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Introduction: What is a Barbarian?



On the north wall of the Basilica in Pompeii there is a piece of graffiti that reads:


L. ISTACIDI AT QVEM NON
CENO BARBARVS ILLE MIHI EST
Lucius Istacidius: he, at whose place
I do not eat, is a barbarian to me.1


Also at Pompeii, in house V.2.1, there is a metrical, but pretty well meaningless, scribbling that was probably used to teach someone how to write hexameter poetry:


BARBARA BARBARIBVS BARBABANT BARBARA BARBIS
Barbaric things bearded barbarically with barbaric beards.2


But what makes Lucius Istacidius seem barbarian, and what makes things and people barbaric in Roman eyes? Are all barbarians barbaric, in the modern sense of being primitive, wild, uncivilised, uncultured, and/or violent? Can barbarians be heroic? Can highly civilised people be barbarians? Should we be drawing clear-cut binary distinctions between Romans and barbarians, and between Romanness and barbarity? Did Romans and barbarians need those distinctions to define themselves?3 Can a barbarian become a Roman, or vice versa? If a person’s identity is ‘cognitive [a state of mind], multi-layered, performative, situational, and dynamic’,4 what differentiates the Roman from the barbarian? Is it race, tribe, language, culture, psychology, moral values, symbols of identity, clothing, beards, religion, law, where you live, where you were born, skin colour,5 patterns of behaviour, self-identification and the identification by others, or a combination of some or all or none of these? It has been cogently argued that ‘Roman depictions of barbarians are not part of a dialogue between “us” and “them” (“we are like this whereas you are like that”) but between “us” and “us”, between Romans (“we are [or, more often, ought to be] like this because they are like that”.’6


Further questions then arise: Were barbarians hostile to Rome by default? How unified were the barbarians? Was there a ‘pan-barbarian’ identity? What might the import or imitation of Roman products that we find in Barbaricum or Barbaria (the area outside the Roman Empire) tell us about barbarian attitudes to Rome? Did the Romans have ‘barbarians on their mind’, and were they obsessed with ‘barbarophobia’ to the extent that is often imagined?7 Overall, barbarity is complex, and Roman responses to it are equally so.


The Romans inherited the word barbarus, which can be a noun (a barbarian) and an adjective (barbarous), from the Greek barbaros. This may have been in use as far back as the Bronze Age, where the word pa-pa-ro is used to signify a ‘barbarian’ outsider, in this case someone not from Pylos where the document was written.8 The original meaning of barbaros relates to language: it is an onomatopoeic word signifying unintelligible speech by someone who just goes ‘bar-bar-bar’ when they talk. Homer does not use the term barbaros, but he does use barbarophonos (‘of unintelligible speech’) to describe Troy’s Carian allies, who either don’t speak Greek or speak it very badly. Certain Greek dialects were sometimes dubbed ‘barbarian’ if they were hard for others to understand. The comic poet Aristophanes may have suggested that Gorgias was a barbarian because he had a strong Sicilian dialect,9 and Prodicus described Pittacus’ Lesbian accent as ‘barbarian’,10 not because the people of Lesbos didn’t speak Greek or because the island was felt to be outside the boundaries of the Greek world, but because it was hard to understand.


Other ancient languages have similar words: Babylonian-Sumerian uses barbaru for ‘foreigner’, and there are several Indo-European words for incomprehensible speech, including balbutio in Latin (= I stammer, stutter, babble, lisp, speak obscurely/indistinctly), blblati (‘to stammer’) in Czech, and possibly baby in English. So, originally, it was speech that defined the barbarian as against the Greek: ‘no other ancient people privileged language to such an extent in defining its own ethnicity’.11 The fifth-century BC Greek historian Thucydides felt that Homer didn’t use the term ‘barbarians’ because in his day Greeks ‘hadn’t yet been divided off so as to have a single common name by way of contrast’:12 in other words, the barbarian is defined by the Greek, and vice versa.


The Greek attitude changed as a result of the Persian invasions by Darius I and Xerxes I in 490 and 480–479 BC. The Greeks ‘invented’ the idea of the barbarian13 as they came together in a way that they had never done before, emerged victorious, and started to distinguish themselves from the anti-Greek barbarians. One notable turning point was when the great Athenian tragic playwright Aeschylus staged his Persians in 472 BC: from then on, the notion of barbarians as ‘everyone who isn’t Greek’, be they Persians, Phoenicians, Phrygians, Thracians or anyone else, really started to take hold. These ‘barbarians’ also readily accepted monarchy, which the newly democratic Athenians regarded as tantamount to slavery. Freedom was what made people truly human; forced labour made them little better than animals. Freedom allowed people to develop reason, self-control, courage, generosity and high-mindedness; barbarians and slaves possessed no mental or spiritual faculties at all, and so were childlike, effeminate, irrational, undisciplined, cruel, cowardly, selfish, greedy, luxurious, oversexed and pusillanimous. This then led to two conclusions: (a) barbarians were naturally fitted to slavery; and (b) given that the Greeks felt it was morally right to help your friends and harm your enemies, it was the duty of the Greeks to enslave them: ‘Hence, as the poets say, “It is right that Greeks should rule barbarians”,14 implying that the barbarian and the slave are identical by nature.’15


In due course, the Romans adapted the term in order to refer to anything that was non-Roman. There is irony here, in that, as far as the Greeks were concerned, the Romans themselves were technically barbarians.16 But the Romans chose to focus more on the behavioural than the racial implications of the word, at least when it suited them, and made a wholesale cultural appropriation of the Greek idea. To be truly civilised, you had to live not in the ‘savagery’ of the natural environment on the fringes of the world, but at its centre:


It is beyond question that the Ethiopians are burned by the heat of the heavenly body near them, and are born with a scorched appearance, with curly beard and hair, and that in the opposite region of the world the races have white frosty skins, with yellow hair that hangs straight; while the latter are fierce owing to the rigidity of their climate but the former wise because of the mobility of theirs . . . whereas in the middle of the earth [i.e. the Mediterranean region inhabited by the Romans], owing to a healthy blending of [fire and water], there are tracts that are fertile for all sorts of produce, and men are of medium bodily stature, with a marked blending even in the matter of complexion; customs are gentle, senses clear, intellects fertile and able to grasp the whole of nature; and they also have governments, which the outer races never have possessed.17


Barbarians came to be everyone who lived outside the limits of Rome’s power, or who resisted or rebelled against it.


As far as many Greeks and Romans were concerned, the further you went from their culture, the wilder, weirder and more monstrous people became: the physical environment beyond the borders of Rome’s empire (wherever those happened to be at any point in her history) meant that people who lived in Barbaria simply could not become civilised. And yet these people would interact with the Romans in ways that would determine the nature and course of Rome’s long history, from the founding of the city in 753 BC, to the demise of the Western Empire in AD 476.





1



Mythical and Semi-Mythical Resistance: Aeneas to Tarquin the Proud


Aeneas: From Barbarian to Trojan-Italian


History is often said to be written by the victors, and in the case of Rome the authors were extremely eloquent. The story they tell follows a remarkable trajectory from Rome’s origins as a tiny village of refugees from a conflict zone, to a dominant superpower, before being transformed into the medieval and Byzantine worlds. Yet it is deliciously ironic that the story of the Romans, who so often defined themselves against the barbarians, starts with Aeneas, one of the Trojans, a people who represented everything that the Greeks came to think of as barbarian and barbaric.


In myth, Aeneas was the product of an affair between the Trojan Anchises and the goddess Venus/Aphrodite. In the Greek traditions Aeneas was never one of Troy’s finest warriors, and Achilles was quick to taunt him about it when they met in combat:




Do you not remember when, apart from your cattle, I caught you


alone, and chased you in the speed of your feet down the hills of Ida


headlong, and that time as you ran you did not turn to look back?1





On two occasions Aeneas fought the awesome Greek warrior Diomedes2 and had to be rescued, first by Aphrodite and then by Apollo. He withdrew from the battle when he was menaced by Menelaus and Antilochus, but he did have the courage to challenge Achilles to single combat, even though he had to be saved by Poseidon, who hurled him to the edge of the battlefield and ordered him to cease fighting Achilles, because he was destined for greater things.


Aeneas’ military prowess was overshadowed by the very Roman quality of pietas: a sense of duty to your gods, state and family. This manifested itself amid the carnage of the destruction of Troy after the Greeks infiltrated the city using the Wooden Horse. Aeneas carried the aged Anchises through the flames and escaped, along with his young son Ascanius/Iulus and a small group of survivors, although not with his wife Creusa, who he lost in the chaos. These barbarian refugees headed for a new life in Italy, where they prepared the ground for Rome ultimately to become the ruler of the world.


