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Note on Spelling of Roman 
Personal and Place Names

The language spoken by most citizens of the Roman state shifts from Latin to Greek during the events narrated in this book. I have found it impossible to use a standardized form of transliteration for Roman names without confusing readers. In general, I have chosen the spelling that I think is most familiar. I use English names for the people or places that are already well known and speak about “Rome” instead of “Roma” and “Constantine” instead of “Constantinus” or “Konstantinos.” I use Latinized spellings of Greek or Latin names when these are well known to English speakers, as in the case of the emperor “Alexius Comnenus” instead of “Alexios Komnenos.” When the name is unfamiliar to readers, however, I do not generally Latinize Greek names or render Latin names into English.
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Rome, c. AD 330 (after G. Droysen, 1886)
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Constantinople, c. AD 1204 (above), with detail of the Great Palace area (below; after Müller-Wiener, 1977)
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Introduction

The Two Millennia  of the Roman State

This book answers a simple question that is never asked. How did the Roman state survive for nearly 2,000 years?

The Roman polity began in the eighth century BC as a Latin-speaking, polytheistic monarchy set on seven hills above the Tiber River in Central Italy, and it ended in the early thirteenth century AD as a Greek-speaking, Christian empire centered on Constantinople just as the gunpowder age was dawning in Eurasia. In its two millennia, nearly everything changed about the Roman state and the world around it. And yet the state itself endured. Why?

We do not think to ask that question because the history of the Roman state is so long, the sources available to tell it so abundant, and the characters it features so diverse that historians tend to specialize in only certain periods of time. Scholars have traditionally divided Roman history into four periods: early Rome (from roughly the eighth century BC until about 300 BC), the middle and later phases of the Roman Republic (300 BC–31 BC), the high empire (31 BC–AD 180), and the late empire (AD 180–AD 395).

Until 395, Roman history is the unified study of a Roman state that, at its largest extent, stretched from Morocco to Mesopotamia and from Saudi Arabia to Scotland. In 395, this vast empire separated into an eastern Roman administration, centered on the city of Constantinople, and a western Roman administration, based in Italy. This division was never intended to be permanent, and legally, both the eastern and western empires remained a single state. A law issued in Constantinople in AD 439, for example, applied to the entire empire, and bore two names: that of the eastern emperor, Theodosius II, and that of the western emperor, Valentinian III.

The fates of the two halves of the empire diverged in the fifth century AD as Rome lost territory in the west while retaining its land and people in the east. These divergent futures often invite scholars and students to focus on either the west or the east. Those working on the west attempt to explain how the Roman west transformed into the post-Roman world of early medieval Europe. Those working on the east continue looking at the Roman state, but, conventionally, they are no longer called Roman historians. Instead, most people now call them Byzantinists, and traditionally they define their period of study as one that begins with the dedication of Constantinople in AD 330.

The people that we now call “Byzantines,” however, would not have understood that name.1 They called themselves Romans. They called their state Romanía. And they called their language—which we now call Greek—Romeika.2 Their history is Roman history, and, until 1204, the state they lived in was the same one that birthed Brutus, Julius Caesar, and Marcus Aurelius. Even though the Romans living at the end of that era had no doubts about their connection to the state that Romulus had supposedly founded some 2,000 years before their own time, their Roman polity is not studied today in a fashion that emphasizes this link.

On one level, this is completely understandable. The history of the Roman Empire in the thirteenth century AD is reconstructed using long narrative histories that are supplemented by personal letters, speeches, illustrated manuscripts, coins, jewelry, and personalized lead seals that once secured shipments of goods. We can worship in the same churches that Romans used in that period, see artworks Romans commissioned, and interact with objects bearing the names of the Romans who created them.

None of this is possible for the eighth century BC. There are no reliable texts for this period, because Romans did not yet have an alphabet. There are no buildings left, because the earliest Romans built flimsy structures out of perishable materials. And the precious few objects that survive cannot be tied to any individual people whose names we know. These immense differences in surviving sources mean that historians working at the beginning of Roman history and those working at its end ask different sorts of questions and tell different sorts of stories. It is easy to throw up one’s hands and say that the vastness of Roman history makes a unified narrative impossible.

And yet there are important reasons why we should try to tell the entire Roman story without divisions. The different periods of Roman history that we have created are convenient for us, now, in the twenty-first century, but they do not reflect the experience of the Romans who lived through the events we describe. No Roman woke up in 300 BC and thanked the gods that she had made it out of early Roman history and entered the Middle Republic. And no one from the medieval Eastern Roman Empire would understand the modern decision to strip their recent ancestors of their Romanness and call them Byzantines on the day Constantinople was dedicated in AD 330. Most of the people we call Byzantines not only never lived in Constantinople, but never visited the city. To them, the use of that name as we apply it today would seem incomprehensible, at best, and insulting, at worst. It would be as if someone in a lunar colony in the thirty-sixth century decided that everyone who had lived in the western United States had stopped being Americans and started being Angelenos after Los Angeles became the second-largest city in the United States on April 7, 1984. If we remember that date at all, it is as the answer to an obscure trivia question, not an epoch-defining moment. If we would not accept that sort of distortion of our own identities by someone in the future, we should not do it to people in the past.

Telling the entire history of the Roman state, from beginning to end, allows us to get closer to the experiences and expectations of the Romans who lived in it, because in doing so, we do not artificially divide their lives into units they would not recognize. More importantly, when we acknowledge that the history of the Roman state spans two millennia, we can begin to see what features made it so enduring.

The Roman state survived for so long, in so many different conditions, because of the willingness of Romans to adapt to the world around them by incorporating new ideas and new approaches to every aspect of their personal and political lives. Romans did not invent representative democracy, or monotheism, or the concept of citizenship, but they did figure out how to make these ideas work on a larger scale than anyone in the ancient world had previously thought possible.

From the very beginning of their society, Romans “gladly received all strangers and made them citizens” while offering newcomers opportunities to succeed in ways that their own homelands did not.3 Romans were unique among ancient and medieval societies in their willingness to grant large numbers of foreign-born people full membership in their political, religious, and economic life. This was true even of slaves, who received Roman citizenship when they were freed. While restrictive citizenship laws meant that other ancient societies, such as Athens or Sparta, could not easily grow their citizen bodies, Rome constantly expanded the ranks of its citizens, until, in AD 212, every free man, woman, and child in its vast empire received the rights and assumed the obligations of a Roman citizen. There were perhaps 60 million of them.

Romans did not just incorporate others by making them Roman. The Roman state also facilitated processes through which Roman life evolved to make use of the technology, ideas, and talents of these new Romans. It accepted new gods, adopted new ways of fighting, implemented new agricultural practices, and made use of new medical practices. New Romans continually infused their adopted polity with a vitality that older, less open societies in the ancient and medieval worlds never matched.

Although the long-term history of the Roman state reflects a national character defined by resilience, adaptability, and an uncommon willingness to modify fundamental elements of Roman identity, Rome was also a profoundly conservative society, in which tradition moderated and calmed the pace of change. Romans welcomed the contributions of newcomers, but their state worked best when the push of the new was restrained somewhat by the pull of the old. Often, as this book will show, Roman reactionaries behaved in a fashion that seems ridiculous to us. It is hard not to laugh when senators in the early second century BC bemoaned the collapse in public morals that they believed had followed the introduction of pedestal tables from Greece. Surely all would be well with the world, they suggested, if only all Roman tables had four legs.4 In other cases, however, Roman conservatives had a point. Rome certainly would have been better off if emperors like Nero had listened to some of the figures who tried to slow their efforts to remake the empire.

Rome’s long-term success depended on its repeated ability to (mostly) strike an appropriate balance between change and tradition. Rome offered protection and a playing field with predictable rules on which talented newcomers could pursue their ambitions, but these attractive qualities merely catalyzed a long process through which Romans and non-Romans grew to trust and understand each other. Both Romans and non-Romans had to believe that the accommodations and sacrifices they made contributed to the long-term success of the community that they hoped to build together.

This point brings another essential ingredient of the Roman recipe for a long political life into focus: time. It took decades, and in some cases centuries, for this kind of trust to develop. When the process moved at its own pace, the state became stronger as its old and new members joined with each other. When Romans and non-Romans rushed to embrace each other too quickly, however, the relationship could seem insincere or transactional. In the worst cases, the two sides became wary of one another amid fears on the part of one that the other was simply using it to achieve its own short-term goals. These suspicions could even lead to bloodshed. Sometimes, as when the dictator Sulla massacred 6,000 Samnites whose recently granted Roman citizenship he refused to recognize, the deaths were caused by Romans unwilling to accept their new countrymen. In other cases, as when Goths were placed on the front lines of a bloody battle in 394, the new Romans turned against leaders they felt were using them as human cannon fodder. Fortunately, these disasters were strikingly rare. The state usually provided both old and new Romans with the time, security, and prosperity they needed to grow together.

There are two other elements of our story that I need to clarify before we start. The first is a seemingly simple question of definition. What is the Roman state? For the purposes of this book, I mean the political entity that took shape in the city of Rome, probably during the eighth century BC, and persisted without interruption until it was destroyed when the Fourth Crusade captured Constantinople and dissolved its government in AD 1204.

Both the beginning and the end points require some explanation. I chose to begin in the eighth century both because this roughly corresponds to the traditional date Romans used for the foundation of their city and because that date is consistent with some of the earliest archaeologically attested activity on the site of Rome. It is, of course, hard to say with any certainty what political life was like in Rome in the eighth or even most of the seventh century BC. That Rome was poor, lightly populated, and not terribly sophisticated. And yet, when the lights do begin to flicker on around the turn of the sixth century, we see robust political structures and institutions consistent with a monarchy that governed an aristocratically dominated society. I can’t say for sure when these state structures first developed, but they were firmly in place when our sources begin to shift from mythological tales about wolves suckling foundlings to narratives of plausible historical events. If Romans say, and archaeology confirms, that some sort of political community existed on the Palatine then, I am willing to go along.

What can we say about the continuity of this state? Rome, after all, begins as a monarchy, becomes a republic, and then, for the last 60 percent of its history, is ruled by emperors. These changes in the Roman constitution do not, however, represent the end of the Roman state. There are a few good reasons for this. First, there is well-documented continuity in state institutions following these radical shifts in the nature of Roman government. So, for example, assemblies like the Comitia Centuriata, founded by the king Servius Tullius in the sixth century BC, continue meeting and performing roughly the same functions after the Republic replaces the monarchy. And after Augustus becomes emperor, in the first century BC, Rome retains the same legal system and many of the offices it did under the Republic.

Second, no Roman governing structure was so ossified that it resisted change. The Roman Republic repeatedly adapted and changed its constitution to such a degree that no one alive in 509 BC would have recognized the Republic as Cicero understood it 450 years later.5 And yet no one would say that the Roman state ended at any point in this period. The empire also changed immensely between Augustus and its end in 1204. Even the monarchy, the most poorly attested of the Roman eras, evolved dramatically in the period of the final three kings, the only moments where we have anything like a semi-reliable narrative. Constitutional evolution, and even revolution, does not end a state.

But conquest does. And this is why I believe the Roman state ended in AD 1204 and not the conventionally recognized date of 1453. As you will see when we reach the Fourth Crusade, the Crusaders’ capture of Constantinople represents a rupture that is quite different from the Roman-led revolutions that shifted the monarchy to a republic and then a republic to an empire. The Crusaders took Roman territory and, instead of respecting the legal and institutional systems in place, they imposed their own, foreign ways of doing things. They did not adapt the existing Roman state. They destroyed it and replaced it with something very different. Roman sources themselves say this explicitly. After Constantinople fell, free Romans remained—but they lived in a constellation of various Roman-run states that were set up in the Balkans and in Asia Minor to resist the Crusaders. All of them eventually developed into their own statelets, and ultimately, one of these Roman-run kingdoms, based in the city of Nicaea, managed to reconquer Constantinople in 1261. This was the political entity extinguished by the Ottomans in 1453. It was undeniably a Roman state, but it had no direct institutional link to the Roman state that had been founded on the Italian Peninsula in the eighth century BC. That connection had been severed by the Crusaders.

There is one other matter to address before we start our story. Because the narrator’s perspective matters greatly in shaping a story’s telling, I want to be explicit about the choices I have made. I firmly believe that individuals matter in history, and particularly, in Roman history, but so do the systems in which they operate. When Romans themselves spoke of their state, they usually agreed with Cicero that it was “the property of the people,” who were “a multitude joined to one another by a consensus about law and the common good.” 6 Romans never lost the sense that their polity needed to act in a fashion that reflected its citizens’ consensus about what was lawful and what was good for all.

Strong political institutions, and, eventually, a durable and trustworthy legal system, helped Rome remain connected to this citizen consensus. These structures often restrained the bad impulses of people and channeled their energies in appropriate directions, but Roman history is not just a history of its systems. It is instead dominated by a dynamic process through which these systems sometimes bent to the will and ideas of individuals. Roman systems fostered stability, but people, not systems, were the drivers of change in Rome. Individual Romans were the ones who pushed their fellow citizens to think in new ways about what should be lawful and good by changing outdated elements of their legal, political, religious, or military systems. They were also the ones who sometimes overreached and needed to be checked.

The history of the Roman state, then, is really a history of the Romans who shaped it as well as the institutions that guided and channeled their labor. By that measure, every person discussed in this book belonged to the Roman elite at some point in their lives. But the dynamism of the Roman state ensured that the people who belonged to the elite at any single moment came from both aristocratic and more humble backgrounds. Many of the men and women who ended their lives among the powerful and privileged began their lives as slaves, foreigners, peasants, internal migrants, and people forcibly displaced from their homes. While this is, in one way, a story focused on the elites who shaped the Roman state, it is just as much a story about the opportunities Rome presented to people born in poverty. This difference in perspective often derives simply from whether one is paying more attention to a figure’s social standing at the time of death or to that same individual’s social standing at birth.

This is as true of women as it is of men. While there were usually (but not always) limits on the sorts of public roles Roman women could play in their state, they understood what those limits were and how to regularly exercise the financial, symbolic, and political resources they possessed to change the direction of the state around them. Not only were these opportunities available to them, but women across Roman history understood how to use the real power they possessed to shift policy in the ways they wanted. Roman women were neither invisible nor powerless, nor were they without agency. And they certainly were not, as some male authors in the early empire assumed, waiting in the shadows until they could do something treacherous. Women were always active in the operation of the Roman political system, though in ways that were different from men and not always noticed or understood by the men writing histories. This means that I am not always able to speak at length about how Roman women influenced events in this narrative. But, even if the evidence for their activities is now sparse, we need to remember that they were there and their input mattered—even if it was not always documented.

Roman history, then, is the story of a very, very durable political entity that lasted for nearly twenty centuries, but it is also filled with charismatic, compelling, and inspiring people. This book will tell both stories—that of the state, and those of the eighty generations of Roman men and women who sustained, challenged, and changed it.






Part 1

From Romulus 
to Hannibal





Chapter 1

Foundations

800–615 BC

Any comprehensive history of the Roman state must begin by acknowledging how unlikely Rome’s achievement would have seemed to contemporaries at the time of its birth. The Mediterranean basin is filled with much older societies than that which emerged in Rome. Egypt urbanized, unified, and created a state more than 2,500 years before the site of Rome even had permanent buildings. Areas of Palestine, Syria, and Mesopotamia also urbanized and created sophisticated polities thousands of years before Rome. Even the Greek world was more than 1,000 years ahead of the Romans in developing political structures, systems of writing, and extensive trade networks.

