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FOREWORD

If you were among the richest half a per cent of the Roman population, you might think that the world owed you a living. All other free Romans – the plebs – knew that the world did not. For the poor among them, simple survival was the bottom line.

There were four constants:

Nearly 90 per cent of Romans were peasant farmers, living off what their farm could produce. A bad harvest could be the end of them. Most of the remaining 10 per cent were city dwellers, e.g. artisans, labourers, etc. The remaining minority were the extremely wealthy elite. Slaves, of course, did not count as Romans. They made up about 10 per cent of the total population, nearer 20 per cent in the cities.

The welfare state did not exist. Only a famine would cause the state to step in, at least for those living in the city.

Of children born, half would be dead by the age of five. Only one in three of those would make it to forty.

The best that most plebs could hope for – though some were wealthy – was a degree of security. That began with the family but extended to friends and, more widely, the local community. It was up to you to ensure your relationships with those three groupings were productive. If they weren’t, you were in serious trouble.

The Greek peasant poet-farmer Hesiod (d. c. 680 BC, contemporary with early Rome), gave a picture of the peasant farmer’s priorities. In his poem ‘Works and Days’, he sees farming as a matter of survival, when men ‘will never cease from toil and misery by day and night’.

His advice makes clear what is needed to succeed. ‘Do not put things off till tomorrow and the next day. That man never fills his granary. It is application that produces increase. The man who puts off work wrestles with ruin.’

Look after what you produce, he recommends: ‘If you lay down even a little on a little, and do this often, that could well grow big; he who adds to what is there keeps hunger at bay.’ Protect what you have: ‘What is stored away at home is never a worry; better to have things there in the house than outside.’

The consequences could be dramatic: ‘It is through work that men become rich in flocks and wealthy, and a working man is much dearer to the immortals. Work is no disgrace, but idleness is; and if you work, you will soon find the idle man will envy you as you enrich yourself – for wealth is accompanied by honour and prestige.’ The sentiment is very Greek: nothing beats people looking up to you.

There was a degree of community cooperation in all this: ‘It is good to take a measure from your neighbour and good to pay him back the same, or better, so that if you are in need afterwards, you can rely on him for help.’

But there was also a strong sense of competition: ‘A man is keen to work when he sees his rich neighbour ploughing and planting and putting his house in order, and neighbour vies with neighbour as he hurries after wealth… potter competes with potter, and craftsman with craftsman.’


That world was not going to change. No one ever thought it could, or would, or even should. But one could always hope for a slice of luck – and for that one had better keep men and gods on side.

THE OTHER SIDE OF THIS STORY

But when it came to politics and rich people telling you what to do in their interests and not in yours… that was a very different matter altogether. It is no coincidence that that one of the most regularly repeated aphorisms in the ancient world was ‘do good to your friends and harm to your enemies’.

The subject of this book – and it is an eye-opener – is the Romans’ story of how the plebs, over some 700 years from Rome’s foundation in 753 BC, managed to turn themselves into a significant body in opposition to the elite, changing the whole political landscape, and in the process acting as the driving force that resulted in Rome becoming the master of Italy and beginning a gradual expansion into North Africa, Gaul, much of the Mediterranean, and the Greek and Near Eastern worlds.

But what happened next? On the one hand, civil war and the end of the republic in 27 BC; on the other, 450 years of rule by emperors – even a pleb could become an emperor – and an even larger empire that finally collapsed in AD 476. It is fair to say that if the plebs had not achieved what they did in reforming the relationship between rich and poor during the republican period, chipping away at elite structures and gradually carving out influence for themselves, it is most unlikely that any of this could have happened. And the consequences for our political world have been dramatic.

This story, up to the end of the republic, will be the one told by the Roman historian Livy. Selecting the most significant incidents and moments from his surviving Roman history, we shall follow closely the ups and downs of the plebs’ many battles for political power, in a way that I am not aware has ever been done before, and end with a general assessment of the place of the plebs in the new world that emerged under the emperor Augustus (27 BC–AD 14), with a particular focus on Pompeii.