The Aeneas myth took its definitive form in Virgil’s epic poem, the Aeneid (started in 30 BC, but unfinished at his death in 19 BC):




I tell about war and the hero who first from Troy’s frontier,


Displaced by destiny, came to the Lavinian shores,


To Italy – a man much travailed on sea and land


By the powers above, because of the brooding anger of Juno,


Suffering much in war until he could found a city


And march his gods into Latium, whence rose the Latin race,


The royal line of Alba and the high walls of Rome.3





Virgil provided the poetic, mythological version of the tale, whereas his contemporary, the historian Livy,4 narrated Rome’s early history in the first book of his monumental Ab Urbe Condita: ‘Aeneas was . . . destined to lay the foundations of a greater future . . . Once on [the Italian] shore, they set about scouring the countryside for what they could find, and while thus engaged they were met by a force of armed natives who, under their king Latinus [the ruler of Laurentum], came hurrying up . . . to protect themselves from the invaders.’5


Mythical traditions are always fluid, and there were two versions of what happened next. In one, there was a fight, Latinus was beaten, and then he came to terms with Aeneas and gave him his daughter Lavinia in marriage. The alternative version brings the two sides together in negotiations before the battle, in which Aeneas told Latinus who his men were, where they had come from, why they had left their homes, and what their objective in landing in Latinus’ territory was. Latinus was so impressed by ‘the noble bearing of the strangers and by their leader’s high courage either for peace or war’6 that he gave Aeneas his hand in friendship, a treaty, hospitality and his daughter Lavinia in marriage.


The Trojans had now found a permanent home, and the ancestry of the Romans had now grown to encompass the Latins – equally barbarian, at least to Greek sensibilities. The Trojans started to build a settlement, called Lavinium after Aeneas’ new wife, and a child was soon born: Ascanius.7


Not everyone was happy with these arrangements, however. Turnus, prince of the Rutuli, had been engaged to Lavinia before Aeneas arrived. Dishonoured and enraged, he went on the offensive, but was defeated, although Latinus was also killed in the fighting. Turnus then sought the help of the formidable King Mezentius of the Etruscans, who was understandably worried by, and hostile to, the Trojan–Laurentian alliance. Virgil presents Mezentius as cruel and barbarous:




Why, he would even have live men bound to dead bodies,


Clamping them hand to hand and face to face – a horrible


Method of torture – so that they died a lingering death


Infected with putrefaction in that most vile embrace.8





In this dangerous situation Aeneas conferred the native name of Latins onto his Trojans, intending to strengthen the bond with his allies. And with the Trojans and Latins rapidly becoming one people, Aeneas felt confident to attack the Etruscans. In the battle the Latins were victorious: Aeneas drove his spear through the temples of Mezentius’ horse, causing it to fall on top of the Etruscan, pinning him to the ground, and when the warrior offered his throat to Aeneas’ sword, he cut it.


It just remained for Aeneas and Turnus to settle their differences man-to-man, or as Virgil put it, like bulls fighting for mastery of the herd: Turnus’ sword shattered into fragments when he struck at Aeneas – in his excitement he had grabbed an ordinary man-made sword, not his usual Vulcan-made one; he fled, but Aeneas couldn’t catch him because he had earlier been wounded in the leg; Turnus’ sister Juturna gave Turnus his magic sword back; Venus retrieved Aeneas’ spear for him; and so the two warriors stood with their spirits and weapons restored.


At this point Virgil inserts an absolutely crucial divine interlude, in which a key aspect of Roman identity is resolved. Juno had been implacably opposed to the Trojans ever since their prince Paris had judged her less beautiful than Aeneas’ mother Venus in the ‘Judgement of Paris’,9 but now Jupiter forbids her to harass the Trojans any more. She accepts, but only if this means the end of Troy and that the Italians are the dominant partners in the alliance from which the Roman people will spring; when the two nations unite they must be called ‘Latins’ or ‘Italians’, not ‘Trojans’; and the Italians must not change their native dress or their language (the Romans always spoke Latin, not ‘Roman’). During the fighting Turnus’ brother-in-law Numanus Remulus had delivered an impassioned harangue: we Italians, he said, are hardy sons of toil, brought up as hunters, farmers and warriors; you Trojans, with your clothes dyed yellow and purple, delight in dancing and idleness – you are Phrygian women, not Phrygian men!10 In essence, the Romans must break with their effete barbarian past. Jupiter accepts.


Aeneas and Turnus can now engage for the last time. When Aeneas’ spear roars louder than a thunderbolt and sticks in Turnus’ thigh, bringing him to his knees, Turnus foregoes his claim to Lavinia and pleads for his life. Aeneas dithers until he sees the sword-belt that Turnus captured from his friend Pallas, at which point the red mist descends and he buries his sword in Turnus’ chest, bringing Virgil’s Aeneid to an unexpectedly shocking end. Livy says that the battle was the last of Aeneas’ earthly labours in this world: ‘He lies buried on the banks of the river Numicus, whatever it is lawful and right to call him – man or god.11



Alba Longa



Ascanius was too young to take over his father’s power, but Lavinia was a formidable woman, and acted as regent until he came of age. Even Livy is baffled by the conflicting traditions about Ascanius’ identity: ‘Was it the one I have been discussing, or was it an elder brother, the son of Creusa, who was born before the sack of Troy and was with Aeneas in his escape from the burning city – the Iulus, in fact, whom the Julian family claim as their eponym? It is at any rate certain that Aeneas was his father.’12


Livy explains that whoever his mother might have been, it can be taken as a fact that Ascanius ultimately left Lavinium in charge of his (step)mother and went off to found a new settlement on the Alban hills: Alba Longa. The River Albula (now the Tiber) became the boundary between the Latins and Etruscans.


Virgil provides deep insights into the Roman self-image in his Aeneid, where, in Book 6, Aeneas goes down to the Underworld to visit the ghost of Anchises, just before he makes his first landfall in Italy. His father shows him a gathering of souls waiting to be born, each of whom reveals, in his own way, the type of quality that the Romans admired, principally moral rectitude and courage on the battlefield. His list starts with Silvius – an Alban name meaning ‘Born in the Woods’ – who was Aeneas’ last child, born to Lavinia when Aeneas was an old man.13 However, in Livy’s account of the kings of Alba Longa, this Silvius is the son of Ascanius, succeeded by Aeneas Silvius, whose heir was Latinus Silvius.14 All the kings of Alba kept the cognomen Silvius. The line then ran through Alba, Atys, Capys, Capetus and Tiberinus, who was drowned in the River Albula, giving his name to the River Tiber, which still runs through Rome. After Tiberinus came Agrippa, Romulus Silvius, who was struck by lightning, and Aventinus, who was buried on the hill now known as the Aventine. The next king was Proca(s). He had two sons, Numitor and Amulius, and bequeathed the realm of the Silvian family to Numitor, the elder: ‘That, at least, was his intention, but respect for seniority was flouted . . . and Amulius drove out his brother and seized the throne. One act of violence led to another; he proceeded to murder his brother’s male children, and made his niece, Rhea Silvia, a Vestal Virgin, ostensibly to do her honour, but actually by condemning her to perpetual virginity to preclude the possibility of issue.’15


Romulus and Remus


The Roman narrative, still firmly in the realm of myth and legend, now arrives at the story of Romulus and Remus, which is traditionally set in the middle of the eighth century BC. Our twenty-first-century knowledge of early Rome comes primarily from archaeology, and recent excavations of the black stone shrine known as Lapis Niger in the Roman Forum, led by Patrizia Fortuni, have found the remains of a wall, along with fragments of ceramics and grains, dating to the late ninth/early eighth century BC, therefore conflicting with the traditional foundation date of 753 BC.16 But the Romans could not be expected to know this. They only started writing their own history relatively late. The first proper Roman historian was the Roman Senator Quintus Fabius Pictor, an annalist who wrote in Greek at the end of the third century BC, and recorded events for reference purposes rather than giving his own analysis. His work described the development of Rome from the earliest times, and although it is now lost, it was an important source for other historians such as Polybius,17 Dionysius of Halicarnassus18 and Livy.


