive and exten-
sive. In 186, Roman officials and senators became disturbed by the practices and
wide diffusion of the cult of the god Bacchus, the Greek Dionysus. This Bacchic cult
was deeply entrenched in the cities of Campania and the south, but its devotees
could also be found in Rome and other cities: In Etruscan Volsinii, for instance, a
grotto was dedicated to Bacchus in a public
space in the city during the third century.
His worship often involved groups with
no official sanction, outside of a city’s normal
religious and political framework. Moreover,
in these rites there could be shouting, fren-
zied dancing, the use of cymbals and drums,
drinking, and some sexual license. In Rome
itself, the cult may have become more active
in recent years, mixing men and women,
some from prominent families, and perform-
ing nocturnal rites in secret.

According to the historian Livy (39.8-19),
Spurius Postumius Albinus, one of the con-
suls of 186, began the investigation after re-
ceiving reports that worshippers included
ritual murders and poisonings in their noc-
turnal rites. The senate then issued a decree
ordering a search for Bacchic priests in both

Figure 5.1 Late in the second century, a number of
objects associated with the worship of Dionysus were placed
in a votive deposit just outside the north gate of the Etrus-
can city of Vulci. Among them were a terracotta statue of a
seated Dionysus and a small terracotta model of a temple.
The two reclining figures in the pediment of the temple rep-
resent Dionysus and Ariadne (Etruscan, Fufluns and
Ariatha) in a sacred union.

Rome and the rest of Italy, forbidding initi-
ates to gather for rites, and instructing in-
vestigators to seek out criminals and per-
formers of immoral acts. Lesser officials
were to guard against nocturnal meetings
and fire, always a danger in a crowded city
such as Rome. Other provisions of this sen-
atorial decree—which is known from an

inscription found in Samnium—ordered the dismantling of shrines, prohibited
the mixing of men and women on ritual occasions, forbade men to be priests, and
banned secret rites and the swearing of oaths. The deliberate destruction of the
Bacchic grotto at Volsinii early in the second century may have been prompted by
the decree. The consul Postumius in fact spent his entire year implementing it,
and Livy believed that his investigations resulted in many executions. Two years
later in 184, the senate assigned Apulia to a praetor as his province and ordered
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him to look into the cult, end its troublemaking there, and prevent the worship
from spreading. In the next year, another praetor received the same assignment.

An expansion of full Roman citizenship and a hardening of the distinctions
between Romans and non-Romans accompanied greater Roman surveillance
over local affairs in Italy. Among Romans, the chief division had been between
residents of municipia with the right to vote in Roman elections, and residents of
communities without this right. Over much of the third and second centuries, the
full citizenship with voting rights was gradually extended to more cities that had
not previously possessed it