INTRODUCTION

PLEBS AND PATRICIANS

In the ancient Roman world, the word plebs referred to one of the three social categories into which that world was divided.

• The top category was ‘patrician’, which referred to those elite males originally selected by Romulus to be his advisory body. Over the years this grew into the 600-man-strong Senate.

• The second category was the plebs, i.e. every other free Roman. This covered everyone from the rich through to a poor peasant farmer scraping a living as best he could, or a labourer always looking for work, or a down-and-out begging in the street.

• The third category was made up of the unfree, i.e. slaves.

THE NATURAL WORLD

The only resource the ancient world had (except for humans) was nature, and men could tamper with or exploit it only in very limited ways, e.g. by heating, sawing, mixing, using sails, and so on.

Nature being the sole resource, everyone wanted to get as much control over it as possible. That meant conquering and holding territory, and its human, animal and mineral components. The more you had of that, the richer and more powerful you were – and you were therefore in a better position both to defend your territory against others and to expand it by conquering others.

It was, then, a ‘dog eats dog’ world, where everyone was fighting to maintain what they had of the natural world and trying to get more of it. And who did the fighting? Why, the males among the free Roman population, i.e. the plebs, most of them farmers.


THE CITY-STATE




Rome was a form of city-state. That is, Rome was a free, independent city, and the state consisted of Rome with its surrounding countryside and its people who saw Rome as their political home. That form of relationship between town and country was typical across the Greek and Roman world.



THE FARMER’S LIFE

The long, hot, dry Mediterranean summers do not represent ideal growing conditions. The farmer well understood that the more diverse his crops, the fewer the risks. The sowing and harvesting of crops therefore went on for much of the year. Grain was the staple crop, and grapes and olives (longer in coming to fruition) were very common.

Winter was a time of relaxation, and March welcomed in the new agricultural year. The farmer’s life was not made any easier by the fact that summer was also the time for fighting, when he could be on the battle line much of the time.

This could mean big set pieces, or local raids, during which armies ravaged the countryside around rival cities where their farmer-plebs lived, burned down farm buildings and villages, cut down fruit trees, left no corn standing, seized cattle, and took off as slaves all the men they could lay their hands on, before the fight-back.


OLIVE OIL




One study suggests that Romans consumed something between twenty-five and fifty litres of olive oil every year. It was used for the most part as an ingredient for flavouring rather than for cooking. But it had many other purposes. The oil lamp was the main form of illumination in the home (one litre has been shown to last about 130 hours). It was also used as a moisturizing oil, a cleansing agent and the base for perfumes and cosmetics, as well as in medical treatments, the treatment of textiles and wool, and for lubrication. It was used as a contraceptive, as was cedar oil. After pressing, the solid residue could be a fuel, animal feed or fertilizer; the liquid residue, black and sticky, functioned as a fertilizer, moth repellent, insecticide, wood preserver, skin cure, waterproofer and animal tonic.




LANDOWNERS AND TENANTS

Poor plebs lived off the land as tenant-farmers. Those who actually owned that land – the wealthy elite among the patricians and plebs – clearly had an interest in protecting their investment, as did their tenants in being protected.

Whatever the army was like in Romulus’ time (eighth century BC), it was up to the landowner to see that his tenants and retainers were given the necessary training and equipment to ensure they were capable of defending their land in the case of attack. The vast majority of plebs had to fight as well as farm.

That was in the interests of both sides of the social divide: the wealthy on the one hand, the plebs on the other. The two groups needed each other. In those very early years, war was probably something like a protracted scrap between about 100 men or so, for precious resources. But that would change as Rome grew over the next 150 years.


THE RIGHT RECRUITS




The military writer Vegetius (c. AD 430) said that it was not the city dwellers but countrymen that the army needed. ‘They live under the open sky in a life of work, enduring the sun, not caring about shade, ignorant of bath-houses or luxury, simple people, content with little, limbs hardened to endure every type of labour, and used to wielding iron tools, digging a ditch or carrying a load.’