However, despite not having accurate information, the Romans still had to explain their origins, and Livy’s version became the definitive one:


But (I suppose) it was predestined that this great city should be founded, and with it the beginning of the mightiest of empires, apart from that of the gods. The Vestal Virgin [Rhea Silvia] was raped, and after she gave birth to twin sons, she named Mars as their father – either because she believed it, or perhaps it seemed more respectable if a god was the cause of her guilt. But neither gods nor men protected her and her infants from the cruelty of the king. He ordered the priestess to be put in chains and thrown into prison, and the boys to be drowned in the river [Tiber].19


But destiny intervened. The Tiber had burst its banks, making it impossible to access the proper river, so the men tasked with drowning the children left them in a basket on the edge of the floodwater, where the Ruminal fig tree – said to have once been known as the fig tree of Romulus – stood in Livy’s day in the Roman Forum. When the waters receded, the basket was left high and dry. A she-wolf came down from the neighbouring hills to drink, heard the children’s cries, suckled them, and behaved so gently with them that the king’s shepherd Faustulus found her licking them with her tongue. Faustulus gave them to his wife Larentia to nurse. Livy comments that some people rationalise the tale by saying that Larentia was actually a prostitute who was called ‘Wolf-girl’ by the shepherds20 – in Latin lupa, ‘she-wolf’, was slang for ‘prostitute’.21


The motifs in this story are interesting, focusing on surprisingly negative themes that emphasise violence and wildness: Romulus and Remus’ father Mars was the god of the fury of war; they were deliberately exposed to the brutality of nature, and rescued by a beast that was a byword for savagery; and shepherds were typically regarded as uncivilised outsiders. Barbarity lies at the heart of Rome’s foundation myth.


Romulus and Remus’ grandfather Numitor eventually acknowledged them, and they helped him to secure his position as King of Alba in his struggle with Amulius, after which they decided to found a new settlement on the site where they had been left to drown. There were population pressures on Alba, which was struggling to accommodate the Albans, the Latins and a large number of herdsmen. But the twins’ plans foundered on jealousy and ambition. They quarrelled over which of them should rule the new settlement and give his name to it. So Romulus went to the Palatine Hill and Remus to the Aventine, from where they could scan the sky for omens: ‘Remus, the story goes, was the first to receive a sign – six vultures; and no sooner was this made known to the people than double the number of birds appeared to Romulus. The followers of each promptly saluted their master as king, one side basing its claim upon priority, the other upon number. Angry words ensued, followed all too soon by blows, and in the course of the affray Remus was killed.’22


Livy also mentions a version in which Remus jeered at his brother and leaped over the half-built walls of the new city, prompting Romulus to kill him and to add the famous threat, ‘And so will die anyone else who shall leap over my walls!’23 So Romulus obtained sole power, and the city was named Roma after him.


Later Romans would wonder about Romulus’ potential barbarism, and there is an illuminating exchange in Cicero’s De Re Publica on this question:




Scipio. Now tell me: was Romulus a king of barbarians?


Laelius. If, as the Greeks say, all men are either Greeks or barbarians, I am afraid he was; but if that name ought to be applied on the basis of men’s manners rather than their language, I do not consider the Greeks less barbarous than the Romans.


Scipio. Yet for the purposes of our present subject we consider only character, not race.24





So Roman behaviour meant that they were not barbarians, and in later years the Romans attributed their astonishing success to Rome’s geographical position and its effects on their character: ‘The peoples of Italy have the optimum constitution . . . both in physique and in the mental intelligence that is a match for their valour . . . It was, therefore, a divine intelligence that placed the city of the Roman people in an excellent and temperate country, so that she might acquire the right to rule over the whole world.’25


Actually, Rome was very inconveniently sited for the centre for a large empire, and a thousand years after Romulus it would become something of a backwater where some emperors never even went. Cities such as Nicomedia (modern İzmit, Turkey), Treveri (Trier, Germany), Mediolanum (Milan, Italy), Sirmium (Sremska Mitrovica, Serbia), Antioch (Antakya, Turkey), Serdica (Sofia, Bulgaria) and Thessalonica (Thessaloniki, Greece) eventually became far more significant, and in the end all roads did not lead to (or from) Rome. However, Rome’s location did contribute to its early success in Italy. Of Rome’s famous Seven Hills, the Palatine and Capitoline provided good defensive sites, overlooking a convenient crossing point over the Tiber, and the city itself, located about halfway down the western side of Italy, was on the intersection of some important lines of communication: north to Etruria, whose civilisation had a major influence on Rome’s customs, religious procedures, symbols of power and architecture; south into the valley of the Trerus (modern Sacco) or round the base of the Alban Hills, and on to the culturally advanced Greek city-states of Magna Graecia (‘Great Greece’) in southern Italy. More local routes led down to the mouth of the Tiber, giving access the sea, and upriver into Sabine territory, past important Etruscan settlements and into the interior of Umbria. Rome had the potential to develop into an important hub.


The Reign of Romulus (Traditionally 753–715 BC)


Romulus doesn’t only figure in historical works: he has his place in poetry too. In the catalogue of soon-to-be-born heroes in the Aeneid, Aeneas’ father points him out:




Further, a child of Mars shall go to join his grandsire –


Romulus, born of the stock of Assaracus by his mother,


Ilia. Look at the twin plumes upon his helmet’s crest,


Mars’ cognisance, which marks him out for the world of earth!


His are the auguries, my son, whereby great Rome


Shall rule to the ends of the earth, shall aspire to the highest achievement,


Shall ring the seven hills with a wall to make one city,


Blessed in her breed of men.26





Romulus fortified the Palatine Hill, established a number of important religious ceremonies, summoned his subjects, and gave them laws: ‘In his view the rabble27 over whom he ruled could be induced to respect the law only if he himself adopted certain visible signs of power; he proceeded, therefore, to increase the dignity and impressiveness of his position by various devices, of which the most important was the creation of the twelve lictors28 to attend his person.’29


Rome continued to grow, and Romulus encouraged asylum seekers to go there: ‘Hither fled for refuge all the rag-tag-and-bobtail from the neighbouring peoples: some free, some slaves, and all of them wanting nothing but a fresh start. That mob was the first real addition to the City’s strength, the first step to her future greatness.’30


Again, the emphasis falls on outsiders, aliens and exiles. Romulus needed to exert a measure of social control over this rootless, diverse and somewhat barbaric population. So he created 100 senators, or ‘Fathers’, as they were called, whose descendants were called ‘Patricians’.31


In local terms, Rome was powerful. But she had a serious long-term problem: there were not enough women. The Romans were going to die out, and the neighbouring communities refused to grant rights of intermarriage to such barbarous people: ‘More often than not [Romulus’] envoys were dismissed with the question of whether Rome had thrown open her doors to female, as well as to male, runaways and vagabonds, as that would evidently be the most suitable way for Romans to get wives.’32


The young Romans hated being disrespected in this way, so Romulus prepared for the inevitable violence by making lavish preparations to celebrate the Consualia Festival,33 and sent out invitations to the neighbouring communities. Prominent among the crowds who flocked to Rome were the Sabines, with their wives and children. They were welcomed hospitably, shown around the town, and then the festivities commenced. ‘The preconcerted attack began. At a given signal the young Romans darted this way and that, to seize and carry off the maidens. In most cases these were taken by the men in whose path they chanced to be. Some, of exceptional beauty, had been marked out for the chief senators, and were carried off to their houses by plebeians to whom the office had been entrusted.’34


The fun of the fair turned to panic, tears and recriminations. The girls were terrified. Romulus tried to reassure them:




He declared that their own parents were really to blame, in that they had been too proud to allow intermarriage with their neighbours; nevertheless, they need not fear; as married women they would share all the fortunes of Rome, all the privileges of the community, and they would be bound to their husbands by the dearest bond of all, their children . . . The men, too, played their part: they spoke honeyed words and vowed that it was passionate love which had prompted their offence. No plea can better touch a woman’s heart.35





Needless to say, there was a backlash. But when the men of Caenina took up arms on the Sabines’ behalf, the Romans defeated them. Tradition had it that Romulus himself killed their chieftain, Acron, and dedicated the armour which he had stripped from the corpse to Jupiter Feretrius. These came to be known as the ‘Fat Spoils’ (Spolia Opima),36 and the distinction of winning them was incredibly rare.


