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      Introduction


      

      

      ‘All history,’ wrote the Italian philosopher Benedetto Croce, ‘is contemporary

history.’ The implications of this aperçu, that historians

cannot help but be influenced in their interpretation of the past by

the presumptions and concerns of their own age, is one that those

who write about long-dead peoples must especially be on their

guard against. Over the past few years, I have found this ever easier

to bear in mind. Since I finished Rubicon, the Romans have become

stranger to me. The conversion of their empire to Christianity

stands like a firebreak between us and the pre-Christian world. For

almost a decade now, I have been researching and writing about the

process by which various brands of monotheism, in the centuries

that followed the conversion of Constantine, came to be established

as state religions across Europe and the Middle East. The consequence

of this, it seems to me, was a transformation of morals,

emotions and social values so radical that it spelt, over the long

run, the end of antiquity itself. Now, even more than it did when I

wrote Rubicon, the world of Caesar and Cicero, of Spartacus and

Cleopatra, seems an alien one to me.






Still, I have to acknowledge that this remains only part of the

story. In the twenty-first century, the habit of looking to the classical

world for parallels to the present has become far more deeply

ingrained than it ever was at the end of the twentieth. Now, when

books and films on the Romans are legion, it can come as a surprise

to recall that back in the late nineties, when I first began to contemplate

writing about the downfall of the Republic, there were

almost no narrative accounts of Roman history. Although it was a

whole decade since the fall of the Berlin Wall had spelt the end of

the post-war order, the presumption still seemed to hold that history,

if it were to be relevant, had to feature Nazis, Soviets or both.

Already, though, with the Cold War ended, it was apparent that

long-suppressed identities and hatreds were starting to emerge from

the melting permafrost. Many conflicts that festered throughout

the nineties – in the Balkans, in the Caucasus, in the former Roman

province of Judaea – had roots that long pre-dated Stalin and Hitler.

Even in Britain, where the increasingly diverse nature of our society

was coming to prompt tortured musings on the nature of ‘British

values’, the political and moral ambiguities of ancient history

seemed suddenly possessed of a whole new relevance. Issues of 

citizenship – for good and bad – had lain at the very heart of the

Roman experience. Classical scholarship, it seemed to me, was starting

to become unexpectedly cutting edge.










And it would soon become even more so. Back in the year 2000,

when I first pitched my idea for a book about the triumph and

tragedy of the Roman Republic, the buzz word was ‘globalisation’.

The sense of a shrinking world, prompting contradictory emotions

of triumphalism and alarm had struck me as an aspect of ancient

history which the Starbucks era might find intriguing. ‘By now,’

Petronius wrote of the Republic’s last generation, ‘the conquering

Roman had the whole world in his hand, the sea, the land, the

course of the stars. But still he wanted more.’ Here was an analysis

which I could imagine May Day protestors relishing – and perhaps

Bill Gates as well.










Yet as I began to write my book, in the summer of 2001, the

Romans of the late Republic were about to become even more

intriguing exempla. One challenge, more than any other, had

been concerning me: how to make the tortuous evolution of

Roman policy towards the Near East, from disinterested bullying to

red-blooded direct rule, of interest to the general reader. Of course,

as a narrative, it was not without its moments of high drama: on the

11 of September, 2001, for instance, I was writing about the Asiatic

Vespers, the co-ordinated massacre on a single night of 80,000

Roman and Italian businessmen. The man responsible for this atrocity

was a power-hungry Near Eastern despot called Mithridates; and

the Romans, after giving his armies a punitive thrashing, had been

content to impose a swingeing peace treaty, but otherwise leave

him be. For the next fifteen years, they were itching to make good

this mistake. Numerous casus belli were adduced: among them that

Mithridates had broken the weapons sanctions imposed upon him,

and that he had been actively supporting terrorists. In the end, the

hawks had their way. War was declared in 74 BC, and, after initial setbacks,

Mithridates’ regime was overthrown. And all this I was

writing about in the spring of 2002, as the first storm-clouds of the

Iraq crisis were starting to loom on the political horizon.










As I pressed on with my narrative, over and over again, a day’s

writing would be given an eerie coda by what I heard on the

evening news: as the Romans hunted Mithridates on a wild goosechase

through the wilds of Armenia, so American special forces

were combing Tora Bora for Osama bin Laden; as the Roman

people suspended many of their traditional freedoms in order to

give increased powers to the war against cells of shadowy ‘pirates’,

so sweeping new anti-terrorism laws were being introduced; as evidence

was fabricated against Antony and Cleopatra by the future

emperor Augustus, in an attempt to urge a nervous Senate to go to

war, so the British government was releasing its dossier of evidence

against Saddam Hussein.










Tendentious parallels, perhaps, thrown up by circumstance – and

yet suggestive all the same. Rome was the first and – until recently –

the only republic ever to behave towards its neighbours as an undisputed

superpower, patronising strongmen here, overthrowing them

there, throwing its weight around as and when it pleased. The end

result, of course, was to be empire, and the rule of an emperor: an

imperium which in the early years of the twenty-first century it became

something of a newspaper cliché to see as prefiguring the pax

Americana. Yet while the comparison of George W. Bush’s Washington

with the Rome of the emperors was clearly wide of the mark, the

mingled arrogance and anxiety which had characterised the

Republic’s attitude towards its own greatness, the temptations of

overweening power and the dread of offending the gods, did indeed,

I think, as I was writing Rubicon, have a certain haunting contemporary

resonance.










In 2003, just before the toppling of Saddam Hussein, a British

newspaper polled numerous historians across the world, asking

them to nominate the event which they felt most interestingly

paralleled the crisis over Iraq. Some mentioned Suez; others

Munich; a few even the build up to the First World War. None,

however, ventured back beyond the twentieth century; certainly,

none thought to peer into the gloaming of the classical past. A distant,

far-away period, of which we know nothing? Maybe. Even so,

I remain convinced that for those who wished to use history as a

guide to understanding why America was bound to go to war in the

Middle East, to fathoming the temptations offered her by her

power, and the imperatives of her hunger for revenge, the obscure

date of 74 BC offered far more food for thought than either 1939 or

1956.










Even now, with American hegemony looking infinitely more

frayed than it did in the first years of the twenty-first century, the

drama of the Republic’s greatness and collapse continues to cast an

eerie shadow. Yes, the Romans who conquered the world, and lost

their liberty in doing so, are a people alien and strange; but perhaps

that is precisely why we find it so hard to look at them, and not

identify in their ambitions and agonies certain glimmerings of ourselves. 

Roman history, rich in event and drama as it is, will always

possess something of the quality of the very best science fiction:

the narrative of a world that can seem, on occasion, as unsettlingly

familiar as it is strange.






Tom Holland






London, April 2013


   
      
      
      Preface

      
      

      
      

      
      January 10th, the seven-hundred-and-fifth year since the foundation of Rome, the forty-ninth before the birth of Christ. The
         sun had long set behind the Apennine mountains. Lined up in full marching order, soldiers from the 13th Legion stood massed
         in the dark. Bitter the night may have been, but they were well used to extremes. For eight years they had been following
         the governor of Gaul on campaign after bloody campaign, through snow, through summer heat, to the margins of the world. Now,
         returned from the barbarous wilds of the north, they found themselves poised on a very different frontier. Ahead of them flowed
         a narrow stream. On the legionaries’ side was the province of Gaul; on the far side Italy, and the road that led to Rome.
         Take that road, however, and the soldiers of the 13th Legion would be committing a deadly offence, breaking not only the limits
         of their province, but also the sternest laws of the Roman people. They would, in effect, be declaring civil war. Yet this
         was a catastrophe for which the legionaries, by marching to the border, had shown themselves fully steeled. As they stamped
         their feet against the cold, they waited for the trumpeters to summon them to action. To shoulder arms, to advance – to cross
         the Rubicon.
      