As difficult as it may be for us to imagine, Central Italy remained an extremely backward land of pastoralists and itinerant herdsmen, without much evidence of fixed sites of habitation, through 1200 BC. The Italian Peninsula at that time was heavily forested and sparsely populated, with nothing more permanent than scattered hilltop settlements that probably housed less than 100 people each. These settlements slowly expanded until, by 900 BC, a few of them may have contained more than 1,000 people. Metal tools and signs of increasing agricultural production also point to the emergence of a more intensively farmed and thickly settled peninsula around that time.1

But Italy still had a long way to go. While finds of Mycenaean pottery in Southern Italy suggest there was trade linking the peninsula with the Greek world in the Bronze Age, there is little indication that the Italians had much to offer these Greek traders beyond raw materials.2 Indeed, there is no evidence of any sort of finished Italian products making an impact in Greece. To whatever degree this exchange happened, it consisted of people from the economically and technologically advanced east trading with an underdeveloped Italy.

Rome was not even one of the first cities to develop on the relatively backward Italian Peninsula. The first signs of habitation in what is now the city of Rome are some graves dating to around 1000 BC.3 By the late 800s BC, some small villages, of perhaps 100 or so people, had developed atop the Palatine, Capitoline, and Quirinal Hills. By the early 700s, population growth seems to have led the villages to blend into one another, with the settled area expanding down the hills to include the lowland area between the Palatine and Capitoline Hills—the area we know now as the Roman Forum.

The growth of these settlements should not blind us to their extremely primitive nature. They were villages filled with mud and clay huts erected around wooden posts stuck in holes drilled in the rock. In fact, we have an extremely good idea of what these huts would have looked like. Some eighth-century postholes have been found on the Palatine Hill, and contemporary burial practices in and around the site of Rome involved putting the ashes of the dead into hut-shaped clay vessels that are scale models of structures that match the layout of those Palatine postholes.4 The inexpensive nature and poor quality of the grave goods enclosed in these burial urns reinforce our impression of an early Roman society in which everyone shared a similar level of poverty, at least relative to the larger and much more sophisticated urban centers of the eastern and southern Mediterranean.

The site that would become Rome had great potential, however. Its seven hills occupied defensible high ground above the spot where western Italy’s main north-south coastal artery intersected with the Via Salaria, the ancient route joining the Italian interior to the sea. The Isola Tiberina, an island in the middle of the Tiber River just west of the Capitoline Hill, offered a natural point for travelers to cross the river. Since the era’s small seagoing ships could go no farther up the river, Rome served as a natural port where traders could offload their wares to Italian merchants and consumers who could in turn easily transport them east, north, and south. At the same time, as a port located upriver from the Mediterranean, Rome avoided the risk of naval attack.5

It is impossible to say when the settlements on the Palatine, Capitoline, and Quirinal Hills merged or when they began to call themselves Rome, but it is certain that Rome developed because these settlements expanded until they overlapped with one another. In the first century AD, the antiquarian Pliny described how Rome’s “structures spread out so that they added many other cities to it,” and he identifies two places, “Saturnia, on the site of the present city of Rome,” and “Antipolis, now the Janiculum, forming part of Rome,” as distinct polities that “have passed away” because Rome subsumed them.6 The Capitoline, Aventine, Quirinal, and Viminal Hills, all of which would eventually be part of the canonical list of Rome’s seven hills, do not appear on the list.7

The historical record also distinguishes between the community centered on the Palatine and another based around the Quirinal Hill. Romans had two distinct sets of priests, the Salii Palatini, associated with the Palatine, and the Salii Collini, connected to the Quirinal. Romans called themselves both Romani and Quirites, a term derived from the Quirinal Hill, and identified Castor and Pollux, the twin sons of Zeus, who are also called the Dioscuri, as the guardians of the state. Although the details about how the two hills joined one another are murky, their pairing echoed through Roman memory for centuries.8

The stories that Romans told about the foundation of their city also emphasize both territorial expansion and the incorporation of other groups. Unlike, say, Athenians, Romans never claimed to be a homogeneous people tied to one spot of land. They believed that they were a diverse, polyglot community founded by immigrants who came to the hills beside the Tiber and established a society that integrated people from surrounding areas.

Romans so prized their society’s unique talent for incorporating others that their foundation myths grew into a nearly unintelligible tangle of overlapping and often contradictory events highlighting the roles played by multiple groups of people in the city’s creation. Our fullest surviving Roman discussions of the foundation of the city come from the first century BC, more than seven centuries after the settlements in the Roman hills began to converge upon one another. These stories are not at all historical, but they reflect important truths about the innate characteristics Romans believed their society possessed.

Dionysius of Halicarnassus, a Greek speaker living in Rome at the end of the first century BC, wrote that Romans grew “from the smallest nation to the greatest . . . by sharing the rights of citizenship with all who had been conquered by them in war,” by “permitting all slaves who were freed by them to become citizens,” and by including in their state all men “from whom [they] might gain an advantage.”9 Dionysius explained that Rome’s capacity to get the best out of its heterogeneous population began when a Greek expedition led by Evander, a son of the god Hermes, established the first settlement on the Palatine more than sixty years before the Trojan War.10 A few years later, Hercules pastured cattle on the future site of the Circus Maximus and gave some of his soldiers leave to settle on the Capitoline Hill.11 Then, after the fall of Troy, the Trojan hero Aeneas, a son of Venus, led his people to Italy, settling not on the site of Rome itself, but in the nearby city of Lavinium. Aeneas’s son Ascanius then founded the city of Alba Longa in the Alban Hills outside of Rome. The twins Romulus and Remus, the legendary founders of Rome, were descended from the ruling house of this city.12

The story of Romulus and Remus represents the best known of the Roman foundation myths.13 They were the twin sons of Rhea Silva, a descendant of Aeneas and the daughter of Numitor, the deposed but rightful king of Alba Longa. When Numitor’s brother Amulius seized the throne, he forced Rhea Silvia to become a Vestal Virgin, and as such she was forbidden from having any intercourse with men. One day, when she was gathering water from a spring sacred to the god Mars, the divinity seized and raped her before revealing his identity to her and promising that the twins he sired would be great warriors.14 When the twins were born, Amulius ordered them to be left in the wilderness so that they would die of starvation or be adopted by someone who would not know their identities. They were discovered beside the Tiber River at the foot of the Palatine Hill and nursed by a Lupa, traditionally understood as a female wolf (though, as Dionysius and other authors note, this Latin word also means a prostitute).15 A herdsman named Faustulus took the boys in, named them Romulus and Remus, and raised them as his own. After tending his flocks for some time, the twins learned their identity, returned to Alba Longa with armed followers, overthrew Amulius, and placed their grandfather back in power.16 He tasked them with leading a group of people back to the site where the wolf had nursed them in order to colonize it, and the twins and their followers set off for the area that would become the city of Rome.

Tensions between the boys surfaced almost immediately. Romulus wanted to establish the city at the Palatine and name it after himself. Remus preferred a different site, a location that later bore the name Remoria. The twins first asked Numitor to decide who should lead the colony, but their grandfather instructed them to request guidance from the gods by observing the behavior of birds. The two brothers fell into deeper conflict when the auspices indicated that the gods favored Romulus, and eventually Romulus killed his brother. He then propitiated the gods and established his city, Rome, on the Palatine.17

Dionysius emphasizes that Romulus’s Rome drew together the various peoples who had previously settled in the area. It included the people who had accompanied “Evander and the Arcadians, who settled round the Palatine hill”; the “Peloponnesians, who came along with Hercules and settled upon the Saturnian hill”; and “those who left Troy and were intermixed with the earlier settlers.”18 This framing allowed Dionysius to tie together multiple traditions about Rome’s foundation into one relatively coherent story supporting his view that Rome represented a diverse community that drew upon the strengths of its various constituents to become greater than any of them could become alone. He hoped his reader would “forever renounce the views of those who make Rome a retreat of barbarians, fugitives and vagabonds, and let him confidently affirm it to be a Greek city.”19 Left unsaid was the fact that a reader who accepted this argument must also accept that Greeks in Dionysius’s own time stood not as outsiders in Rome but as fundamental participants in the community of Romans from the very beginning of Roman history.

Few Romans would have agreed that Rome was a Greek city, but they shared Dionysius’s belief that their community grew stronger through the incorporation of others. Livy, a first-century BC contemporary of Dionysius who wrote a massive history of Rome in Latin, describes how Romulus populated his new city by opening it up as a refuge for bandits, escaped slaves, and other “rabble.”20 This rabble was overwhelmingly made up of single men, but Romulus devised a plan to even out the population. He invited many of the city’s neighbors to attend a festival for Neptune; they came, and, during the event, the unmarried Roman men seized the single women, most of whom were Sabines, and forced them into marriage.

It was common in the ancient world for conquering men to seize young female captives, but these acts of war usually resulted in the enslavement of the young women. Romulus instead reassured the women that they “would have the full rights of marriage, a share in the community’s possessions, Roman citizenship,” and natural-born children. Although they were captured, the Sabine women were not captives. They were now fully and completely Romans.21

Romulus’s extension of citizenship “greatly mollified” the (entirely fictional) Sabine women, but their family members reacted as actual humans would, by persuading the Sabine ruler, Titus Tatius, to attack the Romans. Romulus defeated their forces, colonized two of their cities, and offered Roman citizenship to the families of the Sabine women whom the Romans had forcibly married. Then, as the war neared a bloody climax, the Sabine women themselves intervened and arranged a truce, through which Romulus and Titus Tatius agreed “not only to make peace but to make one state from two,” in which they “shared the kingship but transferred all power to Rome.”22

Historians like Dionysius and Livy needed to craft a narrative that joined the diverse traditions Romans knew about their early city and make them comprehensible. But ordinary Romans were often more concerned with the shrines and monuments that commemorated this history. Livy describes the establishment of a cult to Hercules on the site where Evander once encountered the demigod. Dionysius mentions a shrine at the site where the wolf suckled Romulus and Remus that included an ancient “statue . . . that represents a she-wolf suckling two infants,” as well as a hut on the Palatine, “called the hut of Romulus,” that was kept “as nearly as possible in its original condition.”23

For Cicero, the tale of a Roman community that grew through agglomeration, conquest, and integration meant that Rome’s success “was not based upon the genius of one man, but of many,” and that many had ruled it collaboratively “over a long period of several centuries and many ages of men.”24 Cicero, too, believed that it all began with Romulus, who he said ruled alongside the Sabine king Titus Tatius. According to Cicero, Romulus “chose a royal council of the most eminent men” to advise him after Tatius’s death, eventually formalizing their role by creating a body of elders called the Senate, a word derived from senex (Latin for “old men”). This body enabled him to build a consensus backing the “many wars he waged against his neighbors.”25

Romans believed that this pattern of collaborative deliberation and incorporation of meritorious outsiders in Rome’s ruling circles continued after Romulus’s death. At that point, the Senate instituted the interregnum, “a new plan that had never before been heard about in all other nations,” through which senators each took turns running the state for five days at a time until a new king was selected. This was done, Cicero claimed, because “our ancestors, rustics though they were, even then saw that royal virtue and wisdom, not ancestry, ought to be sought” when choosing a ruler, even if that meant “passing over their own citizens and choosing a foreigner as their king.”26

Numa Pompilius, the Sabine whom later Romans identified as Rome’s second king, balanced the warlike Roman character that Romulus had instilled with a concern for the political conditions that would allow Roman society to function without internal conflict. According to Cicero, he “implanted in them a love for peace and tranquility” by issuing laws and “establishing all branches of our religion . . . markets, games, and all sorts of festivals.” These efforts “turned the minds of men who had become savage through their passion for war towards benevolence and kindness,” and fostered “the stability of the state.”27 Romulus had given Rome the energy and drive to conquer an empire, but Numa instilled the virtues that Romans would need to rule it.

Cicero believed that the next three Roman kings had personalities that fostered the development of other key Roman national characteristics. Tullus Hostilius, the third of Rome’s legendary kings, was as warlike as his name suggests, but he also continued to foster civic life by building infrastructure and instituting laws about the just conduct of war. Ancus Marcius, the fourth king, who also had Sabine roots, expanded Roman territory until it reached the sea, founding the port city of Ostia at the mouth of the Tiber. Ultimately, Cicero concludes, “it is quite clear that every king contributed many good and useful things” by introducing key elements of Rome’s national character.28

The deliberately crafted stories of Rome’s legendary origins retold by eloquent authors in the first century BC sensationalize the mundane history of a few small, poor communities perched on hillsides above the Tiber as they expanded and developed political and sacred institutions. This was not, as Cicero and his contemporaries believed, a process driven by heroic individuals who imparted their character on the new state. It instead grew out of the talents of the tens of thousands of men and women who lived in this expanding Roman community in the hundreds of years before history tracked it. Their names and deeds are lost, but they are Rome’s true founders.






Chapter 2

The Roman Revolution  of Servius Tullius

615–535 BC

The collections of huts that made up earliest Rome began to look more like an established city at the end of the seventh century BC. Romans had started to accumulate wealth by farming cash crops such as olives and grapes, and had begun to manufacture higher-quality pottery using potters’ wheels.1 By 625 BC, Romans had paved the low-lying area between the Capitoline and Palatine Hills and turned it into the Roman Forum, which would serve as a marketplace and the center of Roman political and religious life.2

While parts of the city of Rome began to take a distinctive physical form, the people who lived in Rome remained a heterogeneous mixture of native-born Romans and immigrants from around Italy. There is little written evidence of any sort for this period, but the tiny fragments of writing we possess reveal a dynamic Roman community that readily adopted attributes of the multilingual, multicultural Italy in which it sat.

Romans proved particularly receptive to Greek influences. The first Greek settlers arrived in Southern Italy around 770 BC, and by the turn of the sixth century there were so many Greek settlements in the southern parts of the Italian Peninsula that the region came to be called Greater Greece. The Greek presence sparked significant changes in Rome. The Latin alphabet was rapidly derived from the Greek one, so that, as Rome grew, so, too, did a Roman culture of literacy.

Later Romans took pride in their ancestors’ ability to adopt and perfect the phalanx, a military formation pioneered in the Greek world that consisted of multiple lines of heavily armed, tightly bunched soldiers, called hoplites, each carrying a large shield and a long spear. Each infantryman’s shield protected half of his body and half of the body of the man standing next to him, and the long lines advanced slowly and in unison until they clashed with the enemy. As long as no soldier broke formation, the well-protected line was very difficult to defeat in a frontal engagement. The Romans, who had first encountered the phalanx when their enemies had used it against them, had immediately recognized its effectiveness. An anonymous later Roman historian wrote, “We then changed our armament and replaced it with theirs, [and] organized our forces in this way against theirs.” The Roman soldiers, he said, were then “victorious when fighting in this fashion against men who had long been accustomed to phalanx battles.”3

Not only did the phalanx make the Roman military more formidable, but it also revolutionized Roman society. Evidence from sixth-century Greece shows that the mutual trust ensuring that every infantryman in a phalanx remained in position also fostered a communal spirit that transformed political life. Before the development of the phalanx, battles had often been won by well-equipped, wealthy aristocratic warriors, like the heroes celebrated in Homeric poetry. But the long spears and tightly bunched infantry formations typical of a hoplite phalanx offered few opportunities for individual heroics. The wall of spears prevented even the bravest warrior from regularly engaging in single combat, and it so frightened horses that cavalry were reduced to trying to outflank the phalanx. Cohorts of well-trained infantry, not aristocrats, now won battles.

