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The western Mediterranean in the time of the Hannibalic War. The arrow marks Hannibal’s journey. (Illustration by Aaron Styba)



Main Characters

Romans

The Scipio Family



(1)  Publius Cornelius Scipio, consul 218, father of Scipio Africanus 

(2)  Gnaeus Cornelius Scipio, consul 222, brother of (1)

(3)  Publius Cornelius Scipio ‘Africanus’, consul 205 and 194 

(4)  Lucius Cornelius Scipio ‘Asiaticus’, brother of (3) 

(5)  Publius Cornelius Scipio Aemilianus, grandson by adoption of (3), patron of Polybius



It is anachronistic to call (3) ‘Africanus’ before 201; to avoid confusion (1) and (2) are called the ‘elder Scipios’ or ‘the Scipio brothers’ and (3) the ‘younger Scipio’. 



Other Leaders 



Aemilius Paullus, consul 216

Cato the Elder, enemy of the Scipios

Claudius Nero, consul 207

Crispinus, consul 208

Fabius Maximus, dictator in 217

Flamininus, conqueror of Macedonia

Flaminius, consul 217

Fulvius Flaccus, general

Laelius, lieutenant of Africanus

Livius Salinator, consul 207

Marcellus, killed 208

Marcius, Roman commander in Spain

Minucius, Fabius’ second in command

Sempronius, consul 218

Servilius, consul 217 

Silanus, lieutenant of Africanus

Tiberius Gracchus, son-in-law of Africanus

Varro, consul 216



Carthaginians



The Barcid Family 



(1)  Hamilcar Barca, father of Hannibal; died in Spain, 228

(2)  Hasdrubal ‘The Fair’, son-in-law of (1); killed 221

(3)  Hannibal, son of (1), invader of Italy

(4)  Hanno, nephew of (3)

(5)  Hasdrubal, brother of (3), general; killed 207

(6)  Mago, brother of (3), general; died 203



Other Leaders 



Bomilcar, general

Hanno, anti-Barcid politician

Hasdrubal, ‘son of Gisgo’

Marhabal, lieutenant of Hannibal



Other Major Figures 



Antiochus III ‘The Great’, King of Syria

Archimedes, mathematician 

Edeco, Spanish nobleman

Eumenes II, King of Pergamum

Hieronymus, anti-Roman King of Syracuse

Indibilis, rebellious Spanish chief

Mandonius, rebellious Spanish chief

Massinissa, Numidian king

Philip V, King of Macedonia

Prusias I, King of Bithynia

Pyrrhus of Epirus, Greek warrior king 

Syphax, Numidian king








Introduction

‘The Most Memorable War’

I am about to tell the story of the most memorable war of any ever fought – the war that the Carthaginians, under the leadership of Hannibal, waged against Rome.



Livy, 21.1











For nearly all of its 500 years in existence, the Roman Republic was at war. The most famous of all these conflicts was the marathon struggle for supremacy with Carthage between 264 and 146 BC. The principal act of this rivalry was the so-called ‘Hannibalic War’ or Second Punic War (218–202), which was dominated by two generals: Hannibal Barca of Carthage and the Roman aristocrat Publius Cornelius Scipio Africanus.

Carthage, a Phoenician (in Latin, ‘Punic’) colony, was based around the city of the same name, now a UNESCO World Heritage Site in Tunisia. At various times Carthage commanded broad swathes of territory across the North African coastline and extended its influence to the islands of the Mediterranean. The Roman Republic, created in c. 509 when the last king of Rome was ejected, had emerged from its humble beginnings as a small village to dominate most of the other communities of Italy. Both states had a powerful aristocracy, and both possessed a formidable military reputation.

The Hannibalic War was Rome’s first major Mediterranean conflict. Its generals, soldiers and diplomats saw action over a vast area, including Spain, Macedonia, Greece, Africa, Italy and Sicily. Narrowly escaping extermination in 216, the Romans finally emerged triumphant in 202 after one of the most improbable revivals in military history. This resurgence showed the Mediterranean world the power of Roman arms, laying the foundation for one of the most critical events in world history; with Carthage humbled, Rome steadily conquered the Mediterranean and built an empire that lasted, in various guises, for well over 1,000 years. 