PEASANT – OR UNP(L)EASANT – LIFE

The following unique account of a poor pleb’s morning was composed by an unnamed poet c. AD 15. He describes how one Simylus started his day – as close to the life of a pleb living on the edge of survival as one can get. Simylus begins by making his breakfast – moretum, a common and simple meal often prepared with cheese and aromatic herbs, fresh or dried, many not well known by name to most of us.

The early-morning bird sang out the day and, as the light grew, Simylus, farmer of a tiny acre and fearing hunger, let himself down from his cheap bed, and feeling about in the dark for the hearth finally finds it – ouch! A little smoke still hung around a burnt log, ash covering living coals.

He bends down and lights his lamp, draws out the wick with a needle, and puffs rapidly at it to awaken the flame. [He must keep a fire burning all the time if he wants light and heat. Otherwise, he will have to fetch a light from a neighbour.]

At last, it catches and, shielding the flame from the draught with a hand [his dwelling is not wind proof], he opens the door of his storeroom with a key. There on the ground was a poor heap of corn. [Grain is precious: it must be secured against hard times.]

He takes as much as he needs, sits by his hand-mill, puts the light on a board fixed to the wall, frees both arms and uses the tail of the goatskin around him to brush the headstone and the lapstone clean. [He is about to grind the corn to produce flour.] The left hand feeds in the grain, the right does the work. He spins the wheel and keeps it whirling, and the ground corn pours out.


AGRICULTURAL GODS




Farming was very hard work, and farmers needed all the help they could get. But there were plenty of gods to help: Runcina, goddess of weeding; Robigo, protector against mildew and rust; Vervactor, god of ploughing; Stercus, god of muck spreading; Insitor, god of planting seed; Occator, god of harrows; Serritor, god of digging; Messor, god of reaping; Conditor, god of storing grain.



Now he shouts to Scybale, his only housekeeper. She’s African. Her whole person tells her nation – tight-curled hair, lips swollen, swarthy looks, broad chest, limp-hanging breasts, and narrow belly, thin in the legs and large feet, her torn shoes stiff and cracking everywhere. [Is she his slave? His concubine? She certainly shares the work – two of the poor, in need of and supporting each other.] He calls her to put dry wood on the hearth to heat up the water.

When he has ground the right amount, he pours the flour into a sieve and shakes it, leaving the husks on the top while the flour sinks down through the small holes. On a smooth board, he pours warmish water on it, folds the flour and fluid together, and kneads it firm and solid.

He scatters the dough with salt, smooths it, spreads it around, and marks it out in equal quarters. Then on the hearth – Scybale had cleaned a place – he covers it with tiles and heaps fire on top.

While fire does its work on the dough on the hearth, Simylus does not rest but, in case plain dough does not appeal, he gets food to spice it. He had no meat-racks hung beside the hearth, no hard salt ham or bacon slices curing [real poverty here: not even any meat], only a round of cheese and dill, old and tightly tied in a bundle. So our provident hero looks for more provisions.

The small house had a garden, fenced with walls of willow and reeds, small but rich in varied herbs. He had there everything a poor man needs. Sometimes a rich man, wanting more of such things, came asking.

His small estate costs nothing, only care. If heavy rain or holiday kept him home at liberty [‘holiday’ here refers to a festival, of which there were many in Rome], or if the grind of ploughing paused, he worked in the garden. He arranged his plants, and knowing the soil, knew what to sow, and could bring water in from handy streams.

Here greens were thriving, here wide-waving beets, fast-growing sorrel, elecampane and mallow, rampion and leeks, lettuce, radish growing to a point, and heavy marrow letting out its belly.

This crop’s not for the master but for the townsmen – every end of week, he carries it bundled on his back to market, and returns with neck relieved, weighed down with cash, but scarcely ever with the city’s goods. [This is his market garden, his surplus, which he takes to market to sell for cash.] Red onions, the chive-bed, keep his hunger down, watercress, whose sharp bite draws in one’s cheeks, endives, and rocket that recalls desire for sex.

