
   [image: Cover: Rome - Antiquity’s superpower by World History]


   
      
         
            World History
      

            Rome - Antiquity’s superpower
      

         

          
      

         
            Saga Egmont
      

         

      

   


   
      
         
            Rome - Antiquity’s superpower

             
      

            Original title: Romerne- Antikkens supermagt

             
      

            Original language: Danish

             
      

            Copyright ©2021, 2024 World History and SAGA Egmont 

             
      

            All rights reserved

             
      

            ISBN: 9788728598627

             
      

            1st ebook edition

            Format: EPUB 3.0

             
      

            No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrievial system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means without the prior written permission of the publisher, nor, be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than in which it is published and without a similar condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser. It is prohibited to perform text and data mining (TDM) of this publication, including for the purposes of training AI technologies, without the prior written permission of the publisher.

             
      

            www.sagaegmont.com

            Saga is a subsidiary of Egmont. Egmont is Denmark’s largest media company and fully owned by the Egmont Foundation, which donates almost 13,4 million euros annually to children in difficult circumstances.

         

      

   


   
      
         
            Ancient Rome
      

         

         Rome: Antiquity’s superpower

         In 52 BC, after six years of war against the Gallic tribes, Julius Caesar had tamed another enemy of the Roman Republic. Almost one million Gauls were taken as slaves, while their land became just another Roman province. Soon tonnes of grain along with lucrative taxes were flowing towards the imperial capital, whose inhabitants enjoyed all the luxuries of the provinces.

         Everything had changed since outlaws had founded Rome almost 500 years earlier. The small city on the seven hills had grown powerful through irresistible military might and political ingenuity, and the Roman Republic came to rule an expanse of territory that stretched around the Mediterranean and beyond. A few years later, Julius Caesar was brutally assassinated and the republic was replaced by an empire that mad tyrants and power-hungry generals would ultimately destroy from within. In this special issue, discover the rich history behind antiquity’s greatest power.

      

   


   
      
         
            1. Birth of Rome, 753-218 BC
      

         

         In just 500 years, Rome grew from being an insignificant refuge for mercenaries and bandits to a city that ruled over the entire Italian peninsula. With a mixture of military might and diplomatic ingenuity, the growing empire subjugated the peninsula’s many different peoples. At the same time, the Romans created a unique political system with a comprehensive set of written laws that exerted extensive power over both rich and poor.

          
      

         The story of the Roman Empire begins on the banks of the river Tiber, which flows through one of the most fertile areas of the Italian peninsula. Somewhere near the Mediterranean coast, the river bends sharply, and there, more than 3,000 years ago, traders and fishermen were able to cross the river in small boats. When they landed on the southern bank, they could make out seven flat hills, which had been carved out by the river in the distant past.

         The hills acted as natural defences for millennia, shielding the primitive lowland tribes from their enemies, but gradually the fertile area also became home to people from the Apennine Mountains to the east. The newcomers could melt bronze and fire pottery, and lived as nomads for part of the year. The area also attracted the Latins, a people from the Latium coastal plain to the south, and even travellers from the sea – probably from the Balkans – who brought with them iron-working skills.

         In the fertile region between the mountains, Mediterranean and agricultural land, the Roman Empire emerged as a melting pot of people with different talents. At some point between 1000 and 700 BC, the first wooden house was erected, and the small nomadic settlements made way for a permanent village. We don’t know the exact date when this happened, but it marked the moment the small farming community took its first steps towards becoming one of the most awe-inspiring empires in world history.

          
      

         Murderous twin founded Rome Today, more than 2,500 years later, historians are still struggling to separate the myths of early Rome from reality. The earliest written sources have been lost, and the accounts of Roman storytellers need to be taken with a good pinch of salt.

         According to Roman legends, the empire’s history began when a Vestal Virgin priestess from Latium gave birth to twin boys. She claimed that their father was Mars, the god of war, but Latium’s King Amulius wasn’t convinced. Believing she had broken her vow of celibacy, he killed the priestess and cast her sons into the Tiber.