      
      But when would the summons come? Faint in the night, its waters swollen by mountain snows, the stream could be heard, but
         still no blast of trumpets. The soldiers of the 13th strained their ears. They were not used to being kept waiting. Normally,
         when battle threatened, they would move and strike like lightning. Their general, the governor of Gaul, was a man celebrated
         for his qualities of dash, surprise and speed. Not only that, but he had issued them with the order to cross the Rubicon that very afternoon.
         So why, now they had finally arrived at the border, had they been brought to a sudden halt? Few could see their general in
         the darkness, but to his staff officers, gathered around him, he appeared in a torment of irresolution. Rather than gesture
         his men onwards, Gaius Julius Caesar instead gazed into the turbid waters of the Rubicon, and said nothing. And his mind moved
         upon silence.
      

      
      The Romans had a word for such a moment. ‘Discrimen’, they called it – an instant of perilous and excruciating tension, when the achievements of an entire lifetime might hang
         in the balance. The career of Caesar, like that of any Roman who aspired to greatness, had been a succession of such crisis
         points. Time and again he had hazarded his future – and time and again he had emerged triumphant. This, to the Romans, was
         the very mark of a man. Yet the dilemma which confronted Caesar on the banks of the Rubicon was uniquely agonising – and all
         the more so for being the consequence of his previous successes. In less than a decade he had forced the surrender of 800
         cities, 300 tribes and the whole of Gaul – and yet excessive achievement, to the Romans, might be a cause for alarm as well
         as celebration. They were the citizens of a republic, after all, and no one man could be permitted to put his fellows forever
         in the shade. Caesar’s enemies, envious and fearful, had long been manoeuvring to deprive him of his command. Now, at last,
         in the winter of 49, they had succeeded in backing him into a corner. For Caesar, the moment of truth had finally arrived.
         Either he could submit to the law, surrender his command, and face the ruin of his career – or he could cross the Rubicon.
      

      
      ‘The die is cast.’* Only as a gambler, in a gambler’s fit of passion, was Caesar finally able to bring himself to order his legionaries to advance. The stakes had proved too high for rational
         calculation. Too imponderable as well. Sweeping into Italy, Caesar knew that he was risking world war, for he had confessed
         as much to his companions, and shuddered at the prospect. Clear-sighted as he was, however, not even Caesar could anticipate
         the full consequences of his decision. In addition to ‘crisis point’, ‘discrimen’ had a further meaning: ‘dividing line’. This was, in every sense, what the Rubicon would prove to be. By crossing it, Caesar
         did indeed engulf the world in war, but he also helped to bring about the ruin of Rome’s ancient freedoms, and the establishment,
         upon their wreckage, of a monarchy – events of primal significance for the history of the West. Long after the Roman Empire
         itself had collapsed, the opposites delineated by the Rubicon – liberty and despotism, anarchy and order, republic and autocracy
         – would continue to haunt the imaginings of Rome’s successors. Narrow and obscure the stream may have been, so insignificant
         that its very location was ultimately forgotten, yet its name is remembered still. No wonder. So fateful was Caesar’s crossing
         of the Rubicon that it has come to stand for every fateful step taken since.
      

      
      With it, an era of history passed away. Once, there had been free cities dotted throughout the Mediterranean. In the Greek
         world, and in Italy too, these cities had been inhabited by men who identified themselves not as the subjects of a pharaoh
         or a king of kings, but as citizens, and who proudly boasted of the values that distinguished them from slaves – free speech,
         private property, rights before the law. Gradually, however, with the rise of new empires, first those of Alexander the Great
         and his successors, and then of Rome, the independence of such citizens everywhere had been stifled. By the first century
         BC, there was only one free city left, and that was Rome herself. And then Caesar crossed the Rubicon, the Republic imploded,
         and none was left at all.
      

      
      

      
      As a result, a thousand years of civic self-government were brought to an end, and not for another thousand, and more, would
         it become a living reality again. Since the Renaissance there have been many attempts to ford back across the Rubicon, to
         return to its far bank, to leave autocracy behind. The English, American and French revolutions were all consciously inspired
         by the example of the Roman Republic. ‘As to rebellion in particular against monarchy,’ Thomas Hobbes complained, ‘one of
         the most frequent causes of it is the reading of the books of policy, and histories of the ancient Greeks, and Romans.’1 Not, of course, that the desirability of a free republic was the only lesson to be drawn from the dramas of Roman history.
         It was no less a figure than Napoleon, after all, who went from consul to emperor, and throughout the nineteenth century the
         word most commonly applied to Bonapartist regimes was ‘Caesarist’. By the 1920s and 1930s, when republics everywhere appeared
         to be collapsing, those crowing over their ruin were quick to point out the parallels with the death-throes of their ancient
         predecessor. In 1922 Mussolini deliberately propagated the myth of a heroic, Caesar-like march on Rome. Nor was he the only
         man to believe that a new Rubicon had been crossed. ‘The brown shirt would probably not have existed without the black shirt,’
         Hitler later acknowledged. ‘The march on Rome was one of the turning points of history.’2

      
      With fascism, a long tradition in Western politics reached a hideous climax, and then expired. Mussolini was the last world
         leader to be inspired by the example of ancient Rome. The fascists, of course, had thrilled to its cruelty, its swagger, its
         steel, but nowadays even its noblest ideals, the ideals of active citizenship that once so moved Thomas Jefferson, have passed
         out of fashion. Too stern, too humourless, too redolent of cold showers. Nothing, in our aggressively postmodern age, could
         be more of a turn-off than the classical. Hero-worshipping the Romans is just so nineteenth century. We have been liberated,
         as John Updike once put it, ‘from all those oppressive old Roman values’.3 No longer, as they were for centuries, are they regarded as a mainspring of our modern civic rights. Few pause to wonder
         why, in a continent unimagined by the ancients, a second Senate should sit upon a second Capitol Hill. The Parthenon may still
         gleam effulgent in our imaginings, but the Forum glimmers barely at all.
      

      
      And yet – we flatter ourselves, in the democracies of the West, if we trace our roots back to Athens alone. We are also, for
         good as well as ill, the heirs of the Roman Republic. Had the title not already been taken, I would have called this book
         Citizens – for they are its protagonists, and the tragedy of the Republic’s collapse is theirs. The Roman people too, in the end,
         grew tired of antique virtues, preferring the comforts of easy slavery and peace. Rather bread and circuses than endless internecine
         wars. As the Romans themselves recognised, their freedom had contained the seeds of its own ruin, a reflection sufficient
         to inspire much gloomy moralising under the rule of a Nero or a Domitian. Nor, in the centuries since, has it ever lost its
         power to unsettle.
      

      
      Of course, to insist that Roman liberty had once been something more than a high-sounding sham is not to claim that the Republic
         was ever a paradise of social democracy. It was not. Freedom and egalitarianism, to the Romans, were very different things.
         Only slaves on the chain gang were truly equal. For a citizen, the essence of life was competition; wealth and votes the accepted
         measures of success. On top of that, of course, the Republic was a superpower, with a reach and preponderance quite new in
         Western history. Yet none of this – even once it has been admitted – necessarily diminishes the relevance of the Republic
         to our own times. Just the opposite, it might be thought.
      

      
      Indeed, since I started writing this book, the comparison of Rome to the modern-day United States has become something of
         a cliché. For the historian, the experience of being overtaken by current affairs is more common than might be thought. It is often the case that periods which have appeared foreign and remote can
         come suddenly, disconcertingly, into focus. The classical world in particular, so similar to ours, so utterly strange, has
         always had this kaleidoscopic quality. A few decades ago, in the late 1930s, the great Oxford classicist Ronald Syme saw in
         the rise to power of the Caesars a ‘Roman revolution’, a prefiguring of the age of the fascist and communist dictators. So
         Rome has always been interpreted, and reinterpreted, in the light of the world’s convulsions. Syme was heir to a long and
         honourable tradition, one stretching all the way back to Machiavelli, who drew from the history of the Republic lessons both
         for his own native city of Florence, and for that namesake of the Republic’s destroyer, Cesare Borgia. ‘Prudent men are wont
         to say – and this not rashly or without good ground – that he who would foresee what has to be should reflect on what has
         been, for everything that happens in the world at any time has a genuine resemblance to what happened in ancient times.’4 If there are periods when this claim can seem outlandish, then there are periods when it does not – and the present, surely,
         is one of them. Rome was the first and – until recently – the only republic ever to rise to a position of world power, and
         it is indeed hard to think of an episode of history that holds up a more intriguing mirror to our own. Nor is it only the
         broad contours of geopolitics, of globalisation and the pax Americana, that can be glimpsed, albeit faint and distorted, in the glass. Our fads and obsessions too, from koi carp to Mockney to
         celebrity chefs, cannot help but inspire, in the historian of the Roman Republic, a certain sense of déjà vu.
      