Thinking of this he goes out into his garden and lightly fingering back the soil, he first brings out four garlic bulbs in all their wrappings, then he picks frothy parsley and stiff rue and coriander.

He gathers them up and sits by the cheerful fire and loudly calls the girl to bring his mortar. [He prepares to pound the herbs into a pesto.]

He strips the garlic heads of fibrous membrane, peels off the skin and throws the unwanted bits around the floor. The bulb, now free of leafage, he wets and drops into the bowl of stone.

He sprinkles salt-grains, cheese (as the salt melts) over the garlic, and, on top, those herbs. He props up the bowl in his hairy groin with the left hand, in his right bruises the strongly smelling garlic with pestle-blows, then grinds it all to juice.

The hand goes round and round; the ingredients slowly lose their particular strength, their colours blend – not wholly green (some milky lumps resist) nor simply milky (herbs still speckle it).

Often the sharp smell spears his widened nostrils, with turned-up nose he gives thumbs down to food, often wipes watering eyes with the back of his hand and madly curses at the innocent fume.

But his work goes on: not bumping as before, but heavier, in slow swirls, the pestle went. So he drips in a splash of Athena’s oil [olive oil], and pours on top strong vinegar, very little, mixes it in, then works it all again.

At length he glides two fingers round the mortar and pulls the scattered bits into one ball, a perfect sample of a real moretum.

Attentive Scybale has dug out the bread [that he has been baking in the ‘oven’] which he embraces warmly. Now his fear of hunger is banished; carefree for that day, Simylus arms in leather greaves and helmet, shoves his obedient bullocks into their yoke-straps: drives them to field: and plunges the plough in earth.*

Note that the hard-working peasant’s aim was to be self-sufficient, a greatly admired attribute. To achieve that, he needed some of his produce left over to sell or exchange for the other goods and services required for simple existence (e.g. salt, mending or buying implements, paying rent or interest on debt).

The poet tells us that Simylus’ garden served this purpose: every week he took the surplus produce to market to make what he could from it. At the same time, the peasant had to adopt tactics that would see him through periods of unexpected shortage. Since staple cereals like grain could keep for up to two years, Simylus would have had a store of grain – but locked away, so precious was it. Meat was normally far too expensive to have played any part in his diet.

* Based on Alistair Elliot’s translation published in ad familiares vol. X (1997).


THE STUFF OF LIFE




Bread was the Romans’ staple food. Made with many kinds of cereals and legumes reduced to flour, it was prepared with or without yeast; sometimes milk, wine, extra-virgin olive oil, fruit juice, and other ingredients were added.



Observe that Simylus was not a loner but part of a community. A rich man might call round at any time, and there was a local market, which he attended every week. He was in fact typical of those peasants who, with various sizes of holdings, made up the great majority of the Roman population.

But it is a pleasingly idealized picture. Who knows what tomorrow would bring? Destructive weather? The death of his bullocks? Illness? An assault from the many enemies surrounding Rome?

The other real fear was famine. Mercifully, this was rare. But in such a situation, cities would simply commandeer whatever they could, leaving the peasant to the grim consequences (so ancient sources tell us) of a diet of twigs, tree-shoots, bulbs, roots and grasses.



BASIC ROMAN FOOD




The poor subsisted on the less nourishing and therefore cheaper foods, e.g. barley, dried pulses (chickpeas, lentils, dried peas and beans), fruits and greens. Emmer, a species of wheat now used for breakfast cereals and fodder, was the basis of Roman porridge, a very common food during this early period, often mixed with beans and (something of a luxury) bacon. Such a diet was actually the basic standard for the Romans through the ages.