The Hannibalic War is filled with courageous deeds, disastrous exhibitions of hubris, and larger-than-life characters. A number of Roman generals, such as Marcellus, Fabius Maximus, Claudius Nero and the elder Scipios, helped Rome to recover from the depths of despair. On the other side, Hannibal’s brother Hasdrubal and another Hasdrubal, ‘son of Gisgo’, together with a number of others, won important victories and earned the praise of the historians who chronicled their deeds. Despite the existence of all of these great figures, Hannibal and Scipio have remained the most famous actors in the story. The second-century BC historian Polybius called the Romans ‘true athletes of warfare’,1 but their vaunted armies succumbed repeatedly to Hannibal, earning him a place in legend as Rome’s most dangerous enemy.2 Scipio’s successes on the battlefield gave him an unrivalled military reputation, and his contributions in Spain made Rome’s triumph possible. 

Hannibal and Scipio are examples of ‘great individuals’: those who, by sheer force of character, their ability to lead and understand the men around them, and their self-belief, courage and political stamina, change the course of history.3 They have left an indelible impact in the annals of human endeavour as illustrations of the heights of success that personal determination can bring. Their effect on history can also be measured in the way they inspired others. Hannibal’s tactics encouraged generations of military leaders, including such luminaries as Napoleon Bonaparte. Scipio’s place as the most famous Roman hero of the Republican era later earned his name a place in Italy’s national anthem and (less enviably) as a poster boy in Mussolini’s revival of Italian power in the 1930s. In the film Scipione l’africano (director C. Gallone, 1937), Scipio (played by the suitably named Annibale Ninchi), triumphing over the ‘African’ Carthaginians, was used to justify Italian imperialist ambitions in Africa. Both men have often been taken out of their historical context and used for a whole host of purposes, a feat made possible only by the ‘brand recognition’ they earned from their deeds in antiquity. 

The war attracts a range of other modern comparisons. In particular, the long prelude to the Hannibalic War bears more than a passing resemblance to the interwar period in the twentieth century: the harsh treatment of a defeated enemy, the emergence of a new political elite, rearmament and then finally a ‘guarantee’ – in this case, the Roman friendship given to the Spanish city of Saguntum – that was no guarantee at all. Hannibal’s invasion of Italy, with its long supply lines and his inability to match the numbers of his enemy, has drawn comparisons with the disastrous invasions of Russia by both Hitler and Napoleon. 

Hannibal and Scipio serve as signal illustrations of the fine line between success and failure. Hannibal’s brilliant victories over Rome at the River Trebia (218), Lake Trasimene (217) and Cannae (216) were followed by years of near-imprisonment in southern Italy. Hannibal also angered the Carthaginian aristocracy, who later tried to blame him for the war as they desperately negotiated for peace with Rome. After a brief stint in politics, Hannibal once more turned against Rome, but failing again, took poison as Roman agents closed in on his position. Scipio helped to mastermind the astonishing revival which laid the foundation for Hannibal’s defeat, but then found himself eased out of Roman politics, exiled from the state he had saved. Ironically, both men fell from grace and died at around the same time.4