Following further unsuccessful assaults upon Rome by the men of Crustumium and Antemnae, the Sabines took to the field themselves, using carefully designed treachery. Spurius Tarpeius, the commander of the Roman citadel, had a young daughter called Tarpeia, who was bribed by the Sabine king Titus Tatius to let a detachment of his soldiers into the fortress. But once inside, they crushed her to death under their shields. Livy relates a story that Tarpeia’s price had been ‘What the Sabines had on their shield-arms’, in reference to gold bracelets and jewelled rings that they wore on their left arms, but they repaid her literally with the shields. There was also a version in which she actually demanded their shields, and got precisely what she had asked for.37


The Sabines were now in possession of the citadel of Rome. The battle then see-sawed until the Sabine women intervened. They forced their way between the flying spears, and appealed to their fathers and husbands: ‘ “We are mothers now,” they cried; “our children are your sons – your grandsons: do not put on them the stain of parricide. If our marriage – if the relationship between you – is hateful to you, turn your anger against us. We are the cause of strife; on our account our husbands and fathers lie wounded or dead, and we would rather die ourselves than live on either widowed or orphaned.” ’38


The appeal worked. Peace broke out and the sides united under a single government, with Rome as the seat of power, but as a gesture to the Sabines, the Romans called themselves Quirites, after the Sabine town of Cures.39 Once again, in early Rome we are in a world of homelessness and transience, of pillage and abduction. The Romans revered aspects of their history that their Greek counterparts would have seen as typically barbarian.


Roman tradition differs from that of other ancient societies in that women very often play crucial roles at key moments in history. Attitudes towards them in early Roman society become clear through a set of Leges Regiae (‘Royal Laws’) put forward by Romulus, designed to make them behave with modesty and decorum. A woman joined to her husband by confarreatio (formal marriage) shared in all his possessions and sacred rites, and nothing could annul these marriages apart from adultery, or if she poisoned his children or cloned his key. Quite how much authority the husband had over his wife is debatable: Cato tells us that husbands had the right to kill their wives for adultery or drinking (because drinking leads to adultery), but Dionysius of Halicarnassus states that the husband had at least to confer with the woman’s relatives first. For her part, she had to conform entirely to her husband’s wishes, but, if she was virtuous and obedient, she was the mistress of the house to the same degree as he was master of it. We are told that the wisdom of this legislation meant that no marriage was dissolved at Rome over a period of 500 years.


Further conflicts broke out with the neighbouring towns of Fidenae and Veii, and again the Romans were victorious. Livy then concludes his account of Romulus with an evaluation of his reign. Romulus scores highly for his military and political achievements, his vigour and wisdom, for founding Rome, and for making her strong by the arts of both war and peace, but he gets less credit for being better loved by the Plebeians and the army than by the Senate. A bizarre event then occurs: ‘One day while he was holding a muster of his troops on the Campus Martius near the swamp of Capra, in order to review the army, a storm sprang up, with violent claps of thunder, and enveloped him in a cloud, so thick that it hid him from the sight of the assembled people; and from that moment Romulus was never seen on earth again.’40



The Kings of Rome



In a narrative where the dates are traditional, vague and subject to dispute, the historians of Rome had the city ruled for around 250 years by Romulus and six further kings. Numa Pompilius (traditionally 715–672 BC) succeeded Romulus, and is regarded as the founder of the Roman legal system. By the end of his reign Rome was as eminent for self-mastery as for military power. According to Virgil, Rome’s third king, Tullus Hostilius (‘The Hostile’), who traditionally ruled from 672 to 641 BC, was destined




To shake our land out of its indolence, stirring men up to fight


Who have grown unadventurous and lost the habit of victory.41





During his reign he came into conflict with Mettius Fufetius, the dictator of Alba Longa. Their method of conflict resolution was to organise a fight between three triplet brothers on each side: the Alban Curiatii versus the Roman Horatii. The sole survivor was the Roman Horatius. After peace terms were agreed, Horatius killed his sister for mourning her fiancé, who had been one of the Curiatii, on the grounds that she was being unpatriotic.42


The peace soon broke down. The Albans criticised Mettius for entrusting their nation’s welfare to just three soldiers, convincing him to resort to ‘evil measures’ to regain their favour. He persuaded the men of Fidenae, a Roman colony, and of Veii, to declare war on Rome, while he played the part of the traitor under the guise of friendship.43 Tullus Hostilius invoked the treaty with Mettius, and the Romano-Alban forces took to the field, with Mettius’ Albans drawn up against the men of Fidenae, and Tullus confronting the Veientes. But Mettius simply retreated to some higher ground and watched the battle unfold. The Romans won; Mettius congratulated them; but Tullus saw through the deception, and devised a punishment that would serve as a warning to all mankind:44 ‘Mettius Fufetius [he said], just as a little while ago your heart was divided between the states of Fidenae and Rome, so now you shall give up your body to be torn two ways.’45 His limbs were attached to two four-horse chariots that then ran in opposite directions, with horrifying results. The Romans loved exempla (‘examples’) to follow for their moral well-being, and the episode was depicted on the shield of Aeneas in Virgil’s Aeneid:




Near this was the scene where chariots, driven apart, had torn


Mettius to pieces (but you should have kept to your word, Alban!) –


Tullus is dragging away the remains of that false-tongued man


Through a wood, and the brambles there are drenched with a bloody dew.46





Livy found the incident less edifying, however: ‘Such was the first and last punishment among the Romans of a kind that disregards the laws of humanity. In other cases we may boast that with no nation have milder punishments found favour.’47


In the end Jupiter struck Tullus Hostilius with a thunderbolt for conducting a religious ritual incorrectly. He was succeeded by Ancus Marcius (r. 641–616 BC), famed as both a soldier and as an administrator, although Virgil regarded him as rather too much of a populist. Between 616 and 578 BC Tarquinius Priscus, a man of Etruscan origin, fought successfully against the Sabines and the Latins, before turning to significant infrastructure projects at Rome, handing the realm on to Servius Tullius (conventionally r. 578–534 BC), after whom, we are told, no Roman king would ever again rule with humanity and justice, although there would only be one more monarch, the notorious Tarquinius Superbus (‘The Proud’: traditional dates r. 534–510 BC). Egged on by Servius Tullius’ daughter Tullia, he usurped the throne and embarked on a reign of terror, although the tradition does acknowledge his success on the battlefield, along with some major civil engineering schemes, which included the Cloaca Maxima (the Great Sewer).


With Tarquinius Superbus we again see the involvement of a remarkable woman – Lucretia. Her story starts with some Roman commanders drinking and boasting about their wives. Her husband Collatinus suggests that they should make unannounced visits to them, then and there. Everyone else’s wife is partying like crazy, but not Lucretia. She is a paragon of womanly virtue, working by lamplight on her spinning. However, her beauty and proven chastity simply ignited the lust of Tarquinius Superbus’ son Sextus Tarquinius. He went back to the house at night with his sword and made his way to Lucretia’s room. She was asleep:




Laying his left hand on her breast, ‘Lucretia,’ he whispered, ‘not a sound! I am Sextus Tarquinius. I am armed – if you utter a word, I will kill you.’ He used every weapon that might conquer a woman’s heart. But all in vain; not even the fear of death could make her submit. ‘If death will not move you,’ Sextus cried, ‘dishonour shall. I will kill you first, then cut the throat of a slave and lay his naked body by your side. Will they not believe that you have been caught in adultery with a servant – and paid the price?’ Even the most resolute chastity could not have stood against this dreadful threat. Lucretia yielded. Sextus enjoyed her, and rode away.48





She wrote to her father and husband, who both tried to comfort her: she was innocent; without intention there could never be guilt, but she was intransigent: ‘ “Never in the future will any unchaste woman live through the example of Lucretia!” Then she drew a knife that she had concealed under her robe, and plunged it into her heart.’49


This sordid tragedy prompted Lucius Iunius Brutus to rally the people of Rome against Tarquinius, who went into exile at Caere in 510 BC. Sextus Tarquinius fled to Gabii where he was assassinated. At Rome, the monarchy was replaced by two annually elected consuls, one of whom was Brutus, and from this point on kingship was anathema at Rome. Barbarians were ruled by kings; Rome had now become a republic.


Lars Porsenna versus the Early Heroes of Rome


Tarquinius Superbus did not surrender his kingship easily. Aided by Veii and Tarquinii he fought indecisively with the Romans at Silva Arsia, and then received help from Lars Porsenna (or Porsena) of Clusium, who marched on Rome in 508 BC. Back in the realm of legend, the incident was depicted on Aeneas’ shield:




Again, you could see Porsenna telling the Romans to take back


The banished Tarquin, and laying strenuous siege to Rome,


While the sons of Aeneas took up the sword for freedom’s sake:


He was pictured there to the life, pouring out threats and wild with


Chagrin, seeing that [Horatius] Cocles dared to break down the bridge


And Cloelia had slipped her fetters and was swimming across the river.50





Horatius Cocles is traditionally portrayed as the ideal Roman: a farmer-soldier, stern, sedulous, serious and selfsufficient, and showing dogged determination and an unflinching devotion to duty.