THE RICH

Just to give a sense of the people we are talking about, here is a list of the surviving names of jobs (preserved on burial jars in which the ashes were placed) of just a few of those slaves who worked in the household of the incredibly wealthy Statilius family in Rome (first century BC) over a period of about sixty years: architects and surveyors, 1; doctors and midwives, 3; barbers and hairdressers, 3; masseurs and oilers, 7; readers and entertainers, 3; bath attendants, 1; child nurses and attendants, 5; bodyguards, 10; table servants, 1; cooks, 3; provisioners, 2; caretakers, 10; gardeners, 4; social organizers, 1; animal tenders, 2; runners and bearers, 16; financial agents, 7; administrators, 11; secretaries and copyists, 7.

The full total over sixty years would have been in the thousands – and those are just the slaves.


THE HISTORIAN LIVY

Livy (Titus Livius) was born in Padua and moved to Rome in the 30s BC. A man of independent means, he took no part in politics and committed his life to writing. He lived at the time when the mighty Roman republic was in the process of being destroyed by the fight for power between ruthless dynasts like Julius Caesar, Pompey and Crassus, with private armies, underpinned by massive wealth, at their backs. The result of that dreadful civil war was the emergence in 27 BC of Caesar’s heir Octavian as the first Roman emperor, under the name Augustus.

Livy’s master work was his 142-book history of Rome (only thirty survive in full), which tells Rome’s story from its foundations up to the time of writing in the first century BC. He greatly admired the achievements of the early Romans and was not in favour of emperors – too reminiscent of the hated Roman kings who had preceded the republic.


SPQR




Romans described themselves publicly as SENATUS POPULUSQUE ROMANUS, ‘the Senate and the [whole] Roman People’. The term populus referred to ‘the people, the state, the general public’.

Note: I shall use pleb for a single pleb, and plebs as the plural. In Latin, plebs is a single pleb, and plebes is the plural.




A RELIABLE HISTORY?

Livy acknowledged that the history of early Rome read more like poetry than proper history. But if Romans thought the war god Mars had been Rome’s first parent, he said, fine! It certainly added dignity to Rome’s story, and you might as well go along with it. After all, every nation at the time he was writing went along with Rome’s dominion over them.

For the Romans, history began in 753 BC when the city of Rome was founded by Romulus. Livy agreed that there was little firm evidence for the accounts of the very early period, but his main interest was the story of Rome’s moral decline, because ‘the study of history is the best medicine for a sick mind’. It alone could provide examples of both what to do and what not to do to return Rome to its glory days.

Livy ends his introduction by expressing the hope that his passion for Rome has not impaired his judgement. No country, he claims, has ever been greater and richer in citizens and good deeds, none so free from greed and luxury, nowhere so content with plain living and even poverty, which in those long-lost days went hand in hand with contentment.

But greed, self-indulgence and every form of sensual pleasure have, it seems to him, led to an almost universal political death wish. He agrees that such caustic observations might not win much applause, but hopes that his efforts will be successful. That they have been is suggested by the fact that we still draw extensively on him some 2,000 years later.

Inevitably, Livy’s history is full of very serious historical problems. But in this book, it is his-story that counts (groan: ‘history’ actually derives from the Greek historia, ‘enquiry, research’). Consequently, I shall skate round all the problems that his superb account throws up. The speeches he cites, inevitably, are all invented, but they are brilliant examples of the way Romans understood what was at stake.

ENDNOTE

I have translated the Roman political ranks in general as ‘officials’, rather than ‘magistrates’ (Latin magistratus), to avoid confusion with our use of that term.

Roman politics was a complex and highly competitive business, involving many annually appointed officials (most offices lasting for one year only), interacting with an established Senate of 600 men drawn from the wealthy elites, and assemblies involving the whole body of male Roman citizens. These features will be described as the story develops.

sesterce (ss = sesterces): a Roman coin. A Roman soldier was paid 900ss a year in the first century ad.

as (pl. asses): there were four asses to a sesterce

denarius: equal to four sesterces

The famous ‘Seven Hills’ of Rome are in fact long ridges, already occupied hundreds of years before Romulus appeared. I shall call them ‘ridges’ from now on.