Most hoplites were middle-class or upper-middle-class people who had enough money to pay for their own military equipment, and their growing importance changed the political dynamics in Greek cities. Across the sixth century BC, angry hoplites toppled many of the hereditary aristocracies that governed Greek cities and installed men the Greeks called tyrannoi, or “tyrants.” These rulers were often popular figures who “won the citizenry’s confidence by slandering the elites,” and they tended to bring political power to hoplite soldiers “by destroying . . . and banishing” the old ruling class.4

Many Greek tyrants operated from a similar playbook. Greek cities often separated their citizens into political or religious tribes ostensibly bound by some ancient kinship. Tyrants frequently reformed the tribal structure of the city in order to destroy the kinship and religious ties that had supported the aristocratic dominance of the previous regime. Tyrants also revised the citizen rolls, created new voting assemblies, and conducted censuses, to be sure the political power was distributed to those who could afford to serve in the phalanx. Many of them undertook large infrastructure projects that reflected the economically vibrant society their rule fostered. Ancient authors suggest that tyrants even shared tips with one another about how to manage their cities.5

The reigns of Tarquinius Priscus and Servius Tullius, two of  Rome’s last three kings, unfolded as Rome struggled to adapt to the changing military and political conditions unleashed by the hoplite revolution. Unlike the first legendary kings of Rome, both Tarquinius Priscus and Servius Tullius were historical figures. Roman tradition holds that Tarquinius Priscus, whose birth name was Lucumo, ruled from 615 to 579 BC, but it is far more likely that he lived in the middle of the sixth century.6 The descendant of a Greek exile who had fled Corinth and settled in the Etruscan city of Tarquinii, Lucumo  had inherited his father’s estate and married a native of Tarquinii named Tanaquil. When he and Tanaquil became frustrated by the lack of opportunity in Tarquinii, Tanaquil “got the idea of leaving Tarquinii,” and “Rome seemed to be the most promising place” for them. It was a city made up of “a new people where nobility could be quickly acquired and based on merit,” and, as Dionysius of Halicarnassus puts it, “the Romans gladly received all strangers and made them citizens.”7

When they arrived in Rome, Lucumo bought a large house and announced that his name was now Lucius Tarquinius Priscus, a Latin name combining a version of his old name, Lucumo, and a reference to his origins in Tarquinii. He “easily received citizenship” and became “an intimate associate of King Ancus Marcius.” Then he campaigned for election to the kingship when Ancus died. After pointing out that “he was the third foreigner to aspire to the kingship,” and emphasizing that he had lived in Rome “for the greatest part of the stage in one’s life when men serve their city,” Tarquin “was made king by the unanimous vote of the people.”8

Tarquinius Priscus ruled Rome in a fashion that suggests his awareness of the revolutionary currents sweeping Mediterranean society. He immediately doubled the size of the Senate to include a host of new families and established the Roman equestrian order (often called the “Roman knights” by modern scholars).9 Livy writes that Tarquinius Priscus chose to elevate the social status of these new elites “because he was thinking as much about strengthening his own position as he was about enlarging the state.”10 These moves solidified the king’s authority at a time when he feared the political upheaval that had become endemic in sixth-century Italy and Greece.

Tarquinius Priscus also protected himself by building ties to a powerful warrior named Servius Tullius. Servius, who Roman authors claim was the son of a slave woman named Ocresia, was even more of an outsider than Tarquinius Priscus.11 Roman tradition holds that Servius came to the attention of Tanaquil, Tarquinius Pricus’s wife, when his head supposedly burst into flames while he slept and stopped burning when he woke.12 According to Cicero, Tarquinius and his wife “regarded Servius as a son” and “took the greatest care to educate him.”13 They employed him as the top royal adviser and arranged for Servius to marry the king’s own daughter. Servius demonstrated such military skill and “understanding of public affairs” that “the Roman people believed there was no difference whether Tarquinius or [Servius] Tullius looked after political life.”14

These Roman stories work hard to explain why Rome’s penultimate king began life as a slave. But the reality of Servius’s rise in Rome was more historically interesting than the story about his burning head.15 Rather than being like a demigod who grew up at the Roman royal court, Servius Tullius belongs to a group of militarily skilled sixth-century Italian adventurers who moved with their armies from place to place seeking power and wealth.

Our best evidence for Servius’s career as a soldier of fortune comes from a cluster of stories preserved in both Roman and Etruscan sources, the most extensive of which survives in a speech delivered by the first-century AD Roman emperor Claudius. Before he unexpectedly became emperor, Claudius spent much of his time studying and writing about Etruscan history. In AD 48, he used his knowledge of Servius Tullius’s past to defend the inclusion of Roman citizens from southern Gaul in the Senate. This was, Claudius claimed, consistent with the Roman pattern of including outsiders as “fellow citizens” that stretched back to Servius Tullius. Servius, Claudius claimed, was “born from the captive woman Ocresia, if we follow our sources,” but, “if we follow the Etruscans,” he was “the most faithful of all of the companions of Caelius Vivenna,” the commander of a famous group of adventurers. When Caelius was defeated, Servius Tullius “left Etruria with what remained of Caelius’s army,” “occupied the Caelian Hill,” “changed his own name because his name was Mastarna in Etruscan,” and then “obtained royal power” in Rome.16

Other ancient sources confirm elements of Claudius’s account. Dionysius of Halicarnassus agrees that the Caelian Hill was named for Caelius after it was occupied by his followers.17 References to Caelius and his brother Aulus Vivenna show up on a host of artifacts from Etruria. The most notable of these, a painting in a tomb dating to the fourth century BC, depicts a battle scene featuring figures labeled Avle and Caile Vipinas, Macstarna, and Cneve Tarchnunies Rumarch—Etruscan spellings of names rendered in Latin as Aulus and Caelius Vivenna, Mastarna, and Gnaeus Tarquinius of Rome.18 While the painting’s details do not precisely match Claudius’s speech, it does confirm the emperor’s view that sixth-century Rome welcomed outsiders and integrated them into its ruling class when their talents and assets could benefit the state. Romans welcomed Tarquinius Priscus because of his great wealth, and they received Servius Tullius because he came with an army that he willingly deployed to help the city. In each case, these additions brought “the greatest advantage to the state.”19

Whatever the circumstances that brought Servius Tullius to Rome, he quickly built a strong connection with Tarquinius Priscus and Tanaquil, probably by using the troops he commanded to support the king. This allowed him to eventually seize power after the sons of Ancus Marcius orchestrated the assassination of Tarquinius Priscus.

The assassins seriously wounded the king, but he was rushed into the royal palace by Tanaquil while barely alive. Tanaquil then took control of the situation. She closed the palace off, called Servius Tullius, and helped him secure power by giving a speech in which she exhorted Romans to obey Servius until Tarquin could heal. Tarquin in fact died and, once Servius had sufficiently “strengthened his position,” he appeared with an armed guard and claimed the throne. He was the first king to take power with neither an interregnum nor an endorsement from the Roman aristocracy.20 And, while Servius now ruled in Rome, he also understood that Tanaquil had made this possible.

Roman historians describe Servius taking a series of carefully calculated actions to reinforce Roman support for his regime while simultaneously rewarding Tanaquil for her help. He sponsored a public funeral for Tarquin and arranged for the two sons Tarquin had with Tanaquil to marry his own two daughters, an unmistakable move intended to lay the foundation for a royal dynasty. Servius also asked for and received a vote endorsing his assumption of royal power from an assembly of the Roman people, a crucial step toward building a coalition of soldiers and poorer citizens that could blunt any possible aristocratic challenges to his regime. He then rewarded his supporters with a program of populist economic reforms that forgave debts, distributed public land to the poor, and removed the administration of justice from Roman aristocrats.21

The new king further entrenched his power by overhauling the architecture of the Roman state. He remade the tribal structure, extended citizenship to all who lived in Roman territory (including freed slaves), coordinated the first census of the city, created a new assembly in which voting blocs were organized by economic class, and expanded the physical boundaries of the city of Rome.

Servius’s tribal reform reflected a new way of thinking about what it meant to belong to the Roman political community. Many Greek tyrants replaced old, aristocratic-dominated tribes with new ones, but Servius’s reform went further by redefining Roman tribes geographically. He separated the city of Rome into four regions, assigned one tribe to each region, and then divided the countryside into districts (pagi) that he attached to urban regions. At some point, either under Servius himself or under his successor, Tarquinius Superbus, these pagi began to break off into tribal districts themselves, until, by the end of the sixth century BC, the Roman polity included four urban and at least fifteen rural tribes.22

Servius’s census systematically measured the property Rome’s individual citizens owned in a fashion that was both more comprehensive and more complicated than the efforts undertaken by tyrants and political reformers in the Greek world. By the mid-sixth century, the citizens of most major Greek cities either held their wealth in coins with a defined value, minted by their cities, or had the capacity to calculate the approximate monetary value of their property. Servius Tullius’s Rome, however, minted no coins. Romans instead stored their wealth in bronze nuggets that lacked a standard size, shape, or value. These items were weighed and valued for their bronze content alone. Thus Servius Tullius’s census agents decided to use the as, the notional equivalent of one pound of bronze, as a standard assessment unit, and then defined the wealth of Rome’s citizens in the pounds of bronze their property was worth.

The king used this count to identify the Romans who individually had the resources to pay for the military equipment required for service in the phalanx. While Romans would eventually be divided in a complicated system of 193 census classes, called centuries, Servius’s initial division seems to have been much simpler.23 The Romans who could equip themselves for infantry service belonged to one group, and those who could not formed another. All told, it seems that Rome could now field some 6,000 soldiers, grouped into a unit of 60 “centuries” that would eventually become the basis of the famed Roman legion.24

After Servius classified the Roman population by wealth, he created an assembly called the Comitia Centuriata that gave greater weight to the votes of the men who qualified for service in the Roman phalanx than to the votes of those who did not qualify because they had less wealth. The effect, Cicero later noted, was that, “while no one was prohibited by law from exercising their right to vote, [Servius] valued more the vote of those on whom the interests of the state depended the most.” The Comitia Centuriata, which met in the Campus Martius (the field of the Roman war god, Mars), and voted on whether or not Rome would go to war, embodied the shift in power from kings who based their authority on the hereditary Roman aristocracy to Servius’s new regime empowered by Rome’s citizen infantry.25

Servius Tullius’s reform of Roman social and political structures occurred at the same time that he was expanding Rome’s physical dimensions. He absorbed the Quirinal and Viminal Hills north of the Forum, and he constructed an earthen berm and trench fortification system to block attackers from coming through the natural flatland northeast of the Quirinal, Viminal, and Esquiline Hills.26 He then had the sacred boundary of the expanded city marked with consecrated boundary stones, an act that has led modern commentators to opine that he was “a second founder of Rome.”27 By the time of Servius’s death in or around 535 BC, Rome was bigger, better organized, and more powerful than it ever had been before. It is no wonder that Romans associated Servius Tullius, the Roman king who had been born a slave, with Fortuna, the Roman goddess of good luck.28






Chapter 3

Counterrevolution and the  Dawn of the Republic

535–494 BC

Servius Tullius redefined nearly every aspect of Roman life following his illegal seizure of power in the mid-sixth century BC. The city grew in size and beauty, its citizenship expanded, and its political life became more inclusive. Under Servius’s direction, Rome developed into the sacred and secular center of Latium, the Central Italian region in which it was located. Roman citizens now belonged to tribes defined by where they lived. The government had a record of how much property they owned, and it had a better idea of its citizens’ capacity for infantry service. Perhaps most importantly, Servius empowered the Roman infantry to participate in decisions about whether and where Rome would fight. Prior to Servius’s reforms, Roman kings had been chosen by the Roman aristocracy and checked by tribal structures that reinforced aristocratic predominance. No longer. Servius now ran Rome as a king whose power rested on the support of a wide group of citizen soldiers.

But Rome remained a small society, and Servius still needed to work closely with two influential groups that had reason to dislike his regime. The first group comprised the members of the old Roman aristocracy sidelined by Servius’s political reforms. The second consisted of relatives of Tarquinius Priscus who felt that Servius had seized power that they might have claimed. While Tanaquil’s support evidently remained firm for the rest of her life, other family members became impatient.

Servius did what he could to placate these figures, but it was not enough. Ancient authors describe his last days unfolding amid dramatic family intrigue. He fell victim to a plot supposedly hatched by his daughter Tullia, who was married to Tarquinius Priscus’s son Arruns, and her brother-in-law Lucius Tarquin, Arruns’s brother and the husband of Tullia’s older sister. Tullia began conspiring with Lucius only after growing angry at Arruns’s unwillingness to join with her in seizing power. She and Tarquin agreed to do away with their spouses—their own brother and sister—then marry each other and work together to overthrow Servius Tullius.1

The plot unfolded brutally. Tarquin understood that many of the members of the old Roman elite resented the reforms Servius Tullius had undertaken and appealed to them individually, with pitches tailored to their specific interests. He promised riches to ambitious young men looking to start their lives. He suggested to the older men that he would restore the kingship to the noble heights it had enjoyed under his father, Tarquinius Priscus. When he felt he had built enough aristocratic support, he led armed men into the Forum, summoned the Senate, and delivered a speech attacking Servius Tullius’s lowly birth, illegal seizure of power, and his “promotion of the lowest sort of people to power.”2 Servius arrived to rebut the charges. But when it became clear that the king retained significant popular support, Tarquin had him murdered. Sources differ about whether assassins killed Servius in the street or Tarquin threw him down the stairs of the Senate House, but all agree that Tullia later ran over her father’s body with her carriage on a street that came to be called the Street of Wickedness.3

This was, Livy wrote, “a crime worthy of a Greek tragedy,” so heinous that it generated “hatred of the kings that would hasten the coming of liberty.”4 It is unclear how many details in Livy’s story of betrayal, impiety, and patricide one can trust—especially when a scheming woman is made the central villain in the tale.5 Livy’s dramatic assessment of the coup and its soap-opera-like plot twists may simply reflect the misogyny of his time. However, Servius Tullius likely did lose his life in a coup, probably sparked by the combined grievances of Tarquin and the Roman hereditary aristocracy to whom Tarquin appealed. It is possible, perhaps even likely, that Tarquin really did claim that his overthrow of Servius (whose very name evinced his servile origins) would purge the state of the undesirable mob of new citizens that the deceased king had empowered. Such things were sometimes promised by those who overthrew Greek tyrannies—and it would not be surprising if Roman aristocrats nursed similar grievances.

If Tarquin made such promises, he did not deliver on them. The new citizens remained Roman, Servius’s new tribes endured, and Tarquin retained Servius’s Comitia Centuriata, the assembly of the Roman infantry that voted on issues of war and capital punishment. Tarquin quickly realized that, after his murder of their champion, he could not afford to anger the men serving in the Roman infantry. The Roman aristocrats soon became disappointed in Tarquin’s failure to honor his promises to them.