         The legend claims that the twins were taken by the current and drifted ashore at the foot of one of Rome’s seven hills. Here, they were suckled by a female wolf and later raised by shepherds.

         As adults, the brothers decided to found a city on the site where they had found salvation. But a quarrel about the exact location resulted in one twin, Romulus, killing his brother, Remus. With the dispute permanently settled, Romulus established himself on Palatine Hill as Rome’s first king in 753 BC.

         It’s unlikely that Romulus ever existed, and historians are still uncertain exactly who the first Romans really were. But there are many indications that the seven hills were populated by a mixture of escaped slaves, former mercenaries, robbers and bandits – a collection that even the Romans alluded to in their legends.

          
      

         Etruscans ruled Rome

         Although the origins of the Romans are uncertain, it’s clear that the ancient Etruscan civilisation played a crucial role in propelling the Roman Empire towards greatness. When Rome was founded, the Etruscans dominated central Italy. North of Rome, in the highlands of Etruria – in modern-day Tuscany – Etruscan kings ruled in flourishing city-states with names like Caisra, Tarchna (now Cerveteri and Tarquinia) and, further south, Veii (since abandoned). The Etruscans were masterful urban planners and had learned advanced irrigation skills from the Mesopotamians.

         Although the history of the Etruscans is still a mystery to academics, it’s likely that the people had Middle Eastern ancestry, were skilled traders and were culturally inspired by the Greeks, the most advanced culture of the Mediterranean, by far. The Etruscans imported vases and other luxury goods from Greece, together with tin and lead, which they paid for with gold, among other things.

         The small settlements on the seven hills were unlikely to have been one cohesive community until an Etruscan king seized power over the region and incorporated the hamlets into a single city-state. Rome’s first king may well have been the Etruscan ruler Tarquin the Elder who, according to the Romans’ own accounts, ruled the city between 616 and 579 BC – although Roman historians persisted in the belief that Romulus was the city’s first king.

         During the city’s early monarchical phase, the Romans learned advanced urban management techniques from the Etruscans. They drained the swampy land between the city’s hills and created a natural meeting place, where the Romans would establish the Forum and gather for the next thousand years to trade, pray and discuss politics and law. The Etruscan-influenced kings were also responsible for the construction of Rome’s first paved roads. They also had the city’s citizens drag stone upon stone up the steep Capitol Hill, where they built a royal castle and Rome’s first temple, which was dedicated to Jupiter. The formation of a grand city had begun.

          
      

         King upgrades the army

         At the same time, Rome’s political system slowly began to take shape. The citizens of the city were divided into three clans, each of which was represented by 100 men in an assembly intended to advise the king. The assembly, which was named the Senate, would form the backbone of Rome’s political system for centuries to come. The Senate controlled the treasury and was behind most political decisions in the kingdom’s first centuries.

         Another cornerstone of the Roman political system was the People’s Assembly. The first meetings of the assembly were probably organised to discuss military matters by the army’s commander and king Servius Tullius, who ruled in the sixth century BC. Tullius wanted to expand the city’s military force to 6,000 men. The army at that time consisted mainly of farmers – from poor peasants to noble lords – who often had to protect the city with spears and shields in wars against other city-states. They were responsible for their own equipment, and to ensure they showed up when Rome called, Tullius set up a military assembly, the Comitia Centuriata (Centuriate Assembly). Here, soldiers met and voted on military matters before going to war. As the oldest and wealthiest members contributed the most military equipment, their voices weighed most heavily. In this way, Tullius ensured that the nobility still held sway, but Rome’s peasants were far more willing to go to war because they had been consulted, which made the Comitia Centuriata key to the Roman war machine’s success.

         The next king, Tarquin the Proud, was Rome’s last. In perhaps the most decisive event in Rome’s early history, the city’s citizens revolted and expelled their tyrannical king in 509 BC.