I

THE FIRST FOUR KINGS OF ROME:

753–616 BC


THE SACK OF TROY

The traditional date for the foundation of Rome is 753 BC, but the Romans’ story about themselves actually started in a murky past long before that, with a Greek epic about the Trojan War. This – if there really was a Trojan War – probably happened around 1200 BC, when the Greeks laid siege to Troy to win back Helen, the most beautiful woman in the world, who had been seduced back there by the Trojan prince, Paris.

The story of Rome – the Romans believed – began with the successful Greek sack of Troy. That was the moment when the Trojan hero Aeneas managed to escape the slaughter and, after many adventures across the Mediterranean, finally landed in Italy.

There, it was claimed, he was destined to found not Rome but the Latin race – ‘Latin’ because the area in which they landed was called Latium, its inhabitants were called Latini, and they all spoke – you’ve guessed it – Latin.


ROMULUS: THE MYTHICAL BACKGROUND

So who actually founded Rome? The answer is, of course, Romulus. But how does he fit into the Aeneas story?

When Aeneas arrived in Italy, he had to fight his way to power. He founded the city of Alba Longa, and his male descendants became its kings. The last king of Alba Longa was Numitor, who had a daughter, Rhea Silvia. But Amulius, Numitor’s brother, deposed him and promptly made Rhea a Vestal Virgin to prevent her continuing Numitor’s line.

Rhea was raped by the god Mars, however, and produced twins. Wicked Amulius gave orders for them to be put in a basket and floated off down the Tiber to the sea (rather like Moses). But the basket came ashore near what would be the site of Rome. There the twins crawled out and were suckled by a she-wolf.

They were eventually found by a herdsman, a good, honest pleb, who named them Romulus and Remus. They grew up under his loving care, discovered who their real father was, overthrew wicked Amulius and restored Numitor to the throne.

THE FOUNDING OF ROME

The twins then decided to leave Alba Longa to found a new city on the very spot where they had come ashore. Being twins, neither had priority, so they invoked the gods to reveal who should rule. When Romulus claimed victory, a quarrel broke out between the brothers and he killed Remus. But Livy adds that there is another version of the story: Romulus killed Remus because he mocked the pathetic size of the walls that Romulus was building.

So the new city was called Roma – Rome – after Romulus.


STRONGMAN ROME




Romans greatly admired almost everything about the ancient Greeks (except their democracy, which they saw as mob rule) and loved to make as many connections as they could with them. It is not surprising that some Romans pointed out that Roma sounded rather like rhômê, the Greek word for ‘strength’.



The Romulus tale looks to be a pretty grim foundation story. But the Roman world was very different from ours. Having the god of war as your founder’s father, who was suckled by a wolf, surely gave you licence to ruthlessly conquer in a world in which the ownership and control of territory were the keys to power.

At the same time, the hero Aeneas was a connection with the ancient Greek world. This was valuable in the eastern Mediterranean at the time: the famous Greeks had been settling in parts of Italy from the eighth century BC.

Aeneas was also known for his pietas, a word that is the source of our ‘piety’ and ‘pity’. For Romans it meant respect for the family, country and gods – exactly what was needed to justify Rome’s military conquests. Then again, observe the crucial part that was played in Rome’s history by a common herdsman – a pleb if ever there was one – in saving the twins and raising them to become fine men.



THE DUTIES AND RESPONSIBILITIES OF ANCIENT ROMAN PRIESTS




As guardians and overseers of religious law, customs and the sacred calendar, priests supervised temples and their staff and property and other sacred spaces and objects. Virtually all of them already existed in the period of the kings, though we cannot be sure of what their precise roles were. Virtually all were male and appointed for life.

But they did not act as beacons of moral virtue, like modern priests, nor as mediators between men and gods. If anyone did that, it was the Senate, which was responsible for banning (or accepting) foreign cults, responding to reports of prodigies and miraculous events, and so on. No surprise, then, that priests were senators and held major public offices. They were deeply entwined with the political world. Julius Caesar (d. 44 BC) is a fine example – he was elected to the post of Pontifex Maximus (see below).