Hannibal and Scipio also had a sizeable impact on a major political process that forever changed the Mediterranean world: the collapse of corporate rule and the emergence of a new Roman monarchy. For much of the Republican era, the Roman constitution – whose structure of checks and balances against the abuse of power by any single part of government inspired the American political system – ensured that the ambitions of the individual were channelled into the service of the state. No one man was allowed to accumulate excess power, and elected officials typically served in collegial, not single positions. For example, two men, rather than one, were elected each year to serve as ‘consul’, the highest office in the state responsible for military, civil and religious matters. Service as consul was the pinnacle of an aristocratic career. In the role of consul, members of the Roman elite defeated Rome’s enemies on the battlefield, presided over sacrifices for the health of the state and helped the Senate set policy, earning gloria – social and political renown – in the process. Only through service to the state could gloria be won. Following their year in office, consuls moved on to other positions, retired or joined the Senate. Although Carthage also had a republican system of government, its leaders – men like Hannibal and his family – looked more like Hellenistic warrior-kings than Roman consuls. Winning glory had less to do with the needs of the state, and more to do with the development of a personality cult, supported by the favour of the gods. These kings became celebrities through their wartime exploits and used propaganda to nurture their reputation. Famous examples of this archetype include most of the successors to Alexander the Great, such as Pyrrhus of Epirus, who invaded Italy and was beaten by the Romans in 275 after a bloody struggle.5 

These two competing visions of political authority collided in the third-century BC Mediterranean. Neither Pyrrhus nor Hannibal, strong and charismatic individuals though they were, could outlast the incredible corporate strength of the Roman Republic. Polybius saw Roman tenacity as a product of its constitution, whose layers of collegial offices, tempered by the will of the people and the oversight of the Senate, restrained dangerous individualism and provided an unbeatable resilience. Yet, despite its depth, this system did not survive its encounter with Hannibal intact. Rome’s catastrophic defeats between 218 and 216 exposed cracks in the corporate system and called for a Roman version of the individualistic hero – Scipio – to overwhelm Hannibal’s charisma, leadership and divine favour. When the war was over, however, the rather unnatural amounts of power that Scipio had accumulated in the process aroused feelings of trepidation amongst Rome’s political elite. Scipio had personally forged a mighty army which had served with him and his family for seven years, and he richly rewarded them after the war ended. Scipio encouraged rumours about divine support and became a talisman for the Roman cause. Instead of blending into the constitutional framework, Scipio, like Hannibal, had become a recognisable brand in military and political circles, earning admiration and suspicion in equal measure. There are similarities between Scipio and the warlords of the late Republic – men like Julius Caesar – who broke free of Rome’s ‘duty-first’ corporate mentality. Scipio’s victory over Hannibal moved the Republic one step closer to the political and social revolution of Caesar’s time, where a civil war raged across the Mediterranean. Within a generation of his murder in 44, Caesar’s great-nephew Octavian – better known to history as Augustus – reigned supreme over the Roman world. 



The Hannibalic War stands at the pivot of several important events in world history: the steady march from Republic to Empire, the eventual rise of a Roman imperial monarchy and the systematic collapse of any opposition to Roman power in the Mediterranean. Given its importance, it is remarkable that hardly any contemporary evidence for the war and its two leading generals has survived. The most influential account of the war, that of Livy (59 BC–AD 17), was actually written about two centuries after the events. Writing under the patronage of Augustus, Livy told the story of the war as part of a grand effort to write an all-inclusive history of Rome. His views about the Roman past were, though, deeply skewed by the collapse of the Republic. Livy could remember the bloody struggle for political supremacy that took the lives of Julius Caesar, Pompey, Antony and Cleopatra. Roman society was torn apart by the civil war, and as Livy assembled his History of Rome, he searched the past for tales of heroism, piety, courage and moral fortitude to provide encouragement for his troubled world. Conveniently, all of these inspirational virtues could be found in Scipio’s victory over Hannibal, which Livy – with a fair knowledge of such celebrated struggles as the Persian invasion of Greece and the conflict between Athens and Sparta not long afterwards – soberly presented to his audience as ‘the most memorable war’ of all time. Livy turned the tale of Rome’s victory in the Second Punic War into a patriotic morality play, showing how a pious, dutiful people, fused together under the leadership of the Senate and its generals, prevailed over incredible odds. To accomplish this task, Livy took no small measure of artistic licence, inventing speeches and using a whole host of literary devices. His version of the contest between Hannibal and Scipio remains a gripping read but cannot be considered an objective history of events.6
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