          
      

         Republic is Born

         Out of the ashes of the monarchy grew a new form of government: the Roman Republic. The king was replaced by two consuls, each of whom was elected for one year at a time from among the members of the Senate. The consuls were given the power to declare war and lead military campaigns. They could act decisively because the Senate did not have the power to block their decisions, but each consul could veto his counterpart’s decrees – a measure that ensured no single consul could become a dictator.

         The city’s most powerful clans all supplied senators, and their power was secured through a system of patronage known as clientela, which linked a cliens (client), often from the lower classes, to a patronus (patron), a powerful benefactor from the upper class. Patrons were obliged to help their clients with loans, work and legal protection. Patrons held an audience every morning – the salutatio – where clients could make requests. In return, the clients had to follow the wishes of their patrons, including advancing their political ambitions. The clientela system allowed senators to largely decide who would become officials and thus worthy of life-long membership of the senate.

         Clients from the middle classes of society could also act as patrons for clients from lower classes of society, and in this way the clientela system connected the whole of society, from top to bottom, in mutual dependence. Client bonds were inherited, which made the system extremely stable and helped to ensure a strong unity across class boundaries.

          
      

         The lower class revolts

         Nevertheless, tensions slowly increased between the noble patricians and the common plebeians. By the fifth century BC, the city’s nobility was made up of around 50 patrician families, and as Rome’s wealth grew, dissatisfaction increased among the more successful plebeians, who could not be elected as senators or consuls, yet still had to wear military uniform and defend Rome in times of war.

         At the same time, military service reduced the agricultural yield, and plebeians – especially the poorest ones – were sometimes forced to borrow from exorbitant money lenders to help make ends meet. Dissatisfaction grew even stronger when the plebeians heard Greek settlers talk about Athenian democracy, where all free men could vote for their rulers. The plebeians decided to organise their own assembly – the concilium plebis – to coordinate their struggle for improved conditions. In 494 BC, they revolted – not through force of arms, but by withdrawing their labour in a general strike. The protest proved effective; the plebeians now had a body that could protect them from everything from unfair treatment by creditors to summary executions without a trial.

          
      

         Women too frivolous to be free

         In 451 BC – 43 years later – the plebeians forced the Senate to pass the Law of the Twelve Tables. Romans could now visit the Forum and read detailed legal rules, listed on 12 tablets, that governed the city-state.

         “Women,” it said on one of the bronze tablets, “even though they are of full age, because of their levity of mind shall be under guardianship.” Another rule assured disgruntled sons that if they had been sold three times as a slave by their father, they could consider themselves exempt from all future obligations to their patriarch. The tablets also told expectant parents that “a notably deformed child shall be killed immediately”, just as musicians were warned that songs that disgraced another would be punished by death. But the tablets also contained provisions that greatly benefitted the general rule of law: judges who accepted bribes would be executed, and it was forbidden to pass laws that applied to only one person. Also, the patron-client relationship was clearly delineated, and patrons who deceived their clients could be sentenced to death.

         For the next many years, the plebeians gradually gained improved terms and greater influence, while the hammer of debt became less severe. By 367 BC, the plebeians could be elected as consuls, and in around 287 BC, the concilium plebis was given the right to pass its own laws.

          
      

         Arch-enemy was defeated

         The powerful patricians’ many concessions to the plebeians helped to draw Rome’s citizens together and give them a shared identity as Romans. The unity was vital, because the city had been embroiled in violent unrest and constant wars since the birth of the republic. At the beginning of the fifth century BC, the Latins in the city of Lavinium, 25 kilometres from Rome, declared themselves independent and entered into a military alliance with a number of nearby Latin coastal cities. Roman infantry marched against the upstarts and defeated them in around 496 BC – but the military victory faded next to the diplomatic success that followed.

         The Romans were already well versed in diplomacy and took a cunning approach when it came to conquests, which is one of the reasons that the Roman Empire was able to expand so far in later centuries. Following their military victory over the Latins, the Romans used their usual diplomatic tactics. First, they adopted two of the Latin gods, Castor and Pollux. Second, they caused the cohesive Latin alliance to fall apart by negotiating peace with the cities one by one, so that one after the other, they were swallowed up by Rome.