FUNCTIONS

1. Priests conducted religious rituals and public animal sacrifices, libations, etc., to honour the gods, especially at festivals for the gods and times of crisis.

2. They interpreted the will of the gods through auspices (p. 40), omens, and the entrails of animals, as a result of which they advised officials as to the best course of action.

3. They organized regular annual celebrations in honour of the gods, many centred around the agricultural year, and ensured they were properly carried out.

4. They were subject to political manipulation if their activities were felt to threaten the careers of ambitious Romans, especially during the breakdown of the late republic.

SOME PERSONNEL

1. Pontifices (pontiffs), headed by the Pontifex Maximus (chief priest), advised the Senate on all aspects of state religion, the calendar and the law, and kept records of religious events and prodigies. Numbered up to sixteen. Originally co-opted, some were elected.

2. Augures (augurs) offered interpretations of the divine will through bird signs and natural phenomena in relation to public decisions, wars and elections. Numbered up to sixteen. Originally co-opted, some were elected.

3. Flamines (flamens) ran the cults of Jupiter, Mars and minor deities, under strict rules of dress and behaviour. One for each god. Chosen by the Pontifex Maximus.

4. Vestal Virgins: see p. 121.

5. Fetiales (fetials) handled religious protocol in foreign diplomacy, and declared war and concluded treaties with sacred rituals. There were twenty.

6. Quindecimviri sacris faciundis: these ‘fifteen men for performing sacred rites’ were in charge of the Sibylline Books (p. 90) and foreign cults.




ROMULUS 753–716 BC:
THE START OF THE STORY

The dates of the early kings are the traditional ones. Given that each of them seems to have ruled for more than thirty years – extremely unlikely! – they bear little connection to reality. Whatever the truth about the very early years of Rome, there is no doubt that by 550 BC Rome was an established, powerful city.

Further, it is simply not the case that Rome was founded in the eighth century BC. Archaeologists have demonstrated beyond any doubt that this part of Italy had already been inhabited for hundreds of years before its traditional foundation date. The whole story of Romulus, then, is an invention, but it gives a fascinating insight into the mentality of those Romans who invented it – whenever that was!

SURVIVAL

The Romans lived in a fiercely competitive world, in which man was constantly fighting for survival against man, and winning meant everything.

Here, then, was Rome, a new boy on the block, attempting to make a space for itself in territory already fought over by many well-established communities. They would be Rome’s prime enemies – the local clans or tribes of Latium (Latins) like the Albans and Gabii, and those who surrounded them, such as the wealthy and powerful Etruscans (and their magnificent towns such as Veii), and others like the Aequi, Sabines, Volsci and Hernici (map, p. xi). They were watching Rome’s development extremely carefully, and saw the advantage in weakening Rome, destroying it or even taking it over, as soon as possible.

EXPANDING THE CITY

Romulus’ first job was to summon his subjects and give them some basic laws, ‘without which there could be no unified body politic’.*

Realizing that he was ruling over a pretty rough collection of plebs and that some sense of dignity about his person could be useful, he created twelve special attendants (lictors) to go with him wherever he went.


LICTORS




Each of the lictors carried with him the fasces (source of our ‘fascist’): a bundle of rods enclosing two axes that was a symbol of royal power, indicating what would happen to anyone who refused to obey orders – whipping or beheading. When the republic began in 509 BC, it was ordained that the two consuls should each be in charge (via his lictors) of the fasces in turn, so that only one consul at a time possessed that absolute power over life and death.



Since Rome needed people to survive, Romulus threw his new city open to all comers as a place of security, an asylum for anyone from any clan who wished to migrate there: free, slave, fugitive, vagabond, criminal, layabout – any Tom, Dick or Harry (inevitably male: Romulus needed fighters) who fancied making a new life for himself. This was an extremely daring move. Ancient Greek cities, for example, would never dream of ‘corrupting’ themselves by welcoming in such people. But Rome was very different.