When the enemy approached, everyone withdrew from their fields [straight away we see the ideal farmer-soldiers spring into action] and made for the city, which they surrounded with guards. However, the pile bridge [over the Tiber] nearly provided the enemy with entry to the city, had there not been one man, Horatius Cocles . . . He happened to have been stationed as a guard at the bridge, [saw] the enemy running . . . towards it, [and] ordered the Romans . . . to break it down . . . He . . . then strode to the entrance of the bridge . . . and astonished the enemy with his incredible audacity. A sense of shame held two other men alongside him. These were Spurius Larcius and Titus Herminius.51





The three men stood firm against the first assault and, when the bridge was about to collapse, Horatius ordered the other two to retreat to safety. He stayed until two sounds shattered the air: the crash of the falling bridge and the cheer of the Romans. Then he jumped fully armed into the Tiber and swam across to safety, ‘having dared a deed that was destined to win more celebrity than credence with posterity’.52 He received a typically early Roman reward: ‘His statue was erected in the open-air meeting place, and he was given as much farmland as he could plough around in one day.’53


But Porsenna’s siege continued, prompting another legendary act of heroism by Gaius Mucius. He sought the Senate’s permission to make his way into the enemy lines with a concealed dagger. He got close to Porsenna, but stabbed his secretary by mistake and was immediately apprehended. He told Porsenna that there would be a constant stream of Romans seeking to do what he had failed to achieve, and when Porsenna ordered him to be burned alive unless he revealed the details of this plot, Mucius plunged his right hand into the sacrificial fire and let it burn. Porsenna was so astonished by this superhuman endurance, and the fact that Mucius was a worse enemy to himself than to him, that he released him. Mucius was henceforth knowns as Scaevola, ‘the Left-Handed Man’, because of the loss of his right hand, and Porsenna opened negotiations. Peace was agreed, but not at a price that included the restoration of the Tarquins.54


Scaevola inspired the Roman women to emulate him, notably Cloelia. She was being held hostage by the Etruscans, but was able to elude her captors and swim back across the Tiber through a hail of missiles. Porsenna was so impressed with her ‘more than masculine courage’, beyond even that shown by Horatius and Mucius, that he said that while he would regard the treaty as broken if she were not returned, he would personally restore her to her family if the Romans surrendered her. Both sides did the honourable thing: Cloelia went to Porsenna and immediately back to Rome, and friendly relations were restored.55


In fact, this famous story has an alternative version in which the Romans capitulated to Porsenna, who took Rome and banned the use of iron weapons.56 This has led scholars to wonder whether Porsenna was not trying to restore the Tarquin dynasty, but to overthrow it. But the Etruscan didn’t stay long in Rome, and soon faced resistance from other Latin communities who, like the Romans, were seeking freedom from Etruscan domination. With the assistance of the culturally Greek tyrant Aristodemus Malakos (‘the Effeminate’) of Cumae, they defeated Porsenna’s son Arruns at the Battle of Aricia in c.506 BC.57 Given that Tarquinius Superbus had close links with both the Latins and Aristodemus, it is possible that it was actually Porsenna who abolished the monarchy at Rome, and that the Republic only emerged after he withdrew. Tarquinius initially took refuge with Mamilius Octavius of Tusculum, his son-in-law. Then, after his legendary defeat leading a league of Latin states at the Battle of Lake Regillus, where the deities Castor and Pollux allegedly fought on the Roman side, he joined Aristodemus at Cumae, where he died in 496 BC. Relations between the Latins and Rome were regularised in a treaty: ‘Let them neither make war upon one another themselves nor call in foreign enemies, nor grant safe passage to those who shall make war upon either, but let them assist one another with all their might when warred upon and let each have an equal share of the spoils and booty taken in their common wars.’58


This would be a crucial factor in Rome’s dealings with the tribes of Italy, and with barbarians from outside.
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Brennus: The Gaul Who Sacked Rome


The treaty that Rome signed with the Latin League in 493 BC provided strength and stability for both sides, especially since they continually had to defend themselves against attacks from central Italian hill tribes such as the Aequi, Volsci and Sabines. These peoples were driven by a lack of land and resources to attempt to establish new homes in the more attractive territory around Latium. There was some sort of warfare almost every year, and Rome played, or claimed to have played, a leading role. However, the relatively localised nature of the conflicts changed with the arrival of a Gallic chieftain called Brennus (Brennos in the Greek sources). He stands as the first, and in many ways one of the most successful, of Rome’s external barbarian opponents. Typically, there are quite full, albeit sometimes conflicting accounts of the events by both Roman and Greek sources, but nothing from the Gallic barbarian side: we have to look to the archaeology to provide a more neutral perspective, even if Brennus is given one of the most memorable soundbites in the whole of Roman history.



Invasion



Brennus was a chieftain of a Gallic tribe that our sources called the Senones or Sennones. Originally from central Gaul (modern Sens in Bourgogne-Franche-Comté in France still carries their name), these people had in the past made their way across the Alps into Italy. Plutarch tells his readers that the Gauls were of Celtic stock, and that tens of thousands of young warriors, plus a still greater number of women and children, had set out in search of new lands because their own country couldn’t sustain their growing numbers.1


To the Romans the Gauls were always barbarous. Pliny the Elder tells us about the orator Crassus famously ridiculing an irritating and uncouth witness in court: ‘[The witness] kept asking him: “Now tell me, Crassus, what sort of a person do you take me to be?” “That sort of a person,” said Crassus, pointing to a picture of a Gaul putting out his tongue in a very unbecoming fashion.’2


Both Plutarch and Dionysius of Halicarnassus3 tell us that the reason the Gauls came into Italy was down to sex and wine. A Tyrrhenian chieftain called Lucumo had entrusted his son4 to a loyal man named Arruns (or Arron) as guardian. Arruns took his responsibilities seriously, looked after the boy, and when Lucumo died he turned over his estate as agreed. However, the young man was less honourable: he fell in love with Arruns’ beautiful young wife and ‘corrupted her mind as well as her body’.5 Arruns was unable to secure justice or exact vengeance on the lovers, so he decided to go abroad, ostensibly on a trade mission to Gaul. His young rival was delighted and gave him everything he needed, including wine, olive oil and figs. At this time, we are told, ‘The Gauls . . . had no knowledge either of wine made from grapes, or of oils . . . produced by our olive trees. For wine they used a foul-smelling liquor made from barley rotted in water [i.e. beer], and for oil, stale lard, disgusting both in smell and taste.’6


The pleasure the Gauls got from tasting these things for the first time was so intense that they gathered their weapons and families, and set off in quest of the land that produced them, ‘considering the rest of the world barren and wild’.7 It helped that they had also been told that the area where they were produced was large, fertile and sparsely populated by people who were no better than women when it came to warfare. So there was no need to buy these products any more, since they could just seize the land instead. And they did, taking possession of an area from the Alps down to both the Adriatic and Tuscan seas.8 The Senones settled on the Adriatic coast in what came to be called the Ager Gallicus, where they founded Sena Gallica9 (modern Senigallia in the Marche region).


They conducted what to Roman and Greek eyes was a typically barbarian lifestyle: unurbanised, itinerant and uncultured:




They lived in unwalled villages, without any superfluous furniture; for as they slept on beds of leaves and fed on meat and were exclusively occupied with war and agriculture, their lives were very simple, and they had no knowledge whatever of any art or science. Their possessions consisted of cattle and gold, because these were the only things they could carry about with them everywhere according to circumstances and shift where they chose.10






Wine and Barbarity



The connection between wine and barbarism/civilisation is an important one in Greek and Roman antiquity. Humanity’s relationship with the cultivated grape vine, vitis vinifera sativa, goes back into the Neolithic period, and viticulture had become established in the Greek world by Minoan and Mycenaean times – around the second millennium BC. For instance, one tripod cooking pot has been proven to have contained wine flavoured with pine resin and with toasted oak: essentially retsina. Viticulture represented an important cultural and social choice: in a sense, drinking wine differentiates humanity from the beasts – it’s something that defines us as human beings. It makes us civilised.


Vine growing was closely associated with the dissemination of classical culture: so, for instance, the Greek settlers of Massilia (modern Marseilles) are represented by Justin as teaching the Gauls not just the pleasures of urban life and constitutional government, but also viticulture. Essentially that’s how you de-barbarise people – you make them drink wine, rather than beer:




The nations of the west also have their own intoxicant, made from grain soaked in water; there are a number of ways of making it in the various provinces of Gaul and Spain and under different names, although the principle is the same . . . By Hercules, it used to be thought that the product of the earth in that country was corn. Alas, what wonderful ingenuity vice possesses! A method has actually been discovered for making even water intoxicated!11





Wine was the everyday drink of all classes in Rome. It was also a key component in one of the central social institutions of the elite, the convivium (dinner and drinking party). Substantial quantities of wine were often drunk at convivia, although it was invariably heavily diluted with water. It was considered a mark of uncivilised peoples to drink wine neat, which had supposedly catastrophic effects on their mental and physical health.