         After testing their legions against small neighbouring towns, in 444 BC, the Romans tried their luck against the mighty Etruscan town of Veii. The city was less than 20 kilometres further up the Tiber and was the richest of all the Etruscan cities. Here there were large temples with beautiful statues, magnificent mosaic-decorated tombs carved from the rock, and towering above the city, a mighty citadel.

         Ultimately, only one city could control trade on the Tiber, and the Romans began a siege of Veii that lasted for several years, and only ended when a group of Romans, led by the patrician soldier Camillus, dug under the walls and infiltrated the city through the sewers.

          
      

         Military might and diplomacy

         Over the next decades, the Roman Empire grew battle by battle. Military success was the surest way to secure social prestige and rise through Rome’s political elite. As a result, any wealthy Roman with political ambitions eagerly spearheaded aggressive campaigns that could bring power and wealth to Rome, and personal honour to himself.

         After each victory, the Romans offered their defeated enemies an outstretched hand. City-states were offered treaties that gave them the right to extensive self-determination as long as they cooperated with Rome – for example, paying taxes and delivering soldiers to the Roman army.

         Before Rome could conquer the entire Italian peninsula, its army had to defeat the area’s most populous tribe, the Samnites. They were livestock farmers and sometime raiders, who worshiped animal gods, and distinguished themselves from other Italian peoples by having neither rulers nor slaves.

         The Romans and Samnites fought bitterly for years in the Apennine Mountains, and the legionaries occasionally suffered humiliating defeats. The battles against the Samnites prompted Roman military commanders to use a new weapon: roads. From 312 BC onwards, the Appian Way – a more than 200-kilometre-long paved road through the lowlands – ensured troops and supplies could flow easily to the front. In 304 BC, the Samnites had to bow to the area’s new great power.

         However, the peace only lasted six years before fighting broke out again. In a last desperate campaign, the Samnites joined forces with Italy’s Gauls, Umbrians and Etruscans in the hope that their combined military strength could free their people by defeating the increasingly advanced Roman war machine.

         The most important battle in the decisive war for the Italian peninsula took place at Sentinum in 295 BC. The Romans sent as many as 40,000 men to the battlefield, including an elite cavalry force containing a thousand horsemen. For two long days, the two armies stared at each other across the field. Then the Roman legions attacked. The Gauls’ chariots punctured the lines of the Roman infantry, but the Romans held their ground. When the battle was over, 35,000 of the enemy’s 50,000 soldiers lay dead. Five years later, the Samnites surrendered their cause.

         Now all of Italy lay before the sandals of the Romans, and within a few decades, all resistance had been cleared away. In 218 BC, the Roman Empire stretched over the entire peninsula, from north to south. Just five or six hundred years after the first permanent settlements sprang up on one of Rome’s seven hills, the warrior peoples of central Italy had subjugated the peninsula with swords, unity and cunning.

      

   


   
      
         
            2. The path to power, 509 BC-AD 293
      

         

         Rome was built on the ideals of freedom, equality and citizenship, but the reality soon proved quite different. In the fierce struggle to secure high office in the Roman Republic, raw power and unscrupulous behaviour were often the first resort, and bribery, murder and military coups became commonplace. Then came the empire, where power-hungry military commanders used all possible means to reach the top.

          
      

         One night at the end of 62 BC, Julius Caesar crept out of his house. The man who would one day become the sole ruler of the entire Roman Empire, but who for now had the title of praetor, edged along the walls, sneaking unnoticed through the cool darkness and on to the road out of the city. When morning came, he was in the mountains – far from Rome and the creditors who were furiously demanding their money, and who had forbidden him to leave the city.

         Caesar had not squandered his many borrowed sesterces on personal pleasures. Apart from his penchant for fine clothing, the then 38-year-old praetor lived modestly. But his political ambitions were expensive. Magnificent banquets, gladiatorial games, bribes, and generous handouts to family and friends had required huge sums, and now Caesar was broke. It was only after several military campaigns and some astute political manoeuvring – including marrying off his daughter Julia to form a powerful alliance – that Caesar was able to rid himself of his creditors and reach his ultimate goal: dictator of Rome.