      
      Yet parallels can be deceptive. The Romans, it goes without saying, existed under circumstances – physical, emotional, intellectual
         – profoundly different from our own. What strikes us as recognisable about aspects of their civilisation may be so – but not
         always. Often, in fact, the Romans can be strangest when they appear most familiar. A poet mourning the cruelty of his mistress, or a father his dead daughter, these may seem to speak
         to us directly of something permanent in human nature, and yet how alien, how utterly alien a Roman’s assumptions about sexual
         relations, or family life, would appear to us. So too the values that gave breath to the Republic itself, the desires of its
         citizens, the rituals and codes of their behaviour. Understand these and much that strikes us as abhorrent about the Romans,
         actions which to our way of thinking are self-evidently crimes, can be, if not forgiven, then at least better understood.
         The spilling of blood in an arena, the obliteration of a great city, the conquest of the world – these, to the Roman way of
         thinking, might be regarded as glorious accomplishments. Only by seeing why can we hope to fathom the Republic itself.
      

      
      Naturally, it is a hazardous and quixotic enterprise to attempt to enter the mindset of a long-vanished age. As it happens,
         the last twenty years of the Republic are the best documented in Roman history, with what is, for the classicist, a wealth
         of evidence – speeches, memoirs, even private correspondence. Yet even these only gleam as riches for being set against such
         darkness. One day perhaps, when the records of the twentieth century AD have grown as fragmentary as those of ancient Rome,
         a history of the Second World War will be written which relies solely upon the broadcasts of Hitler and the memoirs of Churchill.
         It will be one cut off from whole dimensions of experience: no letters from the front, no combatants’ diaries. The silence
         will be one with which the ancient historian is all too familiar, for, to twist the words of Shakespeare’s Fluellen, ‘there
         is no tiddle taddle nor pibble pabble in Pompey’s camp’. Nor in the peasant’s hut, nor in the slum dweller’s shanty, nor in
         the field slave’s barrack. Women, it is true, can sometimes be overheard, but only the very noblest, and even those invariably
         when quoted – or misquoted – by men. In Roman history to search for details of anyone outside the ruling class is to pan for
         gold.
      

      
      

      
      Even the narrative of great events and exceptional men, however magnificent it may appear, is in truth a mutilated ruin, like
         an aqueduct on the Campagna, arches striding, and then, abruptly, fields. The Romans themselves had always dreaded that this
         might be their destiny. As Sallust, their first great historian, put it, ‘there can be no doubting that Fortune is the mistress
         of all she surveys, the creature of her own caprices, choosing to broadcast the fame of one man while leaving that of another
         in darkness, without any regard for the scale of what they might both have achieved’.5 Ironically, the fate of his own writings was to illustrate this bitter reflection. A follower of Caesar, Sallust composed
         a history of the years immediately preceding his patron’s rise to power, a work unanimously praised by its readers as definitive.
         Had it only survived, then we would have had a contemporary’s account of a decade, from 78 to 67 BC, rich in decisive and dramatic events. As it is, of Sallust’s masterwork, only scattered fragments remain. From these, and
         from other scraps of information, a narrative may still be reconstructed – but what is gone can never be repaired.
      

      
      No wonder that classicists tend to be nervous of sounding overly dogmatic. Write so much as a sentence about the ancient world
         and the temptation is immediately to qualify it. Even when the sources are at their most plentiful, uncertainties and discrepancies
         crop up everywhere. Take, for example, the celebrated event after which this book is titled. That the crossing happened as
         I described it is probable but by no means certain. One source tells us that the Rubicon was forded after sunrise. Others
         imply that the advance guard had already passed into Italy by the time that Caesar himself arrived on the river’s bank. Even
         the date can only be deduced from extraneous events. A scholarly consensus has formed around 10 January, but any date between
         then and the 14th has been argued for – and besides, thanks to the vagaries of the pre-Julian calendar, what the Romans called
         January was in fact our November.
      

      
      

      
      In short, the reader should take it as a rule of thumb that many statements of fact in this book could plausibly be contradicted
         by an opposite interpretation. This is not, I hasten to add, a counsel of despair. Rather, it is a necessary preface to a
         narrative that has been pieced together from broken shards, but in such a way as to conceal some of the more obvious joins
         and gaps. That it is possible to do this, that a coherent story may indeed be made out of the events of the Republic’s fall,
         has always been, to the ancient historian, one of the great appeals of the period. I certainly see no reason to apologise
         for it. Following a lengthy spell in the dog-house, narrative history is now squarely back in fashion – and even if, as many
         have argued, it can only function by imposing upon the random events of the past an artificial pattern, then that in itself
         need be no drawback. Indeed, it may help to bring us closer to the mindset of the Romans themselves. Rare, after all, was
         the citizen who did not fancy himself the hero of his own history. This was an attitude that did much to bring Rome to disaster,
         but it also gave to the epic of the Republic’s fall its peculiarly lurid and heroic hue. Barely a generation after it had
         occurred, men were already shaking their heads in wonderment, astonished that such a time, and such giants, could have been.
         A half-century later and the panegyrist of the Emperor Tiberius, Velleius Paterculus, could exclaim that ‘It seems an almost
         superfluous task, to draw attention to an age when men of such extraordinary character lived’6 – and then promptly write it up. He knew, as all Romans knew, that it was in action, in great deeds and remarkable accomplishments,
         that the genius of his people had been most gloriously displayed. Accordingly, it was through narrative that this genius could
         best be understood.
      

      
      More than two millennia after the Republic’s collapse, the ‘extraordinary character’ of the men – and women – who starred
         in its drama still astonishes. But so too – less well known perhaps than a Caesar, or a Cicero, or a Cleopatra, but more remarkable
         than any of them – does the Roman Republic itself. If there is much about it we can never know, then still there is much that
         can be brought back to life, its citizens half emerging from antique marble, their faces illumined by a background of gold
         and fire, the glare of an alien yet sometimes eerily familiar world.
      

      
   
      

      
      Human nature is universally imbued with a desire for liberty, and a hatred for servitude.

      
      Caesar, Gallic Wars

      
      Only a few prefer liberty – the majority seek nothing more than fair masters.

      
      Sallust, Histories
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      1

      
      THE PARADOXICAL REPUBLIC

      
      

      
      Ancestral Voices

      
      In the beginning, before the Republic, Rome was ruled by kings. About one of these, a haughty tyrant by the name of Tarquin,
         an eerie tale was told. Once, in his palace, an old woman came calling on him. In her arms she carried nine books. When she
         offered these to Tarquin he laughed in her face, so fabulous was the price she was demanding. The old woman, making no attempt
         to bargain, turned and left without a word. She burned three of the books and then, reappearing before the King, offered him
         the remaining volumes, still at the same price as before. A second time, although with less self-assurance now, the King refused,
         and a second time the old woman left. By now Tarquin had grown nervous of what he might be turning down, and so when the mysterious
         crone reappeared, this time holding only three books, he hurriedly bought them, even though he had to pay the price originally
         demanded for all nine. Taking her money, the old woman then vanished, never to be seen again.
      