The invitation to newcomers succeeded, and Romulus now had to work out how to rule the city. He divided the Romans into three tribes for voting purposes, but as Rome expanded these became thirty-five. Each tribe made its decision on any topic by the majority vote. Romulus then decided that he needed an advisory body with the power to make laws. So he selected 100 individuals from the top clan families that made up the Roman people, to become patriciani (‘patricians’ or ‘fathers’). This is where Rome’s internal squabbles – who rules? – began.

WHERE DOES GROWTH COME FROM?

But there was another urgent problem to solve. The population of Rome was predominantly male. How was it to grow? Being a traditionalist, Romulus decided that the old methods were best, and invited any women from the surrounding clans, of which there were very many, to come and join them in this exciting adventure.

That did not go down well with those clans – who were rightly fearful of the speedy growth of this new foundation – or with their womenfolk, who did not like the look of the collection of scruffs that Romulus seemed to have gathered around him.

So Romulus invited the clans to a magnificent festival in honour of Neptune, the god of (among much else) horses (a horse was the equivalent of a Ferrari in the ancient world). The locals – including the powerful Sabine clan – came flooding in, women and all, to enjoy the spectacle. But as the festival started, the young Roman plebs raced out from the crowd and each seized the woman of his choice.


FESTIVALS




For most Romans, holidays at home were the rule. These were taken during public festivals, many of which were dedicated to the worship of the gods, especially the gods of nature, for the obvious reason that if nature failed, you were dead. Festivals – all times of relaxation – multiplied, expanded and began to run together. The line was finally drawn at 135 such days a year (at one stage it was 177!).



The festival broke up in panic. Romulus went round the women, assuring them that the men’s intentions were wholly honourable, and that marriage was their objective. The young men too played their part, protesting that they had been overcome with irresistible love. (‘No plea can better touch a woman’s heart,’ Livy sagely observes.)

This infamous story of the ‘rape of the Sabine women’ is certainly fictitious. As was made clear earlier, we know what Livy did not: that Rome had been occupied for hundreds of years before ‘Romulus’ ever arrived on the scene.



TALASSIUS




A very attractive girl was being dragged off by a group of rather rough men who, when challenged about what they were doing, said they were taking her to their excellent young friend Talassius to be his wife. This action was greeted with approval, and the name ‘Talassius’ was taken up and shouted by the attending crowd. That, we are told, is why ‘Talassio’ (‘for Talassius’) was shouted at Roman marriages, while the bride ‘against her will’ was being carried across the threshold.



When the clans who had lost their womenfolk launched a revenge attack, the Romans were ready for them and beat them back. Another clan, uninvolved in the festival, decided to take advantage of this to seize any Roman land temporarily undefended, but they were quickly dealt with too. This pattern of action would be seen frequently down the centuries. It was at once clear that the Romans were not going to be pushovers.

The powerful Sabines, however, were a different prospect from the other clans. They planned an attack on the new city itself, and reached as far as the Citadel, a spur of the Capitoline ridge.


THE TARPEIAN ROCK




Tarpeia was the daughter of the commander of the Citadel and was bribed into showing the Sabines access to it up a steep path of the Capitoline ridge. It was said that she had asked to be given as a reward what they wore on their shield (left) arms, i.e. gold bracelets and jewelled rings. But after she had shown them the way, the Sabines crushed her to death with their shields, ‘giving’ her their shield arms in a way she had not expected. That part of the Capitoline came to be known as the Tarpeian Rock, off which traitors and criminals were thrown.



After ferocious fighting, the Romans managed to drive the Sabines out. At that point, the Sabine women who had been taken as wives appealed to their men, saying that they were now mothers and that their sons were Sabines too. Peace was made, and the Romans and Sabines united under a single government, with Rome as the seat of power. Small beginnings…
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