          
      

         Politics was an upper-class sport

         Caesar was far from the only Roman statesman who fought his way to the top with intrigue and bribery. On the contrary. From the last year of the republic until the fall of the Roman Empire 500 years later, corruption, secret deals and even murder were among the common methods of reaching the top of world power in Rome. The reality was far from the ideals on which the republic had been built. Formed in 509 BC, after Rome’s seventh and final king had been expelled, the republic created a system in which the path to power was straightforward, at least on paper. In principle, all free Roman men were equal and had the same access to power. The path to the top involved navigating a career ladder – the cursus honorum (career of honour) – which, step by step, prepared candidates to become consuls, the republic’s most powerful office.

         In reality, however, a career in politics was reserved for the richest Romans. All offices were unpaid, and, therefore, only aristocrats had the time and money to take on political positions – not to mention fund an election campaign.

         The election of the powerful officials took place at the assemblies, where all free, male Roman citizens could vote. In order to obtain sufficient votes among the citizens, a hopeful candidate had to gather a large number of cliens (clients) to support him. These clients, usually middle-class men, received services and money from their wealthy patronus (patron) in return for political support. Gathering a sufficiently large number of clients was therefore, by its very nature, a privilege reserved for the patrician class, noble patrons with enough money to support their clients.

         The same was true of a seat in the Senate, Rome’s most powerful political body, which controlled the state’s treasury. This powerful assembly consisted exclusively of current and former quaestors, aediles, praetors and consuls, all of whom were appointed senators for life.

         Election campaigns themselves cost a fortune. Under Roman law, a candidate had to give away a certain amount of money during his campaign – monetary gifts that the Romans did not perceive as corruption, but simply as part of the political game. The same was true of gladiatorial games and other forms of entertainment for which rich politicians were expected to pay.

         The aediles – the officials in charge of organising such entertainment – used the immensely popular gladiatorial games in their efforts to climb the political ladder. For example, during his time as an aedile, Julius Caesar impressed the crowds with a series of games in which 320 pairs of gladiators entered the arena in shiny silver armour – an unprecedented extravagance that helped push Caesar into debt, but also secured immense popularity with the mob.

          
      

         Corruption and war gripped

         Contesting a Roman office was originally considered a great honour and, according to Roman ideals, was largely about duty. An official had to do something good for Rome and its citizens – manage finances wisely, improve the water and grain supply, maintain peace and order, and so on.

         In the late years of the republic, however, the Roman democracy that was so straightforward on paper, became increasingly corrupt and prone to abuses of power. With the blessing of their friends in the Senate, many officials stayed in their posts for longer than they were entitled and used their positions to embezzle enormous sums of money.

         In the provinces, far from Rome, the possibilities for personal enrichment were almost endless. Gaius Verres (115-43 BC) was particularly unscrupulous. As Rome’s governor of Sicily, Verres plundered the island’s temple treasures and swindled grain farmers so badly that Sicily became much poorer during his reign – unlike most other provinces, which generally prospered under Roman rule.

         Other ambitious politicians resorted to raw military force to get to the top. The general Lucius Cornelius Sulla (138-78 BC) wouldn’t have come from a fine enough family to be able to climb all the way to the top of Roman society under normal circumstances, but he took advantage of a period marked by civil war and power struggles to seize the leadership through a military coup. Contrary to the law, which forbade soldiers to enter Rome itself, Sulla ordered his legions to occupy the city, and was subsequently appointed dictator – a special title that the Romans had introduced many years earlier for a temporary ruler who could be appointed to govern the state safely through a time of crisis.

         As dictator, Sulla claimed to want to re-establish the republic in the wake of the civil wars. His methods were extremely harsh, and Sulla’s enemies learned to fear his brutal purges. These came in the form of proscriptions, in which thousands of people were declared enemies of the state and outlawed, losing their property and sometimes their lives. Sulla remained in office for three years, after which, surprisingly, he retired. He died shortly afterwards.
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