      
      Who had she been? Her books proved to contain prophecies of such potency that the Romans soon realised that only one woman
         could possibly have been their author – the Sibyl. Yet this was an identification that only begged further questions, for the legends told of the Sibyl were strange and puzzling. On the presumption
         that she had foretold the Trojan War, men debated whether she was a compound of ten prophetesses, or immortal, or destined
         to live a thousand years. Some – the more sophisticated – even wondered whether she existed at all. In fact, only two things
         could be asserted with any real confidence – that her books, inscribed with spidery and antique Greek, certainly existed,
         and that within them could be read the pattern of events that were to come. The Romans, thanks to Tarquin’s belated eye for
         a bargain, found themselves with a window on to the future of the world.
      

      
      Not that this helped Tarquin much. In 509 BC he succumbed to a palace coup. Kings had been ruling in Rome for more than two hundred years, ever since the city’s foundation,
         but Tarquin, the seventh in line, would also be the last.* With his expulsion, the monarchy itself was overthrown, and, in its place, a free republic proclaimed. From then on, the
         title of ‘king’ would be regarded by the Roman people with an almost pathological hatred, to be shrunk from and shuddered
         at whenever mentioned. Liberty had been the watchword of the coup against Tarquin, and liberty, the liberty of a city that
         had no master, was now consecrated as the birthright and measure of every citizen. To preserve it from the ambitions of future
         would-be tyrants, the founders of the Republic settled upon a remarkable formula. Carefully, they divided the powers of the
         exiled Tarquin between two magistrates, both elected, neither permitted to serve for longer than a year. These were the consuls,† and their presence at the head of their fellow citizens, the one guarding against the ambitions of the other, was a stirring expression of the Republic’s guiding principle – that
         never again should one man be permitted to rule supreme in Rome. Yet, startling though the innovation of the consulship appeared,
         it was not so radical as to separate the Romans entirely from their past. The monarchy might have been abolished, but very
         little else. The roots of the new Republic reached far back in time – often very far back indeed. The consuls themselves,
         as a privilege of their office, bordered their togas with the purple of kings. When they consulted the auspices they did so
         according to rites that pre-dated the very foundation of Rome. And then, of course, most fabulous of all, there were the books
         left behind by the exiled Tarquin, the three mysterious rolls of prophecy, the writings of the ancient and quite possibly
         timeless Sibyl.
      

      
      So sensitive was the information provided by these that access to them was strictly regulated as a secret of the state. Citizens
         found copying them would be sewn into a sack and dropped into the sea. Only in the most perilous of circumstances, when fearsome
         prodigies warned the Republic of looming catastrophe, was it permitted to consult the books at all. Then, once every alternative
         had been exhausted, specially appointed magistrates would be mandated to climb to the temple of Jupiter, where the books were
         kept in conditions of the tightest security. The scrolls would be spread out. Fingers would trace the faded lines of Greek.
         Prophecies would be deciphered, and advice taken on how best to appease the angered heavens.
      

      
      And advice was always found. The Romans, being a people as practical as they were devout, had no patience with fatalism. They
         were interested in knowing the future only because they believed that it could then better be kept at bay. Showers of blood,
         chasms spitting fire, mice eating gold: terrifying prodigies such as these were regarded as the equivalent of bailiffs’ duns,
         warnings to the Roman people that they stood in arrears with the gods. To get back in credit might require the introduction of a foreign cult
         to the city, the worship of a divinity who had hitherto been unknown. More typically, it would inspire retrenchment, as the
         magistrates desperately sought to identify the traditions that might have been neglected. Restore the past, the way that things
         had always been, and the safety of the Republic would be assured.
      

      
      This was a presumption buried deep in the soul of every Roman. In the century that followed its establishment, the Republic
         was repeatedly racked by further social convulsions, by demands from the mass of citizens for expanded civic rights, and by
         continued constitutional reforms – and yet throughout this turbulent period of upheaval, the Roman people never ceased to
         affect a stern distaste for change. Novelty, to the citizens of the Republic, had sinister connotations. Pragmatic as they
         were, they might accept innovation if it were dressed up as the will of the gods or an ancient custom, but never for its own
         sake. Conservative and flexible in equal measure, the Romans kept what worked, adapted what had failed, and preserved as sacred
         lumber what had become redundant. The Republic was both a building site and a junk yard. Rome’s future was constructed amid
         the jumble of her past.
      

      
      The Romans themselves, far from seeing this as a paradox, took it for granted. How else were they to invest in their city
         save by holding true to the customs of their ancestors? Foreign analysts, who tended to regard the Romans’ piety as ‘superstition’,1 and interpreted it as a subterfuge played on the masses by a cynical ruling class, misread its essence. The Republic was
         not like other states. While the cities of the Greeks were regularly shattered by civil wars and revolutions, Rome proved
         herself impervious to such disasters. Not once, despite all the social upheavals of the Republic’s first century of existence,
         had the blood of her own citizens been spilled on her streets. How typical of the Greeks to reduce the ideal of shared citizenship to sophistry! To a Roman, nothing was more sacred or cherished. After all, it was what defined him.
       Public business – res publica – was what ‘republic’ meant. Only by seeing himself reflected in the gaze of his fellows could
         a Roman truly know himself a man.
      

      
      And by hearing his name on every tongue. The good citizen, in the Republic, was the citizen acknowledged to be good. The Romans
         recognised no difference between moral excellence and reputation, having the same word, honestas, for both. The approval of the entire city was the ultimate, the only, test of worth. This was why, whenever resentful citizens
         took to the streets, it would be to demand access to yet more honours and glory. Civil unrest would invariably inspire the
         establishment of a new magistracy: the aedileship and tribunate in 494, the quaestorship in 447, the praetorship in 367. The
         more posts there were, the greater the range of responsibilities; the greater the range of responsibilities, the broader the
         opportunities for achievement and approbation. Praise was what every citizen most desired – just as public shame was his ultimate
         dread. Not laws but the consciousness of always being watched was what prevented a Roman’s sense of competition from degenerating
         into selfish ambition. Gruelling and implacable though the contest to excel invariably was, there could be no place in it
         for ill-disciplined vainglory. To place personal honour above the interests of the entire community was the behaviour of a
         barbarian – or worse yet, a king.
      

      
      In their relations with their fellows, then, the citizens of the Republic were schooled to temper their competitive instincts
         for the common good. In their relations with other states, however, no such inhibitions cramped them. ‘More than any other
         nation, the Romans have sought out glory and been greedy for praise.’2 The consequences for their neighbours of this hunger for honour were invariably devastating. The legions’ combination of
         efficiency and ruthlessness was something for which few opponents found themselves prepared. When the Romans were compelled by defiance to
         take a city by storm, it was their practice to slaughter every living creature they found. Rubble left behind by the legionaries
         could always be distinguished by the way in which severed dogs’ heads or the dismembered limbs of cattle would lie strewn
         among the human corpses.3 The Romans killed to inspire terror, not in a savage frenzy but as the disciplined components of a fighting machine. The
         courage they brought to service in the legions, steeled by pride in their city and faith in her destiny, was an emotion that
         every citizen was brought up to share. Something uniquely lethal – and, to the Romans, glorious – marked their way of war.
      

      
      Even so, it took time for the other states of Italy to wake up to the nature of the predator in their midst. For the first
         century of the Republic’s existence the Romans found it a struggle to establish their supremacy over cities barely ten miles
         from their own gates. Yet even the deadliest carnivore must have its infancy, and the Romans, as they raided cattle and skirmished
         with petty hill tribes, were developing the instincts required to dominate and kill. By the 360s BC they had established their city as the mistress of central Italy. In the following decades they marched north and south,
         crushing opposition wherever they met it. By the 260s, with startling speed, they had mastered the entire peninsula. Honour,
         of course, had demanded nothing less. To states that humbly acknowledged their superiority, the Romans would grant such favours
         as a patron condescends to grant his clients, but to those who defied them, only ceaseless combat. No Roman could tolerate
         the prospect of his city losing face. Rather than endure it, he would put up with any amount of suffering, go to any lengths.
      