So drinking unmixed wine = barbarity. And the Roman historian Ammianus Marcellinus says of the Gauls that:




As a race they are given to drink, and are fond of a number of liquors that resemble wine; some of the baser sort wander about aimlessly in a fuddled state of perpetual intoxication, a condition which Cato described as a kind of self-induced madness. There seems then to be some truth in what Cicero said in his defence of Fonteius, that ‘henceforth the Gauls will take their drink with water, a practice which they used to think equivalent to taking poison’.12





An index of how much the Romans had civilised the Gauls seems to be how much water they had got them to put into their alcohol.


Clusium


Hopes that wine consumption might have civilised the Gauls in Italy seem to have been dashed when 30,000 Sennones invaded Etruria and besieged Clusium in 391 BC. The city’s inhabitants asked the Romans to send ambassadors to the barbarians (Plutarch specifically uses the Greek word barbaroi13) on their behalf. Three eminent men of the Fabian gens were duly despatched, and the Gauls stopped their assault and agreed to talks. When Brennus was asked what his people had suffered at the hands of the Clusians, he just laughed:




The Clusians wrong us in that, being able to till only a small parcel of earth, they yet are bent on holding a large one, and will not share it with us, who are strangers, many in number and poor. This is the wrong which you too suffered, O Romans, formerly at the hands of the Albans, Fidenates, and Ardeates, and now lately at the hands of the Veientines, Capenates, and many of the Faliscans and Volscians. You march against these peoples, and if they will not share their goods with you, you enslave them, despoil them, and raze their cities to the ground; not that in so doing you are in any wise cruel or unjust, no, you are but obeying that most ancient of laws which gives to the stronger the goods of his weaker neighbours, the world over, beginning with God himself and ending with the beasts that perish . . . Cease, therefore, to pity the Clusians when we besiege them, that you may not teach the Gauls to be kind and full of pity towards those who are wronged by the Romans.14





The Roman envoys saw that there was no chance of coming to terms with Brennus, so they slipped into Clusium and persuaded its citizens to attack the Gauls with them. According to Plutarch, in the fighting that followed, Quintus Ambustus, one of the Fabii, attacked and killed a particularly handsome Gaul. But as Ambustus was stripping his armour from the corpse, Brennus recognised him. In Brennus’ eyes Ambustus had come as an ambassador, but had instigated an unjust war. So he called off the assault on Clusium, and headed for Rome instead, demanding that Ambustus should be handed over for punishment.


A lively debate ensued at Rome. Diodorus says that the Senate initially tried to buy the Celts off, but when their offer was rejected they voted to surrender the accused.15 Plutarch adds that the Fetiales, the Roman priests who acted as the guardians of peace and also as arbiters of the grounds on which war could justly be made, pressured the Senate ‘to turn the curse of what had been done upon the one guilty man, and so to make expiation for the rest’.16 In the end the matter was referred to the provocatio ad populum, ‘appeal to the people’, who ‘so scorned and mocked at religion’17 that they overturned the decision of the Senate and the Fetiales. Inevitably, the Gauls bore down on Rome with an army said to number more than 70,000 men,18 instigating widespread terror by their numbers, splendid equipment and furious violence.


It should be said that the entire story of the events at Clusium could well be ‘alternative facts’ and Roman propaganda. There was no valid reason for Clusium to seek Rome’s help, and the Gauls didn’t need any pretext to attack Rome, so it is possible that the story just serves to explain an otherwise unmotivated attack on Rome, but more importantly to cast Rome as a champion of Italy against the Gauls.19 A variant theory has Brennus working in concert with the Greek tyrant Dionysius I of Syracuse in his attempt to dominate Sicily. At this period Rome had close links with the city of Messana (modern Messina), which Dionysius wanted to capture, so if Brennus could tie up Rome’s forces for a while, Dionysius would be freer to achieve his goals. But, if the Clusium affair is historically accurate, Rome’s illegal intervention resulted in war, and a catastrophic defeat much closer to home.



Battle of the Allia



As the Gauls marched towards Rome, the Romans armed all the men of military age – over 40,000 of them, according to Plutarch, but generally untrained and inexperienced in combat – and headed out to meet them.20 They marched for around ten miles along the River Tiber and encamped close to its confluence with the river Allia. When the barbarians attacked, the Romans deployed their 24,000 better fighters in a line from the river as far as the hills, while their weaker warriors took up a position on the highest hills. The barbarian troops also deployed in a long line, but with their elite troops on the hills. In ‘a disorderly and shameful struggle’21 these Gallic warriors easily drove the Romans off the high ground, causing further confusion to the troops on the plain as they fled. The ancient narratives22 differ slightly in detail, but not in the end result: it became a bloodbath, and many Romans were massacred along the riverbanks and in the water.


Plutarch regards the Romans’ defeat as their own fault: they had too many commanders, neglected to sacrifice with good omens, and failed to consult the prophets prior to giving battle.23 Furthermore, although he is sceptical about the effect of this, he says, they fought on an ‘unlucky day’ (dies nefastus), just after the summer solstice when the moon was almost full,24 on the anniversary of a disaster in which 300 men of the Fabian gens had been cut to pieces by the Tuscans. The extent of the defeat by the Gauls was so appalling that the day came to be called dies Alliensis (the Day of the Allia) after the river, and was regarded by the Romans as one of the unluckiest of all, ‘since in the presence of calamity, timidity and superstition often overflow all bounds’.25


Many of the Roman survivors took to the city of Veii, which they had recently razed, and fortified it as best they could, while others made it to Rome and reported the disaster. Those at Veii thought that Rome had been utterly devastated. They were mistaken in this, although quite a few Roman families did flee to neighbouring cities. In fact, the Roman magistrates coordinated resistance efforts by ordering the populace to bring supplies of food, along with silver, gold, their most expensive clothing and their sacred things to the Capitoline Hill, which they fenced with ramparts and stocked with missiles. The Vestal Virgins put most of their sacred treasures into two jars, and hid them underground in the temple of Quirinus, but took the most important objects with them as they fled along the river. The Romans had time to do this because the barbarians failed to realise the magnitude of their victory, and in the euphoria after the battle they turned to revelry and the distribution of spoils taken from the Roman camp. They spent the first day severing the heads of the dead, and the next two thinking that the Romans were preparing a trap. But on the fourth day, once they learned the reality of the situation, they broke into the city via the Colline Gate.


Brennus’ Sack of Rome


There is a fabulous (in all the senses of the word) story of how Rome’s priests and senators followed the lead of Fabius, the Pontifex Maximus, and stoically put on their finest ceremonial garb and seated themselves in the courtyards of their houses on ivory-inlaid chairs, offering themselves as a sacrifice on behalf of Rome and the Roman people. When the Gauls entered Rome, they didn’t know what to make of the eerie calm throughout the city. In the Forum,




they found the humbler houses locked and barred but the mansions of the nobility open; the former they were ready enough to break into, but it was a long time before they could bring themselves to enter the latter: something akin to awe held them back at what met their gaze – those figures seated in the open courtyards, the robes and decorations august beyond reckoning, the majesty expressed in those grave, calm eyes like the majesty of gods. They might have been statues in some holy place, and for a while the Gallic warriors stood entranced; then, on an impulse, one of them touched the beard of a certain Marcus Papirius – it was long, as was the fashion of those days26 – and the Roman struck him on the head with his ivory staff. That was the beginning: the barbarian flamed into anger and killed him, and the others were butchered where they sat. From that moment no mercy was shown; houses were ransacked and the empty shells set on fire.27





The Romans on the Capitol looked down with horror as if they were watching a theatrical performance of stereotypical barbarism, which went on for days. They became desensitised to the suffering, but resolved to defend the small enclave of freedom that they occupied. ‘Their shields and swords in their right hands were their only remaining hope,’ said Livy.28