As Roman aristocrats soured on Tarquin, his regime turned into a closed state that, Livy said, he “governed . . . by consulting only members of his own family,” because he trusted few others. Cicero spoke of how Tarquin began his reign with “his hands stained with the blood of a most excellent king,” and said he “feared that he might suffer that same highest penalty himself because of his crime.” Dionysius of Halicarnassus described him “bringing charges against many of the most prominent men,” accusing them of “conspiring against the king,” and personally “condemning them to death” despite Servius’s regulation that such cases must go before the Comitia Centuriata. Tarquin’s regime then became “an avowed tyranny” in which he made himself “feared by others” so he could avoid punishment.6

Despite these claims, the early years of Tarquin’s reign brought considerable successes to Rome. Tarquin moved aggressively to counter efforts by Rome’s Latin allies to shake off Roman domination. Not only did he restore their subordination to Rome, but he restructured the alliance so that Latin troops no longer had local commanders. They would instead serve under Roman leadership and would be answerable to Rome’s king. Tarquin expanded Roman alliances beyond Latium by making overtures to the Hernici and Volsci, two groups based on the western slopes of the Apennines. The Hernici responded favorably, but, after the Volsci resisted, Tarquin captured and looted the wealthy Volscian city of Suessa Pometia. He then used the proceeds to begin work on a monumental temple of Jupiter atop the Capitoline Hill.7

Despite these accomplishments, some Romans became upset at what they perceived to be his arrogance. “Relying upon his victories and his wealth,” Cicero would write, Tarquin “swelled with pride and became unable to control either his own conduct or that of his  family.”8 He was now Tarquinius Superbus—Tarquin the Proud.

This name reflects Tarquin’s broader failure to respond effectively to growing resentment at his apparent belief that royal power belonged to him as a sort of private patrimony. This conviction lay behind his prosecution of senators, his infliction of capital punishment without consulting the assembly, and his use of forced labor to complete infrastructure projects such as the Cloaca Maxima, a drainage channel that directed the city’s wastewater into the Tiber.9 Later Romans, however, were even more outraged that Tarquin’s family members appear to have believed that the bodies of elite women also belonged to them.

The most notorious story told about how the royal family disregarded the basic rights of their subjects concerns Tarquinius Superbus’s eldest son, Sextus. Tarquin had sent Sextus to the city of Collatia while he led the Roman army in an attack on the Italian city of Ardea, the main port in Latium. While in Collatia, Sextus stayed at the home of his cousin Lucius Tarquinius Collatinus, became infatuated with Lucretia, Collatinus’s wife, and raped her when her husband was away. Lucretia, “grief stricken at this terrible disaster,” summoned her father and her husband and asked them to pledge that “the adulterer will not go unpunished.” She then stabbed herself in the heart with a dagger.10 Tarquinius Superbus’s nephew Lucius Junius Brutus, who had been traveling with Collatinus, then picked up Lucretia’s dagger and swore an oath to her corpse: “I will pursue Lucius Tarquinius Superbus, together with his wicked wife and all his children . . . with whatever violence I can. Nor will I allow them or anyone else to be king at Rome.”11

Brutus and Collatinus stationed loyal armed men in Collatia, journeyed the few miles to Rome alongside a levy of troops, and summoned an assembly, during which Brutus described what had happened to Lucretia. He “inflamed the people” by “recalling the shameful murder of Servius Tullius and how his daughter had driven over her father’s body with her carriage,” and then marshaled a force of young men to lead against Tarquinius Superbus. Tarquin and his family fled the city, and when Tarquin tried to return to retake the capital, he was turned away. He was now an exile. It was 509 BC, and he had reigned for a little more than twenty-five years.

This famous story about how the Roman monarchy ended and the Roman Republic began reads like a drama because later Roman authors structured their account as a sort of theatrical tragedy.12 In Livy’s telling, Tarquin and his family members lost sight of the lines that separated the needs of their family from those of the state. For Cicero, Tarquin’s privileging of the narrow concerns of his family over the common good of the state caused Roman political life to revert to a more primitive condition.13 His fall became a warning to later Romans about the dangers of allowing greed, pride, and private interests to supersede one’s devotion to the state. This sort of degeneration violated the rights and threatened the lives of the citizens, who counted on the state and its laws to protect them.

These larger moral lessons infused later accounts of the Roman Republic’s origins. According to Dionysius of Halicarnassus, the decision to establish a Roman representative democracy emerged from an assembly of the patrician order, the families who had made up Rome’s hereditary aristocracy for as far back as records reached. In that assembly, patricians embarked on a detailed discussion of constitutional theory that Dionysius models on Plato’s Republic (a work that would not appear until nearly 150 years after the Roman Republic’s foundation). They debated the wisdom of continuing with a monarchy, shifting to a purely aristocratic form of government by the Senate, or setting the government up as a democracy, like the one in Athens (which, unfortunately for Dionysius, only became a democracy in 508 BC, the year after Rome’s revolution). In the end, Brutus advocated for a mixed constitution in which two magistrates, called consuls, were elected each year to hold power.14 All of the assembled patricians agreed with him and assented when Lucretia’s father nominated Brutus and Collatinus to be the first consuls.

This revolution shifted the nature of power in the Roman state. Modern people tend to use ideas of economic class to mark social divisions, and it is common to see patricians referred to as the Roman ruling class. This is incorrect. The patricians were not an economic class but a social order, a difference one must understand to see how radical the government of the early Roman Republic was. Economic classes are determined by how much money a person possesses, and it is possible for someone to move to a higher economic class as their wealth increases. A social order is determined by the status of a person’s family when they are born, and, in Rome, the patrician order was difficult to join unless one was born into it. In most cases, those who were born to non-patrician families spent their lives as plebeians, or plebs, the term for all those who were not patricians, even if they became very wealthy or important. Servius Tullius’s reforms had created a class-based Roman government in which the most impor­tant Roman assembly was dominated by the plebeians wealthy enough to serve in the phalanx. The wealthiest of these plebeians were as rich as patricians, which meant that the Roman state of the last monarchs had a genuine ruling class made up of people belonging to both the patrician and plebeian orders. Someone of humble birth but considerable talent could, like Servius Tullius, elevate themselves into the center of that ruling class.

When Brutus inaugurated the Republic with a patrician-only meeting, he signaled that Rome was reverting to a system of government based on heredity. Patricians would now control the state, and plebeians, regardless of their wealth or military role, would become second-class citizens, reduced to voting only to approve or deny the policies and laws patricians crafted.

The full implications of the revolution remained unclear, however, when Brutus announced it to the plebeians who assembled in the Forum. He gave a rousing oration that described his own career, the persecution patricians had endured under Tarquin, and their resolution that “the Tarquinii and all their descendants shall be banished both from the city of Rome and from all the territory ruled by the Romans.” He emphasized that anyone working to restore the Tarquins “shall be put to death,” and then asked the plebeians to vote to replace the king with him and Collatinus, Rome’s first consuls.15

Not long after the expulsion of Tarquin, Brutus’s sons were caught conspiring to restore the king. They were brought before Brutus and, despite pleas from his fellow citizens that he spare his sons, the consul condemned them to death. “The most extraordinary and astonishing part of his behavior,” Dionysius wrote, was that Brutus “was the only person . . . not to lament the fate of his sons, nor to pity himself for the desolation that was coming upon his house.”16 If Tarquin placed the interest of family above that of state, Brutus’s decision to kill his own sons emphasized that, in the new Roman Republic, Romans would place the common good above the future of their own families.

Roman authors tell another, far less flattering, story about Brutus. Although Collatinus had been chosen as his consular colleague, Brutus contrived with the Senate to force Collatinus from office and into exile so that Rome could be “rid of the royal name” that he bore. This, Brutus said, would ensure that “kingship [would] depart from Rome together with the Tarquinian family.”17 And so Lucius Tarquinius Collatinus, Lucretia’s widower and one of Rome’s two first consuls, left the city as an exile soon after he took office simply because he shared the Tarquin family name. Brutus, who was Tarquin’s nephew but was related to the king through his mother, could remain in office because he did not carry the name “Tarquin.” Collatinus accepted the decision and withdrew from the city. Like Brutus’s execution of his sons, Collatinus’s exile established the principle of putting the demands of the state above one’s own personal and familial  needs.

Brutus’s time as consul concluded heroically. Tarquin had fled to Etruria and gathered support from the Etruscan cities of Veii and his ancestral home of Tarquinii. He and his Etruscan allies met the forces of the new Republic at Silva Arsia, with Brutus commanding the cavalry, and Publius Valerius, the man who had replaced Collatinus as consul, leading the infantry. Brutus set out to scout the enemy when Tarquin’s son Arruns recognized Brutus and charged at him. Both men fell dead, with Brutus the first consul to give his life for the Republic.18 Publius Valerius and the infantry turned back the enemy assault and then carried Brutus’s body back to Rome.

The next year saw another attack on Rome, this time with Tarquin working alongside Lars Porsenna, the king of the city of Clusium. Porsenna attacked Rome from the Janiculum, the hill that sits above the modern Roman neighborhood of Trastevere. As Roman citizens fled in panic, a Roman soldier named Horatius Cocles made a stand on the Pons Sublicius, a wooden bridge across the Tiber.19 He and two companions prevented Porsenna’s army from crossing until his compatriots on the eastern bank cut its span. Horatius’s bravery so impressed Porsenna that he called off his attack and agreed to terms with the Romans.

Tarquin’s final attempt to retake Rome resulted in more heroics. Working with his son-in-law, Tarquin orchestrated a revolt of the Latin League, the regional group of allies that Rome had dominated under the later kings. The Latin threat proved so serious that the young Republic appointed a patrician named Aulus Postumius to sole command over Roman forces, and he prevailed over the Latins in a hard-fought struggle near Lake Regillus in either 499 or 496 BC. Although the plebeians in the Roman infantry won the battle, Livy’s story of Lake Regillus focused entirely on the patricians, who, he claims, inspired the lower-status infantry with acts of individual bravery.20

Livy’s perspective on the fighting reflected the early Republic perfectly. It was a patrician-dominated representative democracy that gathered power around the aristocracy that Servius Tullius had sidelined. Under the Republic, patricians now held the highest magistracies in the state. They controlled the nomination process for those magistracies, and the wealthy plebeians in the infantry retained only the capacity to vote for which patrician they could tolerate in office. Most Romans had neither the opportunity to hold office nor the chance to nominate a candidate of their choosing.

This made the early Roman Republic even more reactionary than many of the regimes that toppled tyrants in the Greek world. In Athens, for example, the overthrow of the Athenian tyrant Peisistratus had led to the creation of a democracy in which the votes of all citizens would eventually be counted equally, regardless of their social status. The Roman Republic went in the opposite direction. Instead of expanding the power of ordinary citizens, it gave Roman patricians more power than they had enjoyed before Servius Tullius. Prior to Servius’s reforms, patricians had nominated the Roman king, whose election would be certified by the vote of the plebeians. The Roman state prior to Servius had then represented a kind of collaborative enterprise in which patricians worked alongside plebeians under the supervision of a king that both sides collaboratively selected.

The new Republic lacked this balance, and there was now no king to mediate between patrician and plebeian demands. It remained stable for as long as Tarquin lived, and the threat of his restoration encouraged the patricians to cooperate with plebeians. His death in 495, however, meant that the “plebs, to whom the nobles had diligently attended up until that time, now began to be harmed by their superiors.”21

Large numbers of plebeians rapidly fell into debt until they were “bound over to their creditors” as slaves. “These men,” Livy wrote, came to the Forum and “grumbled that, although they fought abroad for freedom . . . at home they had been oppressed and enslaved by their fellow citizens.” One old man then exposed his back and showed the scars from the lashings his master had inflicted on him. Pity for his plight turned to outrage when onlookers recognized that he was a decorated soldier who had been enslaved when he could not pay a war tax the patricians had assessed.22 This prompted the plebeians to refuse to serve in the army until the consul who was trying to raise an army agreed to free any debtors who wished to serve and to safeguard their property while they fought. His pledge proved so hollow that, after the fighting ended, many of these men whose liberty he promised to safeguard fell right back into debt bondage when they returned home.

The same problem resurfaced in 494, when plebeians again refused to fight unless they secured debt relief. This time, the patricians and consuls charged Manius Valerius with resolving both the military situation and the problem with the striking soldiers. Valerius’s forces won on the battlefield, but he angrily resigned his command when Roman lenders again refused to observe the guarantees he gave to indebted soldiers.23 Valerius’s plebeian soldiers mutinied not long after he stormed out of the Senate House.

The rebellious army initially debated killing the consuls and staging an armed revolt. Although they had the manpower to do this, a plebeian named Gaius Sicinius Bellutus persuaded them to negotiate with the patricians in a fashion that emphasized the strength plebeians possessed but refused to use against their city. The plebeian soldiers marched out of the city limits, built a fortified camp, and negotiated until, Livy wrote, “an agreement was reached on the following terms: The plebeians should have their own magistrates, who would be sacrosanct. These officials should have the right to give help to plebeians in actions against the [patrician] consuls, but no [patrician] could hold this office. And so two tribunes of the plebs were elected and they chose three others to be their colleagues.”24 Sicinius was one of the five.

So concluded the first secession of the plebs in 493 BC. By the time it ended, the basic political architecture of the Roman Republic had taken shape. The creation of the tribune of the plebs and the patrician recognition of institutions that gave plebs a meaningful voice in the direction of the state recalibrated the Republic. What had been a patrician-dominated state with minimal non-patrician input became again a collaborative enterprise in which both patricians and non-patricians played a role in decision-making. Just as importantly, the secession of the plebs also established a precedent that Romans would not resort to violence to resolve political conflicts. The rebellious soldiers could have seized the city and changed the constitution by force. They chose not to do so. They struck peacefully and began a fruitful negotiation with their political opponents that resolved the problem without violence.

Or so we are told. The secession of the plebs, like so much else in our historical accounts of the first generation of the Roman Republic, is heavy on moralizing but short on details that one could independently verify. This story, like those involving the rape of Lucretia and Brutus’s killing of his sons, has invited a great deal of skepticism. Patrician heroes had played their part in shaping the political and moral character of the new Republic across the first fifteen years. Now Sicinius and his plebeian associates could model similar exemplary conduct as they peacefully pushed the Roman Republic to become more inclusive and responsive to their needs.

But we should not so easily discard these stories because some details seem to resonate too neatly with Roman ideals. They actually paint a compelling picture of the widespread and long-standing disorder that Rome’s republican revolution caused. The broad outlines of this disorder are consistent with other pieces of evidence we can assemble. Even before Tarquin fell, a set of distinct tensions threatened the integrity of his regime and Rome’s control over the region around the city. The divisions within Tarquin’s family may not have erupted into exactly the sort of dramatic conflicts described earlier, but it is difficult to ignore the serious sense of infighting within the sprawling clan of the Tarquinii, centered on which family members should be influential in Rome and how they could exercise their power. It is, then, plausible that Tarquinius Superbus would assert a family claim to the kingship against Servius Tullius because he was the biological heir of Tarquinius Priscus. It is equally plausible that figures such as Brutus and Collatinus feared that Tarquin’s increasingly absolutist conception of the kingship would sideline peripheral members of the family (like themselves) as power became more concentrated among his sons. Brutus and Collatinus could act on these concerns because their overlapping positions as members of the ruling family and the wider Roman  nobility positioned them to build a coalition of disgruntled family members and disenchanted aristocrats.

The revolution that overthrew the Roman monarchy also destabilized the region that Tarquin’s army had recently dominated. Perhaps the best evidence for this comes from the text of a treaty executed between Rome and the North African city of Carthage in the year that the Roman monarchy fell. The treaty recognizes Roman and Carthaginian spheres of influence and regulates the activity that each power can undertake in the other’s lands. It defines the  Roman sphere of influence as “Ardea, Antium, Laurentium, Circei, Tarracina . . . [and] any other people of the Latins that are subject to Rome,” as well as areas “which are not subject to Rome” in Latium. The Carthaginians should “keep their hands off their cities, and, if they take one, they shall deliver it unharmed to the Romans.”25

The Carthaginian agreement granted the new Roman Republic a few important benefits. First, it offered international recognition to the new regime—a key point, given Tarquin’s efforts to regain his throne with the support of Rome’s neighbors. Second, by committing to turn over any territory it conquered within the Roman sphere of influence, Carthage offered an implicit assurance that any Carthaginian military intervention in Italy would benefit Rome. This probably mattered very little to cities in Latium, but it could have prevented Greek cities in Campania or Southern Italy from offering support to Tarquin. Finally, the Carthaginian treaty allows us to see the difference between the sphere of influence Rome claimed and what the new Republic really controlled. Ardea, for example, is listed as a Roman subject city—but this was the city Tarquin was besieging when Romans revolted against him. The Latin revolts our sources describe similarly suggest that the Republic sustained allied defections and territorial losses in its early years that shrunk the land Rome controlled.

This upheaval had internal implications for the patrician order. In 504 BC, just five years after the Republic took shape, the Sabine leader Attus Clausus left Sabine territory, changed his name to Appius Claudius, and defected to Rome rather than directing his family, clients, and loyal soldiers to fight against the Romans. His followers were given land and Roman citizenship. They formed a new voting tribe, and Appius Claudius received patrician status. He was then “enrolled in the Senate and, before too long, was regarded as one of its leading members.”26 He was made consul in 495. In that position, he advocated for aggressive actions against the seceding plebeians with a vigor that certainly came from his desire to protect the patrician prerogatives he had recently secured.

Appius Claudius’s rapid integration into the Roman ruling structure resembles how the Roman kings Tarquinius Priscus and Servius Tullius had leveraged their financial and military resources to negotiate positions of power in exchange for joining the Roman state. In Appius’s case, however, it was the new political structures and status hierarchy of the Republic, rather than the customs of the Roman monarchy, that set the parameters dictating what he could gain by joining Rome. His reward—patrician status, Senate membership, a voting tribe made up of his own clients, and eventually the consulship—was significant, but it was now framed in the political and social currency of the Republic.

In the hectic first years of the Republic, Romans could ignore the inherent tension between the old Roman way of welcoming new people and new leaders into the state’s highest ranks and the Republic’s fundamentally reactionary political structure. But, as the fifth century progressed, there came a time when the Republic was no longer fighting for survival. The patrician order then became less responsive to the needs of the Roman citizens and soldiers who served the state, and Rome’s wealthy and powerful non-patricians began to resist patrician domination. Rather than resolving this tension, the secession of the plebs in 494 BC started more than a century of tense negotiations over non-patrician access to the Republic’s most important offices and lawmaking activities.






Chapter 4

The Heroes of the Early Republic

494–431 BC

When later Romans wrote about the history of the early Roman Republic, they told a story in which the state won wars, expanded its territory, and moved toward a constitution that granted equal status to patricians and plebeians. None of these things happened in any sustained fashion for much of the fifth century BC. During these years, the dynamic, growing city-state that Rome had been under the later kings stagnated as the revolutionary energy that propelled the first generation of Roman Republicans faded. Expansion stalled as Rome shifted from taking territory to defending what it had. The loss of income from conquests, and the costs of enemy attacks on Roman farmland, led to food shortages and significant tensions in Roman political life that efforts to restructure the offices of the Republic failed to calm.

With few collective victories to celebrate, later Roman historians shifted the stories they told to focus on leaders such as Servilius Ahala and Cincinnatus, men who placed service to the Republic over their own ambitions as they led Rome’s confrontations with external adversaries and domestic villains. While no actual person could embody Roman virtue as purely as these men supposedly did, the stories told about these fifth-century Roman heroes do allow us to see the genuine problems Rome struggled to reveal and the significant challenges Roman leaders struggled to overcome during the turbulent first half of the fifth century BC.

The problems began when the Volsci and Aequi began raiding Roman territory on a nearly annual basis in 494. These regular attacks, which lasted for decades, arose from the declaration of a ver sacrum (Sacred Spring). This was an ancient Italic custom in which communities responded to “moments of great danger” by vowing to the god Mars that, if they survived, they would “burn alive all the living beings that were born the following spring.” Human children were not burned, but “once they reached adulthood, [community leaders] blindfolded them and chased them away to live outside of their borders.”1 We do not know what particular danger prompted the declaration of a ver sacrum or when exactly this crisis hit the mountain communities in the Apennines. It is clear, though, that  the young Volcsian, Aequian, Samnite, and Sabine children who were dedicated to Mars in that ver sacrum came of age in the early 490s. Once they did, these surplus young men and women exerted unremitting pressure on the urban communities in the Italian foothills and along the western Italian coast as they pushed to conquer and settle new areas.

Attacks by these Italic peoples wore down many Italian polities. The Greek cities on the west coast of Italy suffered such sustained attacks that only Velia and Naples remained in Greek hands by the end of the fifth century. Etruscan communities south of Rome also lost their independence, either through conquest or, in the case of Capua, following a coup in which the Samnites who were being incorporated into the citizen body of the city-state overthrew the city’s government.2 The Volsci even tried to join the Latin revolt against the new Roman Republic in the 490s, but the Roman victory at Lake Regillus eliminated that possible source of support.3 Despite this initial reverse, the Volsci, the Aequi, and the Sabines continued attacking Rome and the cities of Latium regularly.

Ultimately, pressure from these less developed communities in the Apennines forced the settled, urban areas of Latium into an alliance that reconstituted the Roman-led, pan-Latin arrangements built by Tarquinius Superbus.4 In 486 BC, the neighboring Hernici cities allied with Rome under similar terms so that, like the Latins, they could collectively resist the Volsci. They also organized their own forces in a separate contingent that served under a commander sent by Rome.5

These were not alliances of convenience that the Romans quickly discarded. They lasted for decades and resulted not just in joint military operations, but also in the creation of colonies settled by members of each of the three allied communities and placed on the frontiers between Latin or Hernician territory and that were dominated by the Italic invaders.6 Because most of the colonies bordered Latin lands, they were enrolled in the Latin League, and the colonists received a sort of mutually transferable citizenship, through which a Latin citizen moving to another Latin city could secure citizenship there.7

The foundation of these colonies should not mislead us into imagining that Rome and its allies enjoyed a great deal of success in these wars. They did not. At the beginning of their raiding, the Volsci, the Aequi, and the Sabines seem to have overrun as much as 50 percent of the territory in Latium. Rome itself seems to have mostly escaped direct attack, but our sources speak of only occasional Roman victories. Even some of the ones that are celebrated seem not to have checked the invaders for long.

These victories may have had limited military effects, but they helped define the career of Lucius Quinctius Cincinnatus, one of the greatest heroes in Roman history. On December 1, 460, Cincinnatus was chosen to finish out the consular term of Publius Valerius Publicola, who had died fighting to liberate the Capitoline Hill from a force of Roman exiles serving alongside a Sabine commander. Livy reports that Cincinnatus immediately gave an oration haranguing all Romans for making Rome “a disorderly household rather than the Republic of the Roman people.” He so “impressed the plebs and the senators” that they “believed that the Republic had been restored to its old self.” Cincinnatus then withdrew to private life.8

Cincinnatus returned in 458 when the Senate appointed him dictator and tasked him with rescuing a consular army besieged by the Aequi. A dictator held power for up to six months, had powers unchecked by other Roman magistrates, and was the only Roman official against whose decisions citizens could not appeal. This sort of power could have inspired fear among Romans, but Cincinnatus’s actions during his dictatorship in 458 helped calm these fears. Cincinnatus summoned the Roman men of fighting age to assemble in the Campus Martius, led the hastily organized army out to fight the Aequi, and forced their quick surrender. He then distributed all of the booty seized from the Aequi to his own soldiers and “resigned his dictatorship on its sixteenth day even though his term was for six months.” 9 Although Cincinnatus owned only four acres of farmland, Dionysius of Halicarnassus reports that Cincinnatus refused a senatorial offer to “accept as much of the conquered land as he wished” and “retired to his small farm and resumed his life of a farmer working his own land . . . glorying more in his poverty than others in their riches.”10

This was just the sort of image Romans wanted to have about the principles that animated their leaders. Cincinnatus emphasized that service to the Republic was worth more than money, reassured Romans that virtue could restrain the exercise of absolute power, and showed Romans that noble poverty conferred its own sorts of rewards. But Cincinnatus was unique in choosing his poverty. Most Romans in the mid-fifth century had no option but to endure far greater deprivations than Cincinnatus ever faced.

The Italic raiding that Romans and their allies endured badly disrupted life in the small, poor, rural regions where most of the fighting took place and caused periodic food shortages in the cities of Latium. Ancient sources record fourteen food crises between 508 and 384 BC, with most of them concentrated in the decades of the fifth century when the worst raiding occurred.11 This means that, on average, Romans encountered famines once a decade for more than a century.

Even when food remained available, Rome’s small farmers regularly went into debt to buy seeds in the spring or rent equipment during harvests. If the Volsci raided the farm, or a family member was called to serve on a campaign, the family would not have enough grain in the fall to pay back what they had borrowed at the beginning of the year. The borrowers who failed to provide the grain they had promised fell into a form of bondage that required them (or their sons) to work for the lender as a dependent laborer. Sometimes, if a lender chose to do so, the debtor could even be stripped of his Roman citizenship and sold abroad as a slave—or killed.12

Rome had few easy solutions to the growing discontent these conditions produced. If the Republic had continued to expand militarily, it could have sent these poorer Romans out as colonists. But Rome’s few fifth-century conquests meant that this release valve was mostly closed. Instead, tensions within the city mounted as ambitious plebeian leaders and Roman elites worked to gain political advantage from the city’s acute food shortages. In 456, a tribune of the plebs named Lucius Icilius pushed a law through the plebeian assembly that distributed public lands on the Aventine to plebeians. This was done without direct approval or involvement from the consuls, but little could be done to oppose the measure once plebeians began enthusiastically building homes on the land.13

Other Romans sought to capitalize on the food problems in even more disruptive ways. In 439, the wealthy young plebeian Spurius Maelius bought up a large quantity of grain from Etruria and began to give it away for free during the second year of a punishing famine. Maelius was not yet old enough to stand for elected office, but he saw the grain distributions as a path for him “to become king” before he was even old enough to stand for the consulship.14 Maelius began giving speeches about the crisis, offering advice to those who asked him about grain distributions, and attacking patricians who, unlike him, refused to sacrifice their fortunes to “import provisions into the city.”15 In the meantime, Maelius’s private efforts to supply Rome meant that “the city lacked none of the previous abundance” of food. “The whole populace,” Dionysius of Halicarnassus claimed, “was ready to grant him whatever reward he wanted as soon as it was able to vote for magistrates.”16

A group of patricians then approached the Senate and claimed to have “incontrovertible proof” that Maelius was “forming a plot against the Republic.” Cincinnatus was again appointed dictator and charged with resolving the crisis. That same evening, Cincinnatus ordered the consuls and the troops under their command to occupy the Capitol. When Maelius began to hold court in the Forum the following morning, Cincinnatus’s deputy, Servilius, led an armed group of equites (Roman knights) down from the Capitoline Hill and into the Forum. He informed Maelius that Cincinnatus had summoned him to answer charges of fomenting rebellion. Maelius called out, “Plebeians, help me! I am being snatched away by the men in power because of my goodwill to you.” As a mob of his supporters swarmed toward Servilius, Maelius ran from the Forum. He was caught by Servilius’s knights and killed when he tried to resist.17

This is the story that Dionysius of Halicarnassus believed to be “the most credible account of Maelius’s death,” but some of the earliest Roman historians told another, much more evocative, story about the incident.18 They said that Servilius had concealed a dagger under his arm, approached Maelius as if he wished to speak to him, and then “bared his sword and plunged it into [Maelius’s] throat.” Following this deed, they said, he “ran to the Senate house . . . brandishing his sword that dripped with blood and shouting . . . that he had destroyed the tyrant at the command of the Senate.” He was given the nickname Ahala, an honorific that derived from the Roman word for “armpit,” because that was where he had concealed the dagger. He became such a symbol of the principled defense of Roman freedom that Cicero referenced him to show that “there was once such virtue in this republic, that brave men would repress wicked citizens.”19

The stories of patriotic fifth-century Romans like Cincinnatus and Ahala reassured future generations that a hero could be counted on to step forward and rescue Rome from internal or external threats. Fifth-century Romans, however, did not simply sit back and wait for a savior when they were attacked or starving. Instead, they looked for ways in which the Republican constitution could be improved to eliminate these tensions.

The most notable attempt came in the later 450s, when Rome decided to choose a set of magistrates who would run the state while crafting a written code of laws for the city and its citizens. The story began in 462 when a tribune of the plebs demanded the production of a written law code. In 454, Rome supposedly sent an embassy to Athens to examine the Athenian law code of Solon.20 Then, in 451, all of the patrician and plebeian magistrates in the state stepped down from their offices simultaneously and agreed to the election of “a board of ten men” who would “exercise the supreme executive power and draw up a code of law.” 21 These men were called the decemvirs (literally “ten men”).

Livy describes the decemvirate as a fundamental shift in “the form of the Roman government,” just as “when power had passed from kings to consuls.”22 The decemvirs enjoyed lawmaking powers; took turns “dispensing justice to the people in rotation, one day in ten”; and formed a leadership college that united both the plebeian and non-plebeian magistracies and assemblies into one integrated state apparatus. The repeated tensions of the 460s and 450s had revealed the destabilizing effects of a political system in which plebeian leaders could exploit the tribunate and the plebeian assembly to build a political following for themselves by picking fights with patrician consuls. For Rome to function well amid the crises of the fifth century, it needed to “reintegrate the plebs into the state by doing away with the tribunes,” even if that also meant the elimination of the consulship.23

While it seems that perhaps only one plebeian belonged to the initial group of decemvirs, the patrician Appius Claudius played a key role in convincing plebeians to accept this arrangement.24 The son of the Appius Claudius who had joined the Republic in 504 BC, he had once been a “fierce and savage persecutor of the plebs” but, Livy says, he “suddenly emerged as their supporter in order to seize every breath of popularity.”25 Although Appius Claudius did this for self-serving reasons, his outreach built a popular consensus around the legislative actions of this first group of decemvirs. By the end  of the year, they had put together ten bronze tablets inscribed with the text of Roman laws.

Cicero and many other later Romans praised the work of this first group of decemvirs. “When these men had composed, with the greatest justice and wisdom, ten tables of laws,” they agreed to step down and “caused another board of ten men to be elected in the following year.” But, Cicero continued, “the honor and justice of the second group was not similarly lauded.”26 Appius Claudius managed the election for the second group of decemvirs and manipulated the process so that he was reelected for a second term even though he stood against Cincinnatus.27 When Appius Claudius won that second term, Livy wrote, “that was the end of Appius’ wearing an alien mask.” He worked with his new colleagues to frame what Livy calls “a perpetual decemvirate” in which they would “not hold elections” but “continue to exercise power” indefinitely. “They looked like ten kings,” and many “thought [they] were looking for a pretext to initiate a bloodbath.”28

Not only did the new decemvirs behave tyrannically, but they pursued the legislative codification for which they were ostensibly appointed with far less energy than their predecessors. Only two new tables of laws appeared in 450 BC. These were, Cicero wrote, “two tables of unjust laws” that included one that “most cruelly prevented intermarriage between plebeians and patricians even though this privilege is usually permitted even between citizens of different states.”29 As the year progressed, the decemvirs behaved with increasing impunity as “their squads” took advantage of the absence of plebeian tribunes to “bully and rob the plebeians of their property and possessions.” Physical attacks soon followed. Some plebeians were “beheaded,” and their “execution [was] followed by the awarding of the victim’s property to his executioner.”30 Not surprisingly, there was no election to replace this group of decemvirs after their terms ended in 450.

Roman sources maintain that the decemvirs fell from power in 449 after an ally of Appius Claudius asserted that a plebeian girl named Verginia was his slave so that Appius could rape her. A crowd of plebeians in the Forum tried to prevent Verginia from being seized, but she was brought before Appius Claudius’s court so he could decide about her legal status. Appius ruled against Verginia, and her father killed her so she would not be illegally enslaved and ravaged. Outrage at Appius’s actions prompted a revolt by the army, a secession of the plebs, and the dissolution of the decemvirate. Appius killed himself before he could be put on trial.31

The Roman Republic prior to the decemvirate often operated as two competing patrician- and plebeian-dominated states that existed within one polity, and their fall brought back the Republic’s old magistracies. Romans seem to have choreographed this restoration in such a way that patrician-dominated entities catalyzed the elections for the plebeian magistracies and then the plebeians initiated the restoration of the consulship. This process began with a senatorial decree that the pontifex maximus, a patrician who served as Rome’s chief religious official, should conduct an election for ten new tribunes of the plebs, because the state had no serving magistrates who could do so. Once the tribunes were elected, they immediately “carried a resolution [in the plebeian assembly] to elect consuls.” The new consuls were Lucius Valerius and Marcus Horatius, the two men who had worked with plebeian leaders to overthrow the decemvirs.32

Valerius and Horatius made three legislative changes to ensure that the institutions that had once belonged to the parallel patrician and plebeian Roman states could work together productively. First, they offered full legal recognition of the sacrosanctity of the plebeian tribunes, the plebeian aediles in charge of temple maintenance and marketplace supervision, and judges who plebeians claimed should protect the lives of these plebeian champions. Second, they affirmed that Rome would no longer create magistracies like the decemvirate that prevented other Roman citizens from exercising the right to appeal a magistrate’s actions or decisions. Finally, they had the Comitia Centuriata approve a law that “what the plebs should pass when voting by tribes should be binding on the people.” With that law, patricians legally recognized the legitimacy of the plebeian magistrates and the laws passed by the plebeian assembly. The parallel Roman states were now unified.33

The Valerio-Horatian laws resolved some of the structural inconsistencies that grew out of the aristocratic Republican revolution and the plebeian reaction to it, but a better constitutional framework could not stabilize the Republic by itself. Rome needed to also address the military and economic conditions that had made life in the fifth-century Republic so tense. Fortunately for the Romans, their military fortunes turned not long after the consulship of Valerius and Horatius. Samnite attacks disappear from our sources around 450 BC, and in 431, Rome won the Battle of Algidus against the Aequi and Volsci.34 After this battle, the Aequi and Volsci no longer had the capacity to regularly attack Rome. And, as the terrors of the first two-thirds of the fifth century receded, Rome soon began to expand again.






Chapter 5

Rome Becomes Rome

431–338 BC

The victory over Aequian and Volscian forces at the Battle of Algidus in 431 ended their persistent attacks on Roman territory and set up two events that would long define Rome’s approach to the world. The first of these, the Roman conquest of the Etruscan city of Veii in 396 BC, represented the early Republic’s greatest triumph and pointed Rome toward a strategy for incorporating large new territories and populations into the state. The second, the sack of Rome in 386 BC by a group of Gallic barbarians from the north, inflicted its greatest trauma and pushed Romans to imagine that security could truly arrive only when the state’s borders extended far beyond the capital’s walls. Together, these two moments forced the Republic to deepen the political integration of plebeians and patricians so it could create a more uniform ruling class capable of administering the rapidly growing state.

Rome’s conflict with Veii catalyzed all these developments. Veii was a large, wealthy, and well-defended city that sat on a plateau perched above the fertile farmland it governed. Veii controlled around half as much territory as the Republic itself and shared a contested border with Rome that sparked repeated conflicts in the later fifth century. The two city-states initially battled over the town of Fidenae, a site located about six miles north of Rome. Fidenae was a natural bridgehead over the Tiber: Whoever controlled it would be able to determine which merchants and armies reached the Tiber’s mouth.1 Rome seized the town in 435 and held it despite Veientine attacks across the 420s. The two cities eventually agreed to a truce that lasted until 407. At that time, as the delegations from both cities met to discuss an extension, news reached Rome that a Volscian force had massacred the Roman garrison in the town of Verrugo. A Roman army had quickly arrived and defeated the Volscians, but the initial defeat emboldened the Veientines, and they threatened to murder the Roman envoys unless they revised the terms of the treaty significantly.2

The patrician-dominated Senate asked Roman magistrates to put a motion before the people (probably in the Comitia Centuriata) authorizing war with Veii. Remembering the hardships plebeian soldiers had endured in earlier wars, some tribunes objected to a major war with a powerful Etruscan state to Rome’s northwest. They attacked it as a “war against the plebeians” that was designed to expose them “to the hardships of military service and slaughter by the enemy,” while their families struggled to survive the economic impact of their service “far away from the city.”3

Roman elites responded by agreeing to pay soldiers out of the public coffers. This concession represented a crucial step in unlocking the full military potential of the Roman state. In the past, Roman soldiers had provided their own equipment, covered their own expenses, and had often gone into debt to cover the losses their families sustained when the head of the household could not work on the farm. Now Roman soldiers would be paid to serve and would all have the same standard gear.4 Rome covered these new costs by imposing a tax on all citizens that the wealthiest Romans paid by bringing wagons of bronze ingots to the treasury, because Rome did not yet use coins. Plebeians of military age who had been skeptical of the declaration of war against Veii responded enthusiastically to the opportunity to get paid to fight for their Republic. “Nothing,” Livy would write, “was ever received by the plebs with such joy,” and “no one, as long as he had any strength, would spare his life’s blood in service of such a  generous state.”5

Despite these reforms, Rome’s third war with Veii would become one of the longest and most symbolically important conflicts in early Roman history. Roman tradition held that it dragged on for ten years, the same length of time as the Greek siege of Troy, and that it involved year-round campaigning, a new feature of Roman military life.6 And the narrative later historians told became embroidered with more and more fabulous stories as their accounts of the conflict progressed. This did not bother later Romans. Even Livy, who preserved many of the most impressively implausible tales, put aside his skepticism and remarked, “I am satisfied if things which resemble the truth are accepted as true in such ancient affairs.”7

These tales that “resemble the truth” fill much of the fifth book of Livy’s history and enabled him to show how the tangible, material fate of the Roman state connected to the religious and political behaviors of its citizens. Livy overlays details of the war with discussions of political tensions in Rome, divine signs the Romans misunderstood, and portents whose significance Romans belatedly grasped.8 Patrician and plebeian bickering features prominently. They fought about how to interpret shifts in the weather, the credibility of prophecies, and even what to do with the plunder Rome planned to take from Veii—before Rome even won the war.9 What emerges is a portrait of a society on the brink of dramatic changes that lacked the cohesion or social sophistication to manage them.10

As is so typical of our accounts of early Republican history, a Roman hero emerged to resolve the internal and external conflicts. In 396 BC, the Romans appointed the dictator Camillus to conclude the war. Livy describes Camillus restoring order by punishing deserters from the army besieging Veii, enrolling a new army in which “no one refused to serve,” and drawing troops from Rome’s Latin and Hernician allies. As soon as Camillus reached Veii, he commanded the army to work in shifts, so they could tunnel underneath the city’s formidable walls. Those not digging were ordered to work on aboveground siege works, to give the impression that the Romans intended to climb over Veii’s walls or batter down its gates.11

Camillus disguised work on the tunnel so expertly that, when Romans erupted into the temple of the goddess Juno, the shocked defenders panicked. Romans emerging from the ground fanned out to attack the soldiers on the walls from behind, broke the bolts that held the gates shut, and set fires to scatter the population. The main forces then looted the city and enslaved the survivors.12

Livy makes clear that the next phase in the conflict, after “the fall  of Veii, the wealthiest city of the Etruscan people,” involved the incorporation of its people, territory, and gods into the Roman state. Before his final assault, Camillus, invoking “Juno Regina, you who now dwell in Veii,” prayed that the goddess would “follow us in our victory into the city that is ours,” and promised to build her “a temple worthy of [her] greatness” in Rome should the attack succeed. After all resistance in Veii ceased, selected members of the army were ritually cleansed and sent to approach the statue of Juno. “One of them,” Livy writes, asked the goddess, “‘Juno, do you want to go to Rome?’” And “at this, all the others cried out that the goddess had nodded her assent.” She was then carried to the Aventine, “where,” he says, “Camillus later dedicated the temple that he had vowed.” Juno’s arrival on the Aventine solidified the incorporation of Veii into an expanded Roman state.13

Camillus’s great victory did not calm the tensions between patricians and plebeians that the war with Veii had exposed. Almost immediately after Camillus celebrated his triumph, plebeians began to complain about having to pay to fulfill a vow that Camillus made to grant 10 percent of the plunder from Veii to the cult of Apollo based in the Greek city of Delphi.14 In 395 BC, disturbances again roiled Rome after plebeians proposed that half of the Roman population should move to Veii and live under plebeian leadership, so that “the Roman people could inhabit the two cities under a common government.” Livy says that the patricians prevented a vote that would “force [Romans] to abandon their native land and citizens” and allow “Veii to enjoy greater fortune after her capture than when she was unharmed.”15 Ultimately, the patricians agreed to distribute a little more than four acres of land taken from the territory of Veii to each plebeian on the condition that “Rome would not be abandoned.”16 Finally, as the 390s concluded, Camillus himself was exiled, just after a plebeian had reported hearing an inhuman voice call out that Romans should expect Gallic barbarians in Rome.17 For Livy, these events showed that Roman society had learned nothing from the war with Veii. “Not only did men reject the warnings of the gods as Fate began her assault,” Livy wrote, “but they even removed Marcus Furius [Camillus], Rome’s only human help, from the city” as a crisis approached.18

Like the war with Veii, the coming of the Gauls to Rome so deeply impacted later Roman literature that the details of what happened are exceedingly difficult to reconstruct. Even the year in which it happened is disputed, though 386 BC seems the most likely choice.19 Generally, though, the Gallic attack on Rome was part of a larger movement of Gauls into Northern Italy that began in the sixth century BC and saw Gallic settlers gradually push south across the Po River Valley and probe the defenses of established Italian communities.20 The powerful Etruscan cities of Central Italy usually checked the Gauls before they reached Rome, but the Senones, the Gallic force that attacked Rome, were something of a different case. Led by a man named Brennus, the Senones entered Etruria as mercenaries hired to intervene in an internal political conflict in the city of Clusium.21 The leaders of Clusium requested Roman help in dealing with these mercenaries, but the ambassadors that Rome sent became involved in the fighting when the Gauls ignored their order to withdraw.22 This violation of the long-established convention stipulating that emissaries were to remain neutral prompted Brennus to advance on Rome.23

Neither patricians nor plebeians grasped the seriousness of Brennus’s approach. They instead fell back into the plebeian and patrician divisions that had plagued the city during and after the war with Veii. Patricians wanted to sanction Quintus Fabius, the emissary who played the most prominent part in the fighting at Clusium. Plebeians, though, not only refused to endorse this recommendation but chose Fabius as one of the military commanders who would confront the Gauls. In the meantime, an enraged Brennus and his followers marched toward Roman territory, defeated a Roman force near the Allia River, and then made for the city itself.24

The Senones entered the nearly abandoned capital through the Colline Gate. Some survivors from the Battle of the Allia fortified the Capitoline Hill, but most of the Roman army and civilian population had fled to Veii, while the Vestal Virgins went in a different direction so they could hide the “sacred objects of the Roman state” in the Etruscan city of Caere.25 The Gauls occupied the Forum, set a guard to watch the defenders on the Capitoline Hill, and then began looting.

Livy describes a scene in which the plebeian homes were all locked and abandoned but elderly patricians who had held consulships remained in their homes with the doors open, seated on ivory chairs and waiting to die. “After the slaughter of the leading men,” he reports, “no mortal was spared. Houses were plundered and, when empty, torched,” in a holocaust that “leveled everything.”26 The Gauls then tried a series of failed assaults on the Capitoline, one of which was supposedly foiled by the honking of the sacred geese associated with Juno, formerly the goddess of Veii.27

In the meantime, Camillus and the Roman refugees in Veii organized an army that marched to Rome and defeated the Gauls in two battles. Camillus argued forcefully that, despite the destruction in Rome, Romans should not succumb to the temptation of moving to Veii. Instead, they should remain true to their city and the gods that protected it. Livy ends Book Five of his history with the Roman decision to stay and rebuild.28 The same decision to stay at Rome and rebuild it “from a state of utter destruction” concludes the episode in Plutarch’s Life of Camillus.

Plutarch and Livy were not alone in focusing significant attention on the Gallic sack of Rome and Rome’s recovery from it. In fact, this was the first Roman historical event noted by contemporary Greek authors, and a host of later Latin authors also spoke either directly or indirectly about the Gallic sack.29 The event so profoundly shook the Romans that Augustan-era calendars marked July 18, the date of the Roman battlefield rout, as the Day of the Allia, one of only two Roman defeats so commemorated.30 The mere threat of a future Gallic attack allowed Rome to draft priests and old men who normally would be exempt from military service. Some have even suggested that the Romans later engaged in a sort of defensive imperialism designed to push the Roman frontiers back from the capital to prevent a repeat of Brennus’s destruction.31

The reality of the Gallic sack is far more complicated than the legends told by ancient historians suggest. Archaeological excavations show little trace of a massive layer of burned structures that would accompany the sort of absolute destruction the ancient historians describe. It seems much more likely that the Romans deliberately evacuated the city. The Gauls then plundered the empty space and withdrew, perhaps after receiving some payment from the Roman state.32 Even the successful defense of the Capitoline Hill now seems dubious.33 So too do Livy’s claims that the Romans debated abandoning the devastated city, that Camillus persuaded them to stay, and that the chaotic and unplanned layout of Rome in his day reflected the haphazard nature of the city’s rapid reconstruction.34

In truth, later Roman tradition seems to have almost entirely fabricated Camillus’s role. A more likely narrative can be culled from a range of less dramatic but more reliable sources that describe the Gauls moving south to serve in an army of the Sicilian city of Syracuse that fought in Southern Italy after their sack of Rome. The Gallic forces were then intercepted on their way back north later in the year by an army from the Roman-allied Etruscan city of Caere, the city to which the Vestal Virgins had fled. The Caeretans defeated Brennus’s band and recovered much of the plunder the Gauls had taken in Rome as well as the ransom they were paid to leave the city. Rome’s alliance system, rather than the innate heroism of a great Roman, led to the defeat of this wandering band of Gallic warriors.35

The Gallic sack of Rome then highlights a particular point of inflection for how Rome exercised power in Central Italy. In a way, Rome survived the Gallic sack because of the military alliances with other independent Italian city-states that had dominated Roman policy in the fifth century, and because of the embryonic Roman imperial structure that the capture of Veii had begun to create. Rome’s civilians survived, and its army regrouped, because the Republic directly controlled Veii. But the Gauls were defeated by Rome’s Caeretan allies.