      
      The time soon came when the Republic had to demonstrate this in a literal struggle to the death. The wars with Carthage were
         the most terrible it ever fought. A city of Semitic settlers on the North African coast, dominating the trade routes of the western
         Mediterranean, Carthage possessed resources at least as great as Rome’s. Although predominantly a maritime power, she had
         indulged herself for centuries with bouts of warfare against the Greek cities of Sicily. Now, poised beyond the Straits of
         Messina, the Romans represented an ominous but intriguing new factor in Sicily’s military equation. Predictably, the Greeks
         on the island could not resist embroiling the Republic in their perennial squabbles with Carthage. Equally predictably, once
         invited in, the Republic refused to play by the rules. In 264 Rome transformed what had been a minor dispute over treaty rights
         into a total war. Despite a lack of any naval tradition, and the loss of fleet after fleet to enemy action or storms, the
         Romans endured over two decades of appalling casualties to bring Carthage, at last, to defeat. By the terms of the peace treaty
         forced on them, the Carthaginians undertook a complete withdrawal from Sicily. Without ever having intended it, Rome found
         herself with the nucleus of an overseas empire. In 227 Sicily was constituted as the first Roman province.
      

      
      The theatre of the Republic’s campaigning was soon to grow even wider. Carthage had been defeated, but not smashed. With Sicily
         lost, she next turned her imperial attentions to Spain. Braving the murderous tribes who swarmed everywhere in the mountains,
         the Carthaginians began to prospect for precious metals. The flood of wealth from their mines soon enabled them to contemplate
         resuming hostilities. Carthage’s best generals were no longer under any illusions as to the nature of the enemy they faced
         in the Republic. Total war would have to be met in kind, and victory would be impossible unless Roman power were utterly destroyed.
      

      
      It was to achieve this that Hannibal, in 218, led a Carthaginian army from Spain, through southern Gaul and over the Alps.
         Displaying a mastery of strategy and tactics far beyond that of his opponents, he brought three Roman armies to sensational
         defeat. In the third of his victories, at Cannae, Hannibal wiped out eight legions, the worst military disaster in the Republic’s
         history. By every convention and expectation of contemporary warfare, Rome should have followed it by acknowledging Hannibal’s
         triumph, and attempting to sue for peace. But in the face of catastrophe, she showed only continued defiance. Naturally, at
         such a moment, the Romans turned for guidance to the prophecies of the Sibyl. These prescribed that two Gauls and two Greeks
         be buried alive in the city’s marketplace. The magistrates duly followed the Sibyl’s advice. With this shocking act of barbarism,
         the Roman people demonstrated that there was nothing they would not countenance to preserve their city’s freedom. The only
         alternative to liberty – as it had always been – was death.
      

      
      And grimly, year by year, the Republic hauled itself back from the brink. More armies were raised; Sicily was held; the legions
         conquered Carthage’s empire in Spain. A decade and a half after Cannae Hannibal faced another Roman army, but this time on
         African soil. He was defeated. Carthage no longer had the manpower to continue the struggle, and when her conqueror’s terms
         were delivered, Hannibal advised his compatriots to accept them. Unlike the Republic after Cannae, he preferred not to risk
         his city’s obliteration. Despite this, the Romans never forgot that in Hannibal, in the scale of his exertions, in the scope
         of his ambition, they had met the enemy who was most like themselves. Centuries later statues of him were still to be found
         standing in Rome. And even after they had reduced Carthage to an impotent rump, confiscating her provinces, her fleet, her
         celebrated war-elephants, the Romans continued to dread a Carthaginian recovery. Such hatred was the greatest compliment they
         could pay a foreign state. Carthage could not be trusted in her submission. The Romans looked into their own souls and attributed the implacability they found there to their greatest foe.
      

      
      Never again would they tolerate the existence of a power capable of threatening their own survival. Rather than risk that,
         they felt themselves perfectly justified in launching a pre-emptive strike against any opponent who appeared to be growing
         too uppity. Such opponents were easy – all too easy – to find. Already, even before the war with Hannibal, the Republic had
         fallen into the habit of dispatching the occasional expedition to the Balkans, where its magistrates could indulge themselves
         by bullying princelings and redrawing boundaries. As the Italians would have confirmed, the Romans had an inveterate fondness
         for this kind of weight-throwing, reflecting as it did the familiar determination of the Republic never to brook disrespect.
         For the treacherous and compulsively quarrelsome states of Greece, however, it was a lesson which took some grasping. Their
         confusion was understandable – in the early years of their encounters with Rome, the Republic did not behave at all in the
         manner of a conventional imperial power. Like lightning from a clear sky, the legions would strike with devastating impact,
         and then, just as abruptly, be gone. For all the fury of these irregular interventions, they would be punctuated by lengthy
         periods when Rome appeared to have lost interest in Greek affairs altogether. Even when she did intervene, her incursions
         across the Adriatic continued to be represented as peace-keeping ventures. These still had as their object not the annexation
         of territory but the clear establishment of the Republic’s prestige, and the slapping down of any overweening local power.
      

      
      In the early years of Roman engagement in the Balkans, this had effectively meant Macedon. A kingdom to the north of Greece,
         Macedon had dominated the peninsula for two hundred years. As heir to the throne of Alexander the Great, the country’s king
         had always taken it for granted that he could be quite as overweening as he pleased. Despite repeated punishing encounters with the armies of the Republic, such an assumption never entirely died,
         and in 168 BC Roman patience finally snapped. Abolishing the monarchy altogether, Rome first of all carved Macedon into four puppet republics,
         and then in 148, completing the transformation from peace-keeper to occupying power, established direct rule. As in Italy,
         where roads criss-crossed the landscape like the filaments of a net, engineering prowess set the final seal on what military
         conquest had begun. The via Egnatia, a mighty gash of stone and gravel, was driven through the wilds of the Balkans. Running
         from the Adriatic to the Aegean Sea, this highway became the vital link in the coffle joining Greece to Rome. It also provided
         ready access to horizons even more exotic, those beyond the blue of the Aegean Sea, where cities glittering with gold and
         marble, rich with works of art and decadent cooking practices, seemed positively to invite the Republic’s stern attentions.
         Already, in 190, a Roman army had swept into Asia, pulverised the war-machine of the local despot and humiliated him before
         the gaze of the entire Near East. Both Syria and Egypt, the two local superpowers, hurriedly swallowed their pride, learned
         to tolerate the meddling of Roman ambassadors, and grovellingly acknowledged the Republic’s hegemony. Rome’s formal empire
         was still limited, being largely confined to Macedon, Sicily and parts of Spain, but her reach by the 140s BC extended to strange lands of which few back in Rome had even heard. The scale and speed of her rise to power was something
         so startling that no one, least of all the Romans themselves, could quite believe that it had happened.
      

      
      And if they thrilled to their country’s achievements, then so too did many citizens feel unease. Moralists, doing what Roman
         moralists had always done, and comparing the present unfavourably with the past, did not have to look far for evidence of
         the pernicious effects of empire. Ancient standards appeared corrupted by the influx of gold. With plunder came foreign practices and philosophies. The unloading of Eastern treasures into Rome’s public
         places or the babbling of strange tongues on her streets provoked alarm as well as pride. Never did the hardy peasant values
         that had won the Romans their empire seem more admirable than when they were being most flagrantly ignored. ‘The Republic
         is founded on its ancient customs and its manpower’4 – so it had been triumphantly asserted in the afterglow of the war against Hannibal. But what if these building blocks began
         to crumble? Surely the Republic would totter and fall? The dizzying transformation of their city, from backwater to superpower,
         disoriented the Romans and left them nervous of the jealousy of the gods. By an uncomfortable paradox, their engagement with
         the world came to seem the measure of both their success and their decline.
      