Brennus’ troops surrounded the Capitol, but the Romans managed to repel them for some time. Brennus remains a relatively anonymous presence in the Roman narrative, whereas Marcus Furius Camillus now assumes a significant role on the Roman side.29 The Gauls started to run short of food, and sent out parties to plunder the surrounding territory. One of these made its way to Ardea, where Camillus had been staying after having been exiled from Rome by his political opponents on a charge of embezzling the booty from a previous local conflict: ‘Seeing that the Ardeans were of sufficient numbers, but lacked courage, through the inexperience and effeminacy of their generals, he began to reason with the young men first, to the effect that the mishap of the Romans ought not to be laid to the valour of the Gauls, nor the sufferings of that infatuated people to the prowess of men who did not deserve their victory, but rather to the dictates of Fortune.’30


He played on the conventional image of the Gauls as ‘alien and barbarous folk, whose only end in getting the mastery was, as in the work of fire, the utter destruction of what it conquered’,31 but also as people who could be defeated, given the right attitude. This won the Ardeans over, and Camillus led them in a surprise night attack on the Gauls, who were rendered defenceless by a classic barbarian combination of drunkenness and sleep.32


When news of Camillus’ success reached the Romans at Veii, they asked him to assume command of the war. He was amenable to this, despite his past difficulties with Rome: ‘I never would have prayed that my country should come into such misfortunes as these, so as to need me; a thousand times over I should have preferred that my life henceforth should be unenvied and without honour rather than that I should see Rome subjected to the cruelty of barbarians and placing her remaining hopes of safety in me alone.’33


However, he would not take up the command unless the citizens on the Capitoline Hill had legally elected him – something of a catch-22, given that it seemed practically impossible to get a messenger through to them. However, a young man called Pontius Cominius volunteered. He evaded the Gallic guards on the bridge by wrapping pieces of cork around his body and swimming across the Tiber by night, picked his way through the Celtic campfires, made his way to the Porta Carmentalis (Carmental Gate) at the south-west corner of the Capitoline, where there was a huge, jagged cliff, climbed up, hailed the sentries, told them who he was, got pulled up over the wall and delivered his message. After due consideration, the Senate appointed Camillus dictator. Pontius retraced his perilous steps and relayed the Senate’s decision to the Romans outside the city. There were already 20,000 men ready for action, augmented by more from the allies, and the new dictator proceeded to Veii, put himself at the head of the soldiers there, and prepared his attack.34


Unfortunately for the Romans, Pontius’ ascent and descent had left traces on the cliff. So Brennus sought out the nimblest mountain-climbers among his men and offered lavish rewards to anyone who could scale the heights. A large number of volunteers silently clambered up the cliff in the dead of night. They were right on the point of ambushing the sleeping watchmen when the sacred geese near the temple of Juno became aware of their approach. The birds were sharp of hearing, nervous and particularly wakeful because they had not been fed properly during the siege. They dashed at the Gauls, honking loudly; the garrison woke up; the barbarians took this as their cue to attack; and battle was joined. Roman tradition made Marcus Manlius, ‘a man of consular dignity, mighty in body and exceeding stout of heart’,35 the hero of the hour. He confronted two onrushing Gauls, cut the right hand off one of them, and smashed his shield into the face of the other, knocking him backwards over the cliff. Manlius drove on with his counter-attack, killing some of the Gauls and pushing others off the precipice. For repelling the Gauls his comrades honoured him with a man’s daily ration of wine and spelt (for Manlius’ fate after the sack of Rome, see p. 50); for his dereliction of duty, the garrison commander was hurled down the cliff with his hands tied behind his back, in full view of the barbarians.36


Brennus’ Defeat and Death


The Senones, it seems, now abandoned hope of taking the Capitoline by force, subterfuge or surprise, and began to think about a ransom settlement instead. Some sources talk of them suffering illness caused by the rotting corpses, the ash from the burning buildings and their unfamiliarity with the hot Italian climate, and also facing food shortages because fear of Camillus made them reluctant to forage far afield. Polybius also mentions an invasion of their own country by the Veneti, which made them keen to do a deal and return home.37


The Romans were also prepared to negotiate, partly because they had no idea what, if anything, Camillus was doing to help them, while Brennus behaved with characteristic barbarian duplicity:




The Senate . . . instructed the Military Tribunes to arrange the terms. The deal was then negotiated at a conference between the Tribune Quintus Sulpicius and Brennus, the petty King of the Gauls.38 One thousand pounds of gold was agreed upon as the price of a people that was destined soon to rule the world. Insult was added to what was already in itself a disgusting disgrace: the weights brought by the Gauls were dishonest, and when the tribune objected, the arrogant Gaul added his sword to the weight, and an expression unbearable to Roman ears was heard, ‘Vae victis!’ [Woe to the conquered!]39





Historians of Rome often give the barbarians some of the best lines, and although it is highly unlikely that Brennus actually used this beautifully elegant Latin phrase, which appears far less effectively in the Greek sources as tois nenikemenois odune,40 it became a proverbial expression.


The Romans were overcome with anger and shame, but they had no choice other than to comply with Brennus’ demands. But 1,000 pounds of gold were ultimately a small price for this ‘people destined soon to rule the world’, and ironically the arguments and delays caused by trying to raise the extra money were what brought about Brennus’ downfall. Camillus used the time to march his army into Rome, where his fellow countrymen acknowledged him as dictator. Then he confronted the Gauls, denied the validity of the agreement, and told his own men to win back their country with iron rather than gold.41 Brennus’ objections led to inconclusive skirmishing, but in the night he broke camp and abandoned the city. By dawn the Gauls were about eight miles down the Gabinian Way, where Camillus fell upon them in full battle array. It was total carnage. The barbarian camp was taken, the gold was recovered, and Livy says that not one Gaul survived to tell of the disaster.42


Camillus himself returned to Rome in triumph amid a combination of ribald jesting from his soldiers and praise for him as a Romulus, Father of His Country, and a second Founder of the City. Brennus was ever to be remembered as ‘The Gaul Who Sacked Rome’.



When Was Rome Sacked?



Establishing the chronology of these events causes the historians some tricky problems. As Plutarch comments, the Brennus affair ‘was a little more than three hundred and sixty years from Rome’s foundation, if one can believe that any accurate chronology has been preserved in this matter, when that of even later events is disputed, owing to the confusion caused by this very disaster’.43


However, Plutarch does say that the barbarians occupied Rome for a total of seven months, entering the city a few days after the ides (fifteenth) of July, and being expelled around the ides (thirteenth) of February.44 But we have no information from the barbarian side, and the Roman and Greek sources struggle to establish specific dates for this period. Our difficulties are compounded by the fact that neither the Greek nor the Roman year started on 1 January – the Roman year started on 1 September in the fifth century BC and on 1 July in the fourth, which is why we frequently find dates expressed in a form such as 387/6 BC. The first attempts made to establish the absolute45 dates of Roman history were made by Greek historians who tried to synchronise them with events elsewhere in the world. And one of the key events was the Sack of Rome by the Gauls. This is how Polybius links things together:




It was . . . the nineteenth year after the battle of Aegospotami [fought in late summer 405 BC] and the sixteenth before that of Leuctra [July 371 BC], the year in which the Spartans ratified the so-called Peace of Antalcidas with the King of Persia [signed in the spring of 386 BC], that in which also Dionysius I of Syracuse . . . was besieging Rhegium [387 BC], and that in which the Gauls, after taking Rome itself by force, took possession of the whole of the city except the Capitol.46





A quick check on the arithmetic puts the sack of Rome in either 387 or 386 BC, or 387/6 BC.47


However, Roman history in the early Republic has another dating system, known as the Varronian chronology, which gives a different year. Originally the Romans used a relative chronology system, calling the years after the two annual consuls. So, for example, there is a piece of graffiti on the north wall of the Basilica in Pompeii, which says, ‘C. Pumpidius Dip[h]ilus woz ’ere, five days before the nones of October when M. Lepidus and Q. Catulus were consuls’.48 You simply have to know that Lepidus and Catulus held the consulship in 72 BC, and calculate that five days before the Nones is 3 October.


This works nicely as long as you have a complete list of the consuls, but for various reasons the Romans didn’t: four pairs of consuls are missing. So to correct the anomaly the Romans proposed either a period of anarchy in the 360s, when no magistrates were elected, or one year of anarchy followed by three invented pairs of consuls,49 or Marcus Terentius Varro’s third way. This ‘Varronian chronology’50 also uses consulships, but has Rome ruled by dictators rather than consuls in 333, 324, 309 and 301 BC. This would have been a neat solution had Varro not effectively over-corrected the system by also including four years of anarchy, thereby invalidating all his dates prior to 300 BC. Despite this, the Varronian chronology became the definitive one, and was inscribed on the Arch of Augustus in Rome.51 It starts from the foundation of the city by Romulus, Ab Urbe Condita (‘From the Foundation of the City’, abbreviated to AUC), in AUC 1. This works out at 753 BC; the foundation of the Republic is ‘The Year of the Consulship of Brutus and Collatinus’, and AUC 245 or 509 BC; and crucially, Brennus’ sack of Rome is placed at AUC 364, or 390 BC.


