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In 1991, a naturally mummified human body was found near the Italian village of Feldthurns, close to the Austrian border in northern Italy.

Believed to date from around 3,350 to 3,105 BC, the mummy is the oldest ever found in Europe, offering a glimpse at the life of humans in Italy's Copper Age period. Investigations continue, but an arrowhead embedded in his shoulder suggests that he might have been killed as part of some kind of conflict.

He was found with a number of tools, most notably a copper axe and several more arrows. Much of his clothing was intact, and his body also displayed more than 60 tattoos. Today his remains, and many of his possessions, can be seen at a museum in Bolzano, Southern Italy.
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THE ETRUSCANS

[image: ]




c. 900 – 27 BC

One of the most important civilizations in pre-Roman Italy, the Etruscans occupied a huge area of land in the north of the country. At the height of their power in c. 750 BC, they had three major cities, with the greatest being Etruria in modern-day Tuscany.

Little is known about Etruscan life, other than information left behind by their enemies. The Etruscan language itself, where examples have survived, is still largely impossible to translate. However, they're known to have developed a strong trade network that saw them engage with Celts to the north and Greeks to the south.

Eventually the Etruscans came into increasing conflict with the growing strength of Rome. By the 1st century BC, the entire Etruscan empire had been conquered.
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ROMULUS
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? - 716 BC

Along with his brother Remus, this legendary leader is said to have founded Rome. Must of the story of Romulus and Remus is of uncertain origin, and historians are divided on the question of whether they really existed.

According to legend, the twin brothers were descendants of Trojan hero Aeneas. They argued about the precise location for their new city overlooking the Tiber, and eventually Romulus murdered his brother.

Romulus went on to become the first of the supposed seven kings of Rome. He oversaw events such as the Rape of the Sabine Women before dying in uncertain circumstances. A cult quickly developed around his memory.
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THE VESTAL VIRGINS
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One version of Roman history suggests that Romulus and Remus were the sons of a young virgin, with the god of war serving as their father. This account soon developed to become the legend of the Vestal Virgins, a group of women tending to the Temple of Vesta.

Unlike other priests of the period, the Vestals were chosen at a young age and forced to maintain their chastity. In return, they were granted great privileges that set them apart from most other members of society. Above all else, their primary purpose was to keep the sacred fire of Vesta burning at all times.

Eventually the Vestals vanished from the historical record in the 4th century AD, when the emperor Gratian confiscated most of their wealth. What happened to them after this point is unclear.
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LUCIUS TARQUINIUS SUPERBUS
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? - 495 BC

The last of the legendary seven kings of Rome, Superbus – also known as Tarquin the Proud – has gone down in history as a tyrant whose cruelty led not only to his own demise but also to the abolition of the monarchy.

His reign was characterised by near-constant conflict with the other tribes that at the time inhabited Italy. He oversaw an exhausting construction regime that eventually proved too much for the population. He was forced out of Rome, at which point he attempted to regain his throne by forming alliances with various nearby tribes.

After several defeats, he retired to permanent exile at Camae in the south of the country.
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LUCRETIA

[image: ]




? - c. 510 BC

This ancient noblewoman was the wife of a consul, and she was known for her supposedly radiant beauty. Her ultimate fate, however, sealed the fate of the Roman monarchy and initiated the rise of the republic.

When Sextus Targunius – son of the king Lucius Tarquinius Superbus – raped Lucretia while her husband was away, the shame proved too much and she committed suicide. Many noblemen, already unhappy with the king's rule, took this as their cue to launch a large-scale revolt against the monarchy.

Etruscan and Latin forces tried to intervene, but to no avail. While historians disagree on the details of the story, there's a general acceptance that Lucretia was real.
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LUCIUS JUNIUS BRUTUS
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? - c. 509 BC

After leading the revolt that overthrew his uncle Lucius Tarquinius Superbus, Brutus was a leading figure in the establishment of a new order. He's credited with pushing the novel idea that Rome should never again be ruled by a king.

He subsequently became a consul in the new republic, although much of his time was taken up by the task of making sure that his uncle couldn't mount a comeback. He signed an important treaty with Carthage and is generally regarded as having been a steady hand at a time of great chaos.

Elements of his story are somewhat dubious, and the Etruscan king Porsenna most likely toppled Superbus. Nevertheless, Brutus played a key role in the republic's birth.
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