      
      For great as Rome had become, portents were not lacking of her possible doom. Monstrous abortions, ominous flights of birds:
         wonders such as these continued to unsettle the Roman people and require, if the prodigies appeared particularly menacing,
         consultation of the Sibyl’s prophetic books. As ever, prescriptions were duly discovered, remedies applied. The Romans’ time-sanctioned
         ways, the customs of their ancestors, were resurrected or reaffirmed. Catastrophe was staved off. The Republic was preserved.
      

      
      But still the world quickened and mutated, and the Republic with it. Some marks of crisis defied all powers of ancient ritual
         to heal them. Changes such as the Roman people had set in motion were not easily slowed down – not even by the recommendations
         of the Sibyl.
      

      
      It required no portents to illustrate this, only a walk through the world’s new capital.

      
      All was not well in the seething streets of Rome.

      
      

      
      
      
      The Capital of the World

      
      A city – a free city – was where a man could be most fully a man. The Romans took this for granted. To have civitas – citizenship – was to be civilised, an assumption still embedded in English to this day. Life was worthless without those
         frameworks that only an independent city could provide. A citizen defined himself by the fellowship of others, in shared joys
         and sorrows, ambitions and fears, festivals, elections, and disciplines of war. Like a shrine alive with the presence of a
         god, the fabric of a city was rendered sacred by the communal life that it sheltered. A cityscape, to its citizens, was therefore
         a hallowed thing. It bore witness to the heritage that had made its people what they were. It enabled the spirit of a state
         to be known.
      

      
      Foreign powers, when they first came into contact with Rome, would often find themselves reassured by this thought. Compared
         to the beautiful cities of the Greek world, Rome appeared a backward and ramshackle place. Courtiers in Macedon would snigger
         in a superior manner every time they heard the city described.5 Much good it did them. Yet, even as the world learned to kowtow to the Republic, there remained a whiff of the provincial
         about Rome. Spasmodic attempts were made to spruce her up, but to little effect. Even some Romans themselves, as they grew
         familiar with the harmonious, well-planned cities of the Greeks, might occasionally feel a touch of embarrassment. ‘When the
         Capuans compare Rome, with her hills and deep valleys, her attics teetering over the streets, her hopeless roads, her cramped
         back-alleys, against their own city of Capua, neatly laid out on a suitable flat site, they will jeer at us and look down
         their noses,’6 they worried. Yet still, when all was said and done, Rome was a free city, and Capua was not.
      

      
      Naturally, no Roman ever really forgot this. He might sometimes moan about his city, but he never ceased to glory in her name. It appeared self-evident to him that Rome, mistress of the world, had been blessed by the gods, and preordained to rule.
         Scholars learnedly pointed out that the location of the city avoided extremes of heat, which sapped the spirit, and cold,
         which chilled the brain; it was therefore a simple fact of geography that ‘the best place of all to live, occupying as it
         does the happy medium, and perfectly placed in the centre of the world, is where the Roman people have their city’.7 Not that a temperate climate was the only advantage that the gods had thoughtfully provided the Roman people. There were
         hills that could be easily defended; a river to provide access to the sea; springs and fresh breezes to keep the valleys healthy.
         Reading Roman authors praise their city,8 one would never guess that to have built across seven hills was a contravention of the Romans’ own principles of town-planning,
         that the Tiber was prone to violent flooding, and that the valleys of Rome were rife with malaria.9 The love which Romans felt for their city was of the kind that can see only virtues in a beloved’s glaring faults.
      

      
      This idealised vision of Rome was the constant shadow of the squalid reality. It helped to generate a baffling compound of
         paradoxes and magnitudes, in which nothing was ever quite as it seemed. For all the ‘smoke and wealth and din’10 of their city, the Romans never ceased to fantasise about the primitive idyll that they liked to imagine had once existed
         on the banks of the Tiber. As Rome heaved and buckled with the strains of her expansion, the bare bones of an ancient city
         state, sometimes blurred, sometimes pronounced, might be glimpsed protruding through the cramped modern metropolis. In Rome
         memories were guarded closely. The present was engaged in a perpetual compromise with the past, restless motion with a reverence
         for tradition, hard-headedness with a devotion to myth. The more crowded and corrupted their city grew, the more the Romans
         longed for reassurance that Rome remained Rome still.
      

      
      

      
      So it was that smoke from sacrifices to the gods continued to rise above the seven hills, just as it had done back in far-off
         times, when trees ‘of every kind’ had completely covered one of the hills, the Aventine.11 Forests had long since vanished from Rome, and if the city’s altars still sent smoke wreathing into the sky, then so too
         did a countless multitude of hearth-fires, furnaces and workshops. Long before the city itself could be seen, a distant haze
         of brown would forewarn the traveller that he was nearing the great city. Nor was smog the only sign. Nearby towns with celebrated
         names, rivals of the Republic back in the archaic past, now stood deserted, shrunk to a few scattered inns, emptied by Rome’s
         gravitational pull.
      

      
      As the traveller continued onwards, however, he would find the roadside lined with more recent settlements. Unable to accommodate
         a burgeoning population, Rome was starting to burst at the seams. Shanty-towns stretched along all the great trunk-roads.
         The dead were sheltered here as well, and the necropolises that stretched towards the coast and the south, along the great
         Appian Way, were notorious for muggers and cut-rate whores. All the same, not every tomb had been left to crumble. As the
         traveller approached Rome’s gates he might occasionally find the stench from the city ameliorated by myrrh or cassia, the
         perfumes of death, borne to him on the breeze from a cypress-shaded tomb. Such a moment, the sense of a communion with the
         past, was a common one in Rome. Yet just as the stillness of a cemetery sheltered violence and prostitution, so not even the
         most hallowed and timeless of spots were immune to defacement. Admonitory notices were always being posted on tombs, prohibiting
         electioneering slogans, but still the graffiti would appear. In Rome, seat of the Republic, politics was a contagion. Only
         in conquered cities were elections an irrelevance. Rome, having neutered political life in other societies, was now supreme
         as the world’s theatre of ambitions and dreams.
      

      
      

      
      Not even the graffiti-ravaged tombs, however, could prepare a traveller for the bedlam beyond the city gates. The streets
         of Rome had never had any kind of planning imposed upon them. That would have taken a design-minded despot, and Roman magistrates
         rarely had more than a single year in office at a time. As a result, the city had grown chaotically, at the whim of unmanageable
         impulses and needs. Stray off one of Rome’s two grand thoroughfares, the via Sacra and the via Nova, and a visitor would soon
         be adding to the hopeless congestion. ‘A contractor hurries by, all hot and sweaty, with his mules and porters, stone and
         timber twists on the rope of a giant crane, funeral mourners compete for space with well-built carts, there scurries a mad
         dog, here a sow who’s been wallowing in mud.’12 Caught up on this swirl, a traveller was almost bound to end up lost.
      

      
      Even citizens found their city confusing. The only way to negotiate it was to memorise notable landmarks: a fig-tree, perhaps,
         or a market’s colonnade, or, best of all, a temple large enough to loom above the maze of narrow streets. Fortunately, Rome
         was a devout city, and temples abounded. The Romans’ reverence for the past meant that ancient structures were hardly ever
         demolished, not even when the open spaces in which they might once have stood had long since vanished under brick. Temples
         loomed over slums or meat markets, they sheltered veiled statues whose very identities might have been forgotten, and yet
         no one ever thought to demolish them. These fragments of an archaic past preserved in stone, fossils from the earliest days
         of the city, provided the Romans with a desperately needed sense of bearing. Eternal, like the gods whose spirits pervaded
         them, they stood like anchors dropped in a storm.
      