Despite the efforts of Caere, the aftermath of the Gallic sack saw Rome begin to pivot away from its fifth-century alliances and toward a territorial expansion that directly integrated newly conquered people into the Roman state. In the year after the Gallic sack, Rome extended citizenship to the surviving residents of Veii as well as to the inhabitants of some smaller communities Rome had recently conquered.36 The nature of Rome’s alliances also began to change as Rome favored more important cities like Caere and Massalia (the modern French city of Marseilles) over its older Latin and Hernician friends.37 Those older relationships deteriorated to such a degree that some Latin cities and colonies eventually joined an anti-Roman alliance with the Volscians. This included two Latin colonies that Rome had established in Volscian territory in the fifth century as well as the cities of Praeneste and Tusculum.

Rome had defeated all the defectors by 380, and its treatment of Tusculum created a template for how it would handle similar behavior for the rest of the fourth century. Although it had broken its alliance with Rome, Tusculum surrendered without a fight after the ever-present Camillus led an army to the city. Its leaders traveled to Rome, spoke before the Senate, and acknowledged that they had “wronged” their allies. The Senate granted them “peace at that time and, not long after, full citizenship,” at which point “the legions were marched back from Tusculum.”38 The Senate did not extend citizenship out of generosity. This was instead an effort to use the presence of a Roman army to irrevocably bind Tusculum to Rome by making its residents Roman.

Rome continued to fight former allies in Central Italy for much of the mid-fourth century in conflicts that transformed polities once joined to Rome by voluntary alliances into Roman territory. This process accelerated greatly in 343 when Rome intervened in a complicated conflict in Campania, the coastal region of western Italy  centered around the Bay of Naples. Rome entered the war by allying with the city of Capua against the Samnites, a group of tribes inhabiting the mountains to Campania’s east with which Rome had once been allied. Less than two years after the fighting began, Rome switched sides and resumed its alliance with the Samnites. This Roman reversal prompted a widespread revolt by many of Rome’s Latin allies, several Campanian cities, and the Volscians. By 338, Rome had defeated all of them.

Rome used its new military dominance to redefine the political relationships that governed life across much of Latium and Campania. Rome directly absorbed some captured cities into the Roman state and extended Roman citizenship to their residents. Other defeated cities retained control over their local political life, but lost any capacity to conduct foreign affairs, and were often compelled to cede so much territory that they existed as islands in a Roman sea. A final category of states received a special sort of Roman citizenship called civitas sine suffragio, literally “citizenship without voting rights,” that made them “liable for all the burdens and obligations of full citizens” but gave them “no political rights.”39 These cities had to provide troops to the Roman army, but they had no say in whether Rome fought or where the fighting might take place. The only tangible benefits they received were the rights to marry Roman citizens and to conduct business in Rome.

Romans could not have known it at the time, but this nuanced approach to defeated adversaries would allow them to build the most formidable military machine the Mediterranean world had ever known. One of the biggest challenges that ancient states faced was balancing expansion with effective government. A state that grew too large, too quickly, often struggled to maintain control over its diverse subject populations, who chafed at the loss of their independence. But a state that granted full political rights to a subject population could also find itself struggling to function effectively, as political institutions built for a citizen body of a certain size failed to meet the needs of a larger group of citizens.

Rome had stumbled upon a partial solution to both problems by creating what the historian Tim Cornell has called a “Roman commonwealth.” This structure maximized the military resources Rome could draw from its defeated adversaries and minimized its need to manage the domestic affairs of cities used to functioning independently.40 Because Rome could determine the status accorded to a defeated enemy, it could scale up this approach as it expanded into new territories.

These foreign successes came as a few leading plebeians sought to fashion a unified ruling class by breaking down the divisions between the patrician and plebeian magistracies. From 445 until 367 BC, the chief magistrates in the Roman state had alternated irregularly between consuls and consular tribunes, a military command with powers like that of a consul.41 Only patricians served as consuls in this period, and although the consular tribune position was open to plebeians, few were ever elected.42 Some wealthy plebeians had become frustrated at the limitations this system placed on their political careers and wanted a return to annual consulships that could be held by both patricians and plebeians.43

Few plebeians cared very much about expanding the career prospects of their order’s richest and most powerful members, and their leaders understood that no change to rules governing consular eligibility could pass unless it was packaged with other, more popular ideas. In 376 BC, two ambitious tribunes, Caius Licinius Stolo and Lucius Sextius Lateranus, linked the unpopular consular reform to measures that would lift the threat of debt bondage from plebeians and reform the way that public land seized from defeated enemies was distributed.44 Livy describes Licinius and Sextius effectively shutting down the operation of much of the Roman state for most of the next decade as they fought to get these three laws approved. Not only did they block elections to patrician magistracies (between 375 and 371), but they stopped a vote in the plebeian assembly when it looked like the debt relief and land reforms would pass but the consular reform would not.45

Finally, in 367, the three measures passed together in a reform package historians call the Licinio-Sextian laws after the two tribunes who fought for them. The first law reworked the loans that Romans had taken out, by deducting all interest payments a debtor had made from the loan principal and then allowing for the balance of the loan to be paid off in three annual installments. This law was a good start, but it took a series of subsequent reforms before the institution of debt bondage finally disappeared. The second law established that no one could lease more than 500 iugera (about 300 acres) of public land per family, but, although this limit was codified, it proved difficult to enforce. Eventually, it was not enforced at all.46

Unsurprisingly, the tribunes most wanted to implement the law opening the consulship to plebeians. Although this reform seems to us to shift the structures of Roman political life, the consulship combined military, political, and religious duties, and Romans themselves were most concerned about whether the gods would accept religious ceremonies led by plebeians. Licinius and Sextius alleviated this concern by reconstituting the board of men who interpreted the sacred Sibylline books so that it included an equal number of patricians and plebeians. This was, Livy wrote, “regarded as a further step to opening up the path to the consulship” for plebeians, because it allowed other Romans to see that the gods had not been troubled by plebeians participating in elements of Roman religious life from which they had previously been excluded. It was only after the gods indicated their approval that the plebeian assembly agreed to support a full-time restoration of the consulship.47

The other highest offices of the Roman state quickly opened up to plebeians after the barrier to their consular service crumbled. In little more than a decade, Romans selected their first plebeian dictator and censor (the magistrate responsible for conducting the census, among other duties). Within a generation, Romans had become so comfortable with plebeian higher magistrates that they passed laws requiring that at least one consul each year and one censor each census must be a plebeian.48 Plebeian service in all magistracies, once taboo, was now deemed essential to the state’s health. Rome had finally developed a single ruling class made up of wealthy and well-connected patricians and plebeians.

The law mandating at least one plebeian censor was passed just one year before Rome completed its victory over the Samnites, the Latins, and their allies. The year 338 BC then saw Rome stabilize its domestic affairs, finalize the creation of a genuine patrician and plebeian ruling nobility, and arrive at a strategy for integrating conquered peoples into the growing state. Rome was ready to dominate Italy.






Chapter 6

Roman Domination of Italy

338–272 BC

The remarkable settlements of 338 BC created the internal and external infrastructure that enabled Rome to absorb much of the Italian Peninsula over the next six decades. Rome’s system of strategically incorporating the territory and people of a defeated adversary, either by allowing that state to remain an independent ally of Rome or by making its population Roman citizens with or without voting rights, allowed it to build larger armies that could fight far from the capital. In 338, Rome was the leading power in Central Italy. By 280, it dominated the peninsula through a patchwork of territorial annexations, colonial establishments, citizenship extensions, and compulsory alliances.

This expansion occurred in the context of two long wars that are now called the Second and Third Samnite Wars. Although the fighting began in Samnium, these conflicts grew to include most of the major powers in the peninsula. The Etruscans, Umbrians, Samnites, Greek cities, and even Gauls entered the conflicts at various points. As the wars progressed and Roman power grew, these diverse peoples formed grand coalitions in which they combined forces to confront Rome. But Rome eventually prevailed, in large part because each successful engagement increased the size of Rome’s territory, enlarged its citizen body, and added to the number of recruits it could compel its allies to provide.

The Second Samnite War began as a regional conflict in which the Samnites tried to block further Roman expansion into Central Italy. In 321, the Samnites trapped an invading Roman army led by both consuls in a valley called the Caudine Forks.

The account we have of the Battle at Caudine Forks has transformed what certainly was a major, bloody Roman defeat into a bloodless morality tale remembered as one of the defining events of fourth-century BC Roman history.1 As Livy describes it, the Samnite commander Gaius Pontius ensnared the full Roman army and sent a letter to his father asking what to do with them. His father advised him to pardon the Romans and bind Rome in friendship to the Samnites. This confused Pontius and he sent a second messenger to ask for clarification. His father replied that if Pontius did not want to pardon the Romans, he should kill them all so that Rome could not easily rearm. The old man warned, however, that a middle course of humiliation without destroying the Roman army would entrench Roman anger but not diminish their capacity to avenge the indignity. Disregarding his father’s advice, Pontius forced the Romans to swear to observe a truce with the Samnites and embarrassed them by compelling them to march unarmed between the ranks of the Samnite troops. He then took hostages as security that the truce would be observed. The consuls returned to Rome, told the Senate to refuse to endorse the treaty, and volunteered to be returned to the Samnites so that the state could resume hostilities without  violating the religious pledge the consuls had made personally.

Whatever happened at the Caudine Forks checked Roman expansion against the Samnites for five years. But Livy’s fictional warning delivered by Pontius’s father foreshadowed the actions of an angry military power that returned to the war with greater capacity when fighting resumed. Rome had used the ceasefire to absorb more of the regions near Samnium. In 318, it established new voting tribes, the Ufentina and Falerina, so that Roman citizens in Campania could vote. This paved the way for Roman armies to campaign in the Southern Italian regions of Apulia and Lucania, and they soon had much of Samnium surrounded.

Rome returned to action with a larger military that fought more effectively. By 311, the Republic had increased the size of its army to four legions, so that Rome could campaign in more places at once. The allied contingents who joined these legions gave Rome the largest pool of fighting men in Italy. Roman capabilities were also enhanced through the creation of a new, more flexible system of fighting based  on the maniple, a tactical unit involving four differently equipped rows of troops that could strike rapidly and then withdraw through the lines of the next batch of Romans to take the field. The youngest soldiers began the battle by bombarding the enemy with waves of missiles. They withdrew through the lines of the hastati, inexperienced infantrymen who were equipped with javelins and short swords. After the hastati exhausted themselves, they retreated through the approaching lines of the more experienced principes. Then, if the principes needed to do so, they could withdraw and be replaced by the triarii, the most heavily armed and experienced soldiers in the Roman army.2

Rome’s superior manpower and tactics wore down its regional adversaries over the last two decades of the third century. By the time the war ended with a Roman-Samnite peace treaty in 304, Rome had absorbed most of Etruria. Meanwhile, the Aequi, Hernici, and Italic peoples along the Adriatic had also come under Roman domination. The Aequi fared particularly badly after Romans responded to their refusal to become Roman citizens with a lightning invasion that massacred civilians, burned towns, and then implanted Roman colonists on Aequian lands.3

Other Italians proved more compliant than the Aequi. Many of the peoples of the eastern Italian region of Abruzzi joined Rome as permanent allies between 304 and 302. Some towns came under Roman control through the extension of citizenship without voting rights. In cases where a significant city resisted Rome too actively, the Romans captured it and sent colonists to hold the area. Such was the case with the colony of Narnia, founded in Umbria following the Roman capture of the city of Nequinum. But Rome also incorporated some cities more deeply into the state by granting their residents full citizenship, creating two new voting tribes to enable them to vote in Rome.4

By this time, Roman expansion had taken on such momentum that a number of Italian cities and peoples realized they faced a choice: They could either become a part of Rome’s commonwealth of allies and citizens, and share in the rewards of its victories, or they could band together and resist. Enough of them chose to resist that the Third Samnite War soon erupted. The spark came in 298, when Rome, which was still fighting in Etruria and Umbria, provoked the Samnites by forging an alliance with the Lucanians, a group living in the coastal region south of Samnium.

Fighting simultaneously on two fronts stretched the Republic’s military resources and its political institutions. Rome’s most accomplished and experienced commanders were charged with leading armies for much longer than the usual one-year terms that Roman magistrates served. After three years of fighting, five such “pro- magistrates” were commanding in the war’s various theaters. Meanwhile, the Samnites had joined with Etruscans, Umbrians, and Gallic forces based on the other side of Etruria.5

The Roman and anti-Roman coalitions met in a decisive battle near the Umbrian town of Sentinum in 295 that turned when the consul Publius Decius Mus decided to lead a series of cavalry charges into the Gallic army. His first charge pushed the Gallic cavalry back from the fray, but the second drew the consul and his companions far beyond the front lines. Gallic soldiers and wagons quickly surrounded them, panicking both the men and their horses. The chaos in the Roman ranks prompted the Gallic infantry to charge so that they could rout their Roman adversaries.

At that moment Decius Mus decided to perform a devotio, a ritual vow in which a general audibly pledges to sacrifice his life for the Republic so the gods may guarantee that his army wins a battle. His father, Publius Decius Mus the Elder, had done this at the Battle of Vesuvius in 340 BC; forty-five years later, his son elected to do the same thing at Sentinum. According to Livy, he declared, upon announcing his decision, “It is the privilege of our family that we should be sacrificed to avert the nation’s perils.” Then he said the ritual prayers and “spurred his charger against the Gallic lines, where he saw that they were thickest, and, hurling himself against the weapons of the enemy, he met his death.”6

The devotio had the desired effect. The enemy army broke as Decius Mus’s consular colleague Quintus Fabius Maximus Rullianus sent a squad of cavalry to attack the Gauls from behind, and they were followed by a group of Roman principes. The Romans and their allies then cut through the disordered enemy and slaughtered so many Gauls that, as Livy put it, “the consul’s body could not be found that day, because it was buried under heaps of slain Gauls.”7

Decius Mus’s self-sacrifice helped decide the war. By 290, Rome  had overrun all of Samnium. Ten years later, Roman territory extended all the way to the Adriatic. Strings of Roman colonies and populations living as Roman citizens both with and without the right to vote spread across the center of the Italian Peninsula. Decius Mus’s sacrifice was rightly remembered as a key event in catalyzing this growth.