So 390 BC became the traditional, definitive date, but, as the analysis of Polybius’ account shows, this cannot be correct. Nevertheless, Romans, Renaissance scholars and Wikipedia52 all regularly reproduce the error. Rome was sacked in 387/6 BC.


Whenever they think it happened, the ancient commentators were struck by the strangeness of Brennus’ sack of Rome: ‘So weirdly was Rome taken, and saved more weirdly still.’53


The whole affair, particularly the defence of the Capitol,54 became the stuff of legend, although the extent of the damage to Rome was probably exaggerated.55 Had things been as serious as the sources imply, Roman history could have been snuffed out at this point, with the adult males killed and the women and children sold into slavery. Yet there is no archaeological evidence for a destruction level at this date, suggesting that the damage inflicted by the Gauls could have been fairly superficial. Nevertheless, the story had a far-reaching psychological impact, which manifested itself in the metus Gallicus (‘Terror of the Gauls’),56 a horror of being invaded by northern barbarians that lasted for centuries.
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The Plebs: Barbarous Insiders and Internal Resistors




The Romans, after making a truce on conditions satisfactory to the Gauls and being thus contrary to their expectation reinstated in their home now started on the road of aggrandizement, and continued in the following years to wage war on their neighbours.1





It would be around another 800 years from the time that the Romans had rid themselves of Brennus before the Eternal City would again be occupied by hostile barbarians. The Romans repaired their city and fortified it with the so-called Servian Wall, 4 metres thick, 8 metres high and 10 kilometres long, the remains of which still form an impressive part of the Roman cityscape. The ancient sources associated it with King Servius Tullius (traditionally r. 578–534 BC), but it must have been constructed in the early fourth century, because it uses tufa acquired from Veii, which was captured in 396 BC (Varronian chronology). The Romans were consolidating their position as a significant presence in central Italy. They probably had control over about 7,500 square kilometres, and maybe one million people, and the confederacy under which the Latins shared common interests with Rome became a further source of strength and stability. For their part, the Gauls made several other desultory incursions during the fourth century BC, but their increasing understanding of how vigorously the power of the Romans was growing led them to make a formal peace deal, which lasted from 344 to 331 BC.2


One of the fundamental internal social divisions in the Roman state was that between the Patricians and the Plebeians. The Patricians were a small group of hereditary landowning aristocrats who traced their origins back to the days of Romulus, and who could be identified by their names: Claudius and Julius are Patrician family names; Clodius and Licinius are not (see p. 45). The Patricians jealously guarded their own power, monopolised Rome’s legal, political and religious offices, and established strict limitations on the social and political movements of everyone else. The non-Patricians, who were the vast majority of the Romans, were known as Plebeians or Plebs (Latin plebs = multitude). The word plebs comes from the root ple- meaning ‘fill up’, which indicates that the Plebs were seen as ‘filler’, a mere supplement to the ‘true’ Roman population, who were the Patricians.3 Like the barbarians, the Plebs at this point were outsiders.


Struggling for Plebeian Equality in the Fifth Century BC


The Plebs had suffered considerable economic distress because of the Gallic invasion, and they now started to make quite insistent demands for reform. In fact, there had been a degree of class struggle at Rome at least since the establishment of the Republic. Nevertheless, a small percentage of the Plebeians were still able to acquire quite considerable wealth, and with it a certain degree of status, but because they were not from the right background, they could not exchange this wealth for a voice in the leadership of the state. At the same time, poorer Plebeians wanted something to be done about their legal and economic disabilities.


In the class struggle that now occurred, the Plebs were acutely aware that the security of the state essentially depended on them, and with that in mind they had one very powerful weapon at their disposal: secessio (‘secession’), separating themselves en masse, walking out and founding a new city of their own. This was a very viable proposition, and they did indeed walk out: five secessions are listed, although not all are necessarily historical. In addition to the threat of forming a separate state, the Plebeians were able to articulate their demands by forming a state within a state.


Both aspects of his process can be seen taking place in the first secession of the Plebs, which took place around 494 BC.4 This happened when, without orders from the consuls, a man named Lucius Sicinius Vellutus suggested that they should take themselves off in a body to Mons Sacer (the Sacred Mount),5 some three miles from the city. There they made themselves a camp, properly fortified in the usual Roman way, and stayed for a number of days. They made no aggressive moves against Rome, and no hostile moves were made against them.


But there was panic in Rome. The senatorial party knew that something, anything, had to be done to restore internal harmony and reconcile the conflicting interests. So they despatched Menenius Agrippa, who was both an eloquent speaker and liked by the Plebeians because he was one of their own. He was allowed onto Mons Sacer where, ‘in the primitive and uncouth style of those days’,6 he told a story:


Long ago when the members of the human body did not, as now they do, agree together, but had each its own thoughts and the words to express them in, the other parts resented the fact that they should have the worry and trouble of providing everything for the belly, which remained idle, surrounded by its ministers, with nothing to do but enjoy the pleasant things they gave it. So the discontented members plotted together that the hand should carry no food to the mouth, that the mouth should take nothing that was offered it, and that the teeth should accept nothing to chew. But alas! while they sought in their resentment to subdue the belly by starvation, they themselves and the whole body wasted away to nothing. By this it was apparent that the belly, too, has no mean service to perform: it receives food, indeed; but it also nourishes in its turn the other members, giving back to all parts of the body, through all its veins, the blood it has made by the process of digestion; and upon this blood our life and our health depend.7


To make the point of the fable completely transparent, Menenius mansplained how it applied to the current anger of the people against their rulers, and was so successful that their resentment was completely mollified. Negotiations began under which it was agreed that special magistrates called tribuni plebis (tribunes of the Plebs) would be selected to represent the common people. Initially the office was unofficial, but the Plebs signalled their continuing willingness to revolt by taking a sacred oath to kill anyone who harmed their tribunes: ‘The tribunes are sacrosanct by virtue of an ancient oath sworn by the people at the time of the original creation of this magistracy.’8


The Patricians eventually conceded that the tribunes should become organs of the state and, armed with their crucial powers to propose or veto legislation plus their personal inviolability, they represented a way in which the Senate could be bypassed, thwarted or overridden. Only Plebeians were allowed to hold the office. The first two tribunes were Gaius Licinius and Lucius Albinus, who in turn appointed three colleagues, including the Sicinius who had led the revolt.9


The next phase in the construction of the state-within-astate came with the establishment of the Concilium Plebis Tributum (the Tribal Assembly of the Plebs), from which Patricians were excluded, and which was much more democratic than the Comitia Centuriata (Centuriate Assembly). The Comitia Centuriata met in the Campus Martius, and was arranged into centuries (‘constituencies’), but organised in such a way that the richer ones dominated. It could pass leges (laws), and it elected magistrates (the consuls and later the praetors) who had imperium, the right to command an army, interpret and carry out the law, issue orders and expect them to be obeyed, and be attended by lictors, who carried the fasces, a bundle of rods, to which an axe was added whenever they left the city precincts, symbolising the right to inflict corporal and capital punishment that imperium conferred. The new Concilium Plebis Tributum was based on some twenty tribal groups instead of the rather cumbersome 193 centuries, and it represented the vast majority of the people. In its early days it lacked constitutional authority, but the Patricians were gradually forced to take notice of it, and in 471 BC the lex Publilia recognised its constitutional existence. The Plebeians now had the right to meet in the Forum and to elect their tribunes without interference from Rome’s political elite. At least in theory.


The moment when any state receives a written code of laws is a crucial time in its development, and in the consulship of L. Valerius and M. Horatius (c.449 BC) the Plebeians received part of such code – the lex Duodecim Tabularum (the Law of the Twelve Tables), inscribed on a dozen tablets that were erected in the Forum. Tables I and II were all about trials, whereas Table III dealt with debt and the rights of creditors in an incredibly harsh way. People who were judged liable for an acknowledged and unpaid debt were granted thirty days in which to find the money. After that period, if the debt had still not been settled, the debtor was summoned to court and bound in stocks or fetters. If he couldn’t satisfy the judgement after a further thirty days, and no one offered themselves as security on his behalf, the creditor could take possession of him, and the law said that ‘he may bind him either in stocks or in fetters; he may bind him with weight not less10 than 15 pounds, or with more if