      
      Meanwhile, on all sides, amid a din of hammering, rumbling wagon wheels and crashing rubble, the city was endlessly being
         rebuilt, torn down and rebuilt again. Developers were always looking for ways to squeeze in extra space, and squeeze out extra
         profit. Shanties sprouted like weeds from the rubble left by fires. Despite the best efforts of responsible magistrates to keep streets
         clear, they were always filling with market stalls or squatters’ shacks. Most profitably of all, in a city long constricted
         by her ancient walls, developers had begun to aim for the sky. Apartment blocks were springing up everywhere. Throughout the
         second and first centuries BC landlords would compete with one another to raise them ever higher, a development frowned on by the law, since tenements
         were notoriously jerry-built and rickety. In general, however, safety regulations were too weakly imposed to inhibit the splendid
         opportunities for profiteering that a high-rise slum presented. Over six storeys or more, tenants could be crammed into tiny,
         thin-walled rooms, until invariably the building would collapse, only to be flung up again even higher than before.
      

      
      In Latin these apartment blocks were known as insulae, or ‘islands’ – a suggestive word, reflecting the way in which they stood apart from the sea of life down on the streets.
         Here was where alienation bred by the vastness of the city was most distressingly felt. To those dossing in the insulae, rootlessness was more than just a metaphor. Even on the ground floors the insulae usually lacked drains or fresh water. Yet sewers and aqueducts were precisely what the Romans would boast about when they
         wanted to laud their city, comparing the practical value of their public works with the useless extravagances of the Greeks.
         The Cloaca Maxima, Rome’s monstrous central drain, had provided the city with its gut since before the foundation of the Republic
         itself. The aqueducts, built with plunder from the East, were an equally spectacular demonstration of the Romans’ commitment
         to communal living. Stretching for up to thirty-five miles, they brought cool mountain water into the heart of the city. Even
         Greeks might on occasion admit to being impressed. ‘The aqueducts convey such volumes that the water flows like rivers,’ wrote
         one geographer. ‘There is barely a house in Rome which doesn’t have a cistern, a service-pipe or a gushing fountain.’13 Evidently, the slums had not been on his tour.
      

      
      In truth, nothing better illustrated the ambiguities of Rome than the fact that she was at once both the cleanest and the
         filthiest of cities. Ordure as well as water flowed through her streets. If the noblest and most enduring virtues of the Republic
         found their expression in the murmuring of a public fountain, then its horrors were exemplified by filth. Citizens who dropped
         out of the obstacle race that was every Roman’s life risked having shit – literally – dumped on their heads. Plebs sordida, they were called – ‘the great unwashed’. Periodically, waste from the insulae would be wheeled out in barrows to fertilise gardens beyond the city walls, but there was always too much of it, urine sloshing
         over the rims of fullers’ jars, mounds of excrement submerging the streets. In death, the poor themselves would be subsumed
         into waste. Not for them the dignity of a tomb beside the Appian Way. Instead their carcasses would be tossed with all the
         other refuse into giant pits beyond the easternmost city gate, the Esquiline. Travellers approaching Rome by this route would
         see bones littering the sides of the road. It was a cursed and dreadful spot, the haunt of witches, who were said to strip
         flesh from the corpses and summon the naked spectres of the dead from their mass graves. In Rome the indignities of failure
         could outlive life itself.
      

      
      Degradation on such a scale was something new in the world. The suffering of the urban poor was all the more terrible because,
         by depriving them of the solaces of community, it denied them everything that made a Roman what he was. The loneliness of
         life on the top floor of an apartment block represented the antithesis of all that a citizen most prized. To be cut off from
         the rituals and rhythms of society was to sink to the level of a barbarian. To its own citizens, as to its enemies, the Republic
         was unyielding. It gave up on those who gave up on it. And after abandoning them, in the end, it had them swept out with the trash.
      

      
      It was no wonder that life in Rome should have been a desperate struggle to avoid such a fate. Community was cherished wherever
         it was found. The potential anonymity of big-city life was not all-conquering. Vast and formless though the metropolis appeared,
         there were patterns of order defying its chaos. Temples were not the only repositories of the divine. Crossroads, too, were
         believed to be charged with spiritual energy. Shadowy gods, the Lares, watched over the intersection of all the city’s high
         streets. These streets, the vici, were so significant as a focus for community life that the Romans used the same word to
         describe an entire urban quarter. Every January, at the festival of the Compitalia, inhabitants of a vicus would hold a great
         public feast. Woollen dolls would be hung beside the shrine of the Lares, one for every free man and woman in the quarter,
         and a ball for every slave. This relative egalitarianism was reflected in the trade associations that were also centred on
         the vicus, and were open to everyone: citizen, freedman and slave alike. It was in these associations, the collegia, rather than on the broader stage of the city, that most citizens sought to win that universal goal of a Roman – prestige.
         In a vicus a citizen could know his fellows, sit down to supper with them, join in festivities throughout the year, and live confident
         that mourners would attend his funeral. In a patchwork of communities across the metropolis, the intimacies of traditional
         small-town life still endured.
      

      
      None of which calmed the suspicions of outsiders. Walk down a main street, and the snarl of narrow back alleys twisting off
         it might appear dark with menace, the air heavy with the stench of unwashed bodies, and trade. To refined nostrils, both were
         equally noxious. Fears that the collegia served as covers for organised crime combined readily with the upper classes’ instinctive contempt for anyone obliged to
         earn his keep. The very idea of paid work inspired paroxysms of snobbery. It affronted all the homespun peasant values in which wealthy moralists, lounging comfortably in their
         villas, affected to believe. Their scorn for ‘the mob’ was unvarying. It embraced not only the wretches starving on the streets
         or crammed into insulae, but also traders, shopkeepers and craftsmen. ‘Necessity’, it was assumed, ‘made every poor man dishonest.’14 Such contempt – unsurprisingly – was much resented by those who were its object.* Plebs was a word never spoken by a nobleman without a curling of the lip, but the plebs themselves took a certain pride in it. A description once spat as an insult had become a badge of identity, and in Rome such
         badges were always highly prized.
      

      
      Like other fundamentals of Roman life, divisions of class and status were deep rooted in the myths of the city’s very origin.
         On the far side of Rome’s southernmost valley stretched the Aventine Hill. This was where immigrants would invariably end
         up, the port of disembarkation possessed by all great cities, an area where new arrivals congregate by instinct, drawn to
         one another’s company and shared confusion. Facing the Aventine rose a second hill. There were no shanty-towns to be found
         on the Palatine. Hills in Rome tended to be exclusive. Above the valleys the air was fresher, less pestilential – and therefore
         cost more to breathe. Of all Rome’s seven hills, however, the Palatine was the most exclusive by far. Here the city’s elite
         chose to cluster. Only the very, very rich could afford the prices. Yet, incongruously, there on the world’s most expensive
         real estate stood a shepherd’s hut made of reeds. The reeds might dry and fall away, but they would always be replaced, so
         that the hut never seemed to alter. It was the ultimate triumph of Roman conservationism – the childhood home of Romulus,
         Rome’s first king, and Remus, his twin.
      

      
      

      
      According to the legend, both brothers had decided to found a city, but they could not agree where, nor what name it should
         have. Romulus had stood on the Palatine, Remus on the Aventine, both of them waiting for a sign from the gods. Remus had seen
         six vultures flying overhead, but Romulus had seen twelve. Taking this as incontrovertible proof of divine backing, Romulus
         had promptly fortified the Palatine and named the new city after himself. Remus, in a fury of jealousy and resentment, had
         ended up murdered by his brother in a brawl. This had irrevocably fixed the two hills’ destinies. From that moment on, the
         Palatine would be for winners, the Aventine for losers. Success and failure, prestige and shame – there, expressed in the
         very geography of the city, were the twin poles around which Roman life revolved.
      