Another aspect of Decius Mus’s action explains why the Republic functioned so well internally amid such dramatic territorial expansion and extensions of citizenship. Both Publius Decius Mus the Elder and his son were plebeian consuls who belonged to the joint patrician-plebeian Roman nobility birthed by the Licinio-Sextian laws of 367. When Decius Mus the Elder died during his consulship in 340, he had done so as just the second plebeian consul to hold office following passage of the law requiring one consul a year to be a plebeian. His sacrifice resonated with both patricians and plebeians among the Roman ruling class. But that of his son was commemorated even more impressively. When Fabius, Decius Mus the Younger’s surviving senatorial colleague, returned to Rome in triumph, Livy described how the soldiers marching in the procession and the crowd witnessing it “celebrated no less the glorious death of Publius Decius than the victory of Fabius, reviving by their praise of the son the memory of the father, whose death (and its service to the Republic) had now been matched.”8 Fabius was a patrician, but he, his soldiers, and the Roman public saw no problem in commemorating Fabius’s plebeian colleague alongside him.

While Decius Mus the Younger’s devotio had an immense effect on the fortunes of the Roman state, it was only in death that he managed to surpass his father’s legacy. Although he had been elected consul four times, Livy suggests that he had spent his entire political career struggling to measure up to his revered father. This was not unusual among Romans. They spent much of their lives in spaces that forced them to regularly reflect upon the achievements of their ancestors.9 The main public atrium in an elite Roman family house contained images of ancestors that stared down at the current residents. The head of the family would speak about all of their achievements each year during the Roman Parentalia, a festival that involved activities showing respect for ancestors, such as traveling to a family tomb filled with sarcophagi bearing epitaphs that detailed the achievements of the deceased.10

The young patrician and plebeian notables who regularly interacted with these ancestral relics likely felt a unique intergenerational obligation to maintain the family’s status. A man could feel proud to have exceeded the rank and public honors of his father and grandfather. He would be satisfied to match them. But falling short of their achievements represented a real failure, something that all subsequent generations would note as they looked at the images of their ancestors and spoke about their lives. These future Romans would note with pride the men who had risen to higher office than any family member before them, but would think very little of the men under whom the family’s fortunes declined.

Young, ambitious Romans felt even more intense pressure to  measure up to their ancestors because Roman voters and other elites controlled their access to the offices and honors they craved. Elite families accepted this because, as the cabal that controlled the Republic, they collectively decided how to distribute the rewards for service to Rome among themselves. At the same time, talented Romans looking to either revive their families’ fortunes or become the first in their families to hold high magistracies looked for ways to break the stranglehold that fourth-century patricians and plebeians held on these offices.

No fourth-century figure did this more aggressively than the patrician Appius Claudius Caecus. He made for an interesting populist champion. His family had entered the patrician order in 504 BC when his ancestor (also named Appius Claudius) arrived in Rome with an army of attendants and offered to join the Republic. Livy describes this early Appius Claudius as a reactionary figure who strongly opposed the earliest moves to establish plebeian magistracies and the Concilium Plebis (Plebeian Assembly) in the 490s. Another ancestor, also named Appius Claudius, had been the archvillain among the second group of decemvirs who had refused to step down in 449 BC. It was his attempted rape of Verginia that had precipitated the secessions of the plebs that brought the decemvirate down.

Appius Claudius Caecus has a much more complicated historical legacy. He, too, is a villain in Livy’s telling, but fortunately, some of his own words survive to add more nuance to the historian’s narrative. Sometimes seen as the father of Latin prose writing, Caecus wrote a work on Roman law and a series of famous sayings. Only fragments of these works and of some of his political speeches now survive, but they show a figure deeply attached to the idea of facilitating the continued expansion of Roman democracy beyond the core of noble patrician and plebeian families that the reforms of the 340s had empowered.11

Caecus did not pursue these reforms simply because he thought they would make Rome better. He advanced them because doing so helped his own career as well. Although the Claudii were a historically important family, their fortunes had declined following the fall of the decemvirate. Between 444 and 367 BC, only two members of the family held one of the top magistracies in Rome. Caecus’s grandfather held a consulship in 349, but he died in office without doing anything of consequence. His father’s career peaked when he was selected for a dictatorship in 337 from which he was immediately forced to abdicate. When Caecus began his career, the Claudii seemed to be a fading patrician family.

Caecus’s early political career showed little promise until, perhaps out of desperation, he chose to run for election as censor. Fourth- century censors enjoyed considerable prestige, but they lacked the lawmaking capacities of tribunes and the military authority of consuls. Elected every five years, they performed duties that took too long for holders of annual magistracies to complete. Censors assumed responsibility for monitoring and awarding public works contracts, but their most important task was to supervise the count of Rome’s citizens. They assessed the wealth of all citizens and made sure they were appropriately registered in the correct voting tribes and centuries. The process ordinarily took around a year and a half to complete and concluded with a sacred ritual of purification to mark the Roman population’s transition from one era to another.

The power of the censors expanded dramatically at some point between 338 and 318 BC when a tribune of the plebs named Ovinius introduced a law that radically changed the nature of the Senate. Up to this point, the consuls had chosen the senators every year as they began serving their term in the consulship. The senators had then served as an advisory body during their term of office. When the consuls stepped down, a new Senate would be chosen by the new consuls. Ovinius wanted to require the censors to choose the senators instead of the consuls. Under his proposal, the censors would “enroll in the Senate the best men,” so that the composition of the Senate would remain relatively stable. In other words, the law took the decision about senatorial membership away from annual magistrates and turned it over to the censors, who took office every five years. They were bound to “enroll the best men for all orders,” a requirement that mandated the creation of a permanent body of important patricians and plebeians with a standard (albeit somewhat ambiguous) criterion for membership.12

The proposal, called the Lex Ovinia, was passed by the Plebeian Assembly. Ovinius may have intended only a minor shift to ensure that the new generation of plebeian magistrates could never be removed from the Senate by a patrician consul. But the law had major long-term implications. Before the Lex Ovinia, magistrates tended to work primarily with citizen assemblies when crafting and implementing policies, but the growth of Roman power had made this process inefficient. The new, more permanent Senate stepped forward to decide on issues such as military mobilizations that had once been the preserve of citizen assemblies.

In Republican Rome, it often took a bit of time for ambitious politicians to recognize how a change in the workings of the constitution could be exploited for their personal benefit. So it was with the Lex Ovinia. It was not until 312 BC that Appius Claudius Caecus won election to the censorship with a revolutionary understanding of what that office could do.13 Unlike many of his peers, Caecus grasped that Roman censors who could combine the disparate powers and responsibilities of the office could now remake much of the political and economic life of the city. Once he entered office, he almost immediately began to use the office as a platform to build his own personal political machine.

Senatorial reform was a key part of his agenda. Caecus included the sons of freed slaves among its members, a step that Livy says allowed him to “gain influence in the Senate house” by bringing in people of low birth beholden to Caecus. It did not work initially. “Because of their hatred for him and their desire to please the most distinguished men,” whenever the consuls called the Senate they only summoned the members listed by Caecus’s predecessors. These supporters did not make a significant difference in Caecus’s prospects.14

The low-born Romans were, however, not the real focus of his senatorial outreach. Caecus understood that the censorship also gave him an opportunity to build a much stronger, more enduring coalition of political clients. Censors could order, pay for, and attach their names to construction projects without receiving senatorial approval. Caecus realized that building monumental infrastructure could draw the attention of all Rome to his efforts, while offering Caecus a powerful tool for delivering lucrative contracts to new Roman citizens who owned land through which public works might pass. When Appius Claudius Caecus built Rome’s first aqueduct, the ten-mile-long Aqua Appia (Appian Aqueduct), he “spent a large sum of public money for this construction without a decree of the Senate.”15 He also used the censor’s position to pay for the building of the Appian Way, the first great Roman road, which stretched from the southern side of the city of Rome down to Capua in Campania. The first-century historian Diodorus Siculus called the road, named after the censor who built it, “a deathless monument” to a man who “was ambitious in the public interest.”16

These projects served a host of political and military purposes. The Appian Way offered Roman and allied troops a fast and efficient route by which to travel to the southern theaters of the Samnite War. It ran through old Roman territory at first, then cut through areas that had recently been integrated into the Roman state, but whose elites had not yet become affiliated with any Roman political leader. As the road construction progressed toward Capua, Caecus bound to himself a network of these new Romans by purchasing their land, renting laborers they found, and connecting their farms to the bustling markets of the capital. He also may have enrolled some of these new clients in the Senate. At any rate, his new connections helped Caecus to rebuild the power and reputation of his family. Unlike some of the senators he chose, these new men had the wealth and power to remain enrolled in the future.17

Caecus also used censorial control over the distribution of Roman citizens into voting blocks to advance his immediate political prospects. Romans could only vote in person, in the city of Rome, and elections were decided not by whether a candidate received a majority of votes but by whether they carried the support of a majority of Rome’s 31 voting tribes (or 193 voting centuries, if the election was held in the Comitia Centuriata). Not all tribes had an equal number of voters turn up, however. The four urban tribes based in Rome had the greatest number of voters, by far. Distance and travel expenses meant that the twenty-seven rural tribes usually had far fewer voters present than the four urban tribes, and those rural voters who did participate tended to be wealthier men who could afford to leave their homes to travel to the city to vote. This meant that a ballot cast by an individual member of a rural tribe counted for more than that of an individual from an urban tribe, even though it was likely less representative of the sensibilities of average citizens. It also meant that candidates could win elections despite losing the overall popular vote.

Appius Claudius Caecus used his new power as censor to allow all citizens to declare which voting class and which tribes they wanted to join, so that the voters once concentrated in the four urban tribes could now spread out among the twenty-seven rural ones. The maneuver offered a way to address the problem of unrepresentative electoral outcomes, but the redistribution did not last long. Diodorus describes how it incited the “hostility of the nobles,” who saw it as a ploy by Caecus to gain “the goodwill of the many” by increasing the voting power of Roman citizens who owed him a debt of gratitude.18 The next censors returned Romans to the geographically defined tribes. The voters, “in opposition to the nobles and in support of Appius,” responded by electing Gnaeus Flavius as the aedile in charge of Roman markets. Flavius was “the first Roman whose father had been a slave to gain that office,” and, perhaps just as importantly, he was also a client of Appius Claudius Caecus.19

Caecus’s nakedly ambitious approach to the censor’s essential and sacred public duty contrasted strongly with the behavior of his censorial colleague Lucius Plautius. Plautius, who imagined the job in very traditional terms, stepped down when the count of citizens had been completed a little more than a year after his term began. Caecus refused to do this. He stayed in office until the reforms he sponsored and the construction projects he began were all completed. Caecus even survived efforts by the Senate and a group of tribunes of the plebs to compel him to leave office or face arrest.20

Even if his reforms largely failed, his actions as censor defined a political brand that propelled him to heights not matched by his most recent ancestors. He twice won election to the consulship, served as dictator, and was one of the military commanders who led Roman armies in the Third Samnite War. But the moment that has forever defined Appius Claudius Caecus’s legacy came in 280 BC.

By that time, the Roman victory in the Samnite Wars and subsequent expansion meant that the Roman commonwealth extended to the Po River in the north and deep into Magna Graecia in the south. Rome first entered that southern region in 285, when it allied with the city of Thurii, but subsequent alliances with other Greek cities led to the isolation of Tarentum, Southern Italy’s most powerful city-state. Although Rome had agreed not to sail into Tarentine waters, Roman warships appeared near Tarentum in 282 BC in a clear provocation. The Tarentines responded by marching on Thurii, expelling the Roman garrison, and replacing the pro-Roman aristocracy with a democracy like their own.

Rome beat back the Tarentine forces from Thurii and put Tarentum itself under siege, but the Tarentine assembly invited the Greek king Pyrrhus of Epirus to come to Southern Italy and fight on their behalf. A cousin of Alexander the Great, Pyrrhus brought a powerful army of professional infantry, skilled cavalrymen, and elephant-mounted shock troops that he believed would overwhelm the citizen levies of the Romans. Pyrrhus had designs on seizing the Macedonian throne that had once belonged to Alexander and looked to this Italian campaign to build a base from which to recruit allies to help him mount more expansive campaigns in Sicily and ultimately Greece.21

Pyrrhus assumed that the quality of his troops would enable  him to easily defeat the Romans and then impose a peace treaty on Rome and its allies that bound them to himself as he campaigned elsewhere. When the Romans took the field to fight, however, Pyrrhus was astonished at how well the Roman maniples fought. Although he attacked the Romans as they were crossing a river, they held their ground until a charge by Pyrrhus’s elephants broke the lines of Roman soldiers who had never fought the animals.22

The elephants had terrified the Romans, and the defeat caused the defection of some Samnite and Lucanian communities that the Romans had recently absorbed. But the victory had also been costly for Pyrrhus. Although the king had won, he had lost large numbers of professionally trained troops. These soldiers had a lot of experience fighting together and could not easily be replaced.23

The Romans, on the other hand, “lost no time in filling up their depleted legions and raising others.” Pyrrhus, soon realizing that he lacked the manpower to achieve military domination in Italy, sent his trusted adviser Cineas of Thessaly to Rome bearing an offer of peace and a military alliance to the Romans. Pyrrhus asked only that the Romans agree to an alliance with “himself, immunity for the Tarentines, and nothing else.” 24

“Most of the senators,” Plutarch wrote, “were plainly inclined towards peace, since they had been defeated in one great battle, and expected another with a larger army, now that the Italian Greeks had joined Pyrrhus.” It was at this moment, we are told, that Appius Claudius Caecus reemerged. The years had been hard on him. He remained “a man of distinction, but one whom old age and blindness had forced to give up all public activities.” He was so infirm that he needed “his attendants to lift him up and had himself carried on a litter through the forum to the Senate-house. When he had reached the door, his sons and sons-in-law took him up in their arms and brought him inside.” The spectacle quieted the senators.25

The speech that Appius Claudius Caecus gave changed Roman history.26 He began by telling his younger colleagues, “Up to this time, O Romans, I have regarded the misfortune to my eyes as an affliction, but it now distresses me that I am not deaf as well as blind, that I might not hear these shameful resolutions and decrees of yours.” In his younger days, Caecus continued, Romans had spoken about how they would have defeated Alexander the Great if he had turned west instead of east. Pyrrhus was a mere shadow of Alexander. The thought of bowing to him, Caecus continued, “diminishes the glory of Rome,” and any peace treaty with him would cause others to “despise” Rome and allow “the Tarentines and Samnites to mock the Romans.”27

It is often lost on a modern audience that many Roman senators were relatively young men. In the imperial period, their average age would have been around forty.28 The senators who heard Caecus’s speech were not old enough to remember a time before Rome dominated Italy. Many of them had not even been adults when Decius Mus sacrificed himself so that Rome could win the Battle of Sentinum. It was left to Appius Claudius Caecus, one of the last publicly active members of the generation that had won Italy for Rome, to remind his countrymen that what his generation had won, theirs could lose. Roman humiliation lurked beneath Pyrrhus’s generous terms, and as the Samnite and Lucanian defections to Pyrrhus showed, humiliation was dangerous. Roman domination of Italy depended upon the magical combination of Italian eagerness to share in Rome’s victories and fear of the consequences of betraying Rome. It took Appius Claudius Caecus to remind the Romans that the commonwealth on which their power and security depended could rapidly fall apart if Rome refused to fight to maintain it.29
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