      
      For just as a valley stretched wide between the hills of Romulus and Remus, so too did the social chasm between the senator
         in his villa and the cobbler in his shack. There were no subtle gradations of wealth in Rome, nothing that could approximate
         to a modern middle class. In that sense the Palatine and the Aventine were indeed true insulae, islands apart. Yet the valley that separated the two hills also joined them, by virtue of a symbolism almost as ancient
         as Romulus himself. Chariots had been racing round the Circus Maximus since the time of the kings. Stretching the entire length
         of the valley, the Circus was easily Rome’s largest public space. Framed on one side by ragged shacks, on the other by graceful
         villas, this was where the city came together in festival. Up to two hundred thousand citizens might gather there. It was
         this capacity, still unrivalled by any other sports arena to this day, which made its gaze both so feared and so desired.
         There was no truer mirror held up to greatness than that provided by the audience at the Circus. Here was where a citizen
         could be most publicly defined, whether by cheers of acclamation or by jeering and boos. Every senator who looked down at
         the Circus from his villa was reminded of this. So too was every cobbler who looked down from his shack. For all the gulf that yawned between them, the ideal of
         a shared community still held firm for millionaire and pauper alike. Both were citizens of the same republic. Neither Palatine
         nor Aventine was entirely an island after all.
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      Blood in the Labyrinth

      
      The central paradox of Roman society – that savage divisions of class could coexist with an almost religious sense of community
         – had evolved through the course of its history. A revolution against the exactions of authority had, of course, inspired
         the Republic’s very foundation. Even so, following the expulsion of Tarquin and the monarchy, the plebeians had found themselves
         quite as tyrannised by the ancient aristocracy of Rome, the patricians, as they had ever been by the kings. There were no
         snobs like patrician snobs. They had the right to wear fancy shoes. They claimed to hobnob with gods. Some even claimed to
         be descended from gods. The Julian clan, for instance, traced its lineage all the way back to Aeneas, a prince of the Trojan
         royal house, who in turn had been the son of Venus herself. This was a class of pedigree bound to give one airs.
      

      
      Indeed, in the early years of the Republic’s history, Roman society had come perilously close to ossifying altogether. The
         plebeians, however, refusing to accept they belonged to an inferior caste, had fought back in the only way they could – by
         going on strike. The site of their protests, inevitably, had been the Aventine.* Here they would periodically threaten to fulfil Remus’ original ambitions by founding an entirely new city. The patricians, left to
         stew in their own hauteur across the valley, would gracelessly grant a few concessions. Gradually, over the years, the class
         system had become ever more permeable. The old rigid polarisation between patrician and plebeian had begun to crack. ‘What
         sort of justice is it to preclude a native-born Roman from all hope of the consulship simply because he is of humble birth?’15 the plebeians had demanded. No justice at all, it had finally been agreed. In 367 BC a law had been passed that permitted any citizen to stand for election to the great offices of the state – previously a prerogative
         of the patricians alone. In acknowledgement of their traditional intimacy with the gods a few minor priesthoods had remained
         the patricians’ exclusive preserve. To the pure-bred families who had found themselves swamped by plebeian competition, this
         must have seemed small consolation indeed.
      

      
      Over the centuries, many clans had faded away almost completely. The Julians, for instance, had found that descent from Venus
         did little to help them in reaching the consulship: only twice in two hundred years did they win the ultimate prize. Nor was
         it only their political stock that had gone down in the world. Far from the rarefied heights of the Palatine, stuck in one
         of the valleys where the poor seethed and stank, they had seen their neighbourhood gradually decline into a slum. What was
         once the small village of Subura had become the most notorious district in Rome. Like a stately ship taking in water, the
         lineaments of the Julian mansion had been submerged behind brothels, taverns and even – most shocking of all – a synagogue.
      

      
      Privileges of birth, then, guaranteed nothing in Rome. The fact that the descendants of a goddess might find themselves living
         in a red-light district ensured that it was not only the very poor who dreaded the consequences of failure. At every social
         level the life of a citizen was a gruelling struggle to emulate – and, if possible, surpass – the achievements of his ancestors. In practice
         as well as principle the Republic was savagely meritocratic. Indeed, this, to the Romans, was what liberty meant. It appeared
         self-evident to them that the entire course of their history had been an evolution away from slavery, towards a freedom based
         on the dynamics of perpetual competition. The proof of the superiority of this model of society lay in its trouncing of every
         conceivable alternative. The Romans knew that had they remained the slaves of a monarch, or of a self-perpetuating clique
         of aristocrats, they would never have succeeded in conquering the world. ‘It is almost beyond belief how great the Republic’s
         achievements were once the people had gained their liberty, such was the longing for glory which it lit in every man’s heart.’16 Even the crustiest patrician had to acknowledge this. The upper classes may have sniffed at the plebs as an unwashed rabble, but it was still possible for them to idealise an abstract – and therefore safely odourless – Roman
         people.
      

      
      Hypocrisy of this kind virtually defined the Republic – not a byproduct of the constitution but its very essence. The Romans
         judged their political system by asking not whether it made sense but whether it worked. Only if an aspect of their government
         had proven to be inefficient, or unjust, would they abolish it. Otherwise, they would no more have contemplated streamlining
         their constitution than they would have been prepared to flatten Rome and build her again from scratch. As a result, the Republic
         was as full of discrepancies and contradictions as the fabric of the city, a muddle of accretions patched together over many
         centuries. Just as the Roman streets formed a labyrinth, so the byways that a citizen had to negotiate throughout his public
         life were confusing, occluded and full of dead ends. Yet they had to be followed. For all the ruthlessness of competition
         in the Republic, it was structured by rules as complex and fluid as they were inviolable. To master them was a lifetime’s work. As well as talent and application, this required contacts, money and free time. The consequence was yet further
         paradox: meritocracy, real and relentless as it was, nevertheless served to perpetuate a society in which only the rich could
         afford to devote themselves to a political career. Individuals might rise to greatness, ancient families might decline, yet
         through it all the faith in hierarchy endured unchanging.
      

      
      For those at the bottom of the heap, this resulted in painful ambivalences. Legally, the powers of the Roman people were almost
         limitless: through a variety of institutions they could vote for magistrates, promulgate laws, and commit Rome to war. Yet
         the constitution was a hall of mirrors. Alter the angle of inspection, and popular sovereignty might easily take on the appearance
         of something very different. Foreigners were not alone in being puzzled by this shape-shifting quality of the Republic: ‘the
         Romans themselves’, a Greek analyst observed, ‘find it impossible to state for sure whether the system is an aristocracy,
         a democracy, or a monarchy’.17

      
      It was not that the people’s powers were illusory: even the grandest candidates for magistracies made efforts to court the
         voters and felt not the slightest embarrassment in doing so. Competitive elections were crucial to the self-image as well
         as the functioning of the Republic.
      

      
      
         It is the privilege of a free people, and particularly of this great free people of Rome, whose conquests have established
            a world-wide empire, that it can give or withhold its vote for anyone, standing for any office. Those of us who are storm-tossed
            on the waves of popular opinion must devote ourselves to the will of the people, massage it, nurture it, try to keep it happy
            when it seems to turn against us. If we don’t care for the honours which the people have at their disposal, then obviously
            there is no need to put ourselves at the service of their interests – but if political rewards are indeed our goal, then we should never tire of courting the voters.18

      

      
      The people mattered – and, what is more, they knew that they mattered. Just like any electorate, they delighted in making
         candidates for their favours sweat. In the Republic ‘there was nothing more fickle than the masses, nothing more impenetrable
         than the people’s wishes, nothing more likely to baffle expectation than the entire system of voting’.19 Yet if there was much that was unpredictable about Roman politics, there was more about it that was eminently predictable.
         Yes, the people had their votes, but only the rich had any hope of winning office,* and not even wealth on its own was necessarily sufficient to obtain success for a candidate. The Roman character had a strong
         streak of snobbery: effectively, citizens preferred to vote for families with strong brand recognition, electing son after
         father after grandfather to the great magistracies of state, indulging the nobility’s dynastic pretensions with a numbing
         regularity. Certainly, a Roman did not have to be a member of the ruling classes to share their prejudices. The aim of even
         the most poverty-stricken citizens was not to change society, but to do better out of it. Inequality was the price that citizens
         of the Republic willingly paid for their sense of community. The class-based agitation that had brought the plebeians their
         equality with the patricians was a thing of the long-vanished past – not merely impossible, but almost impossible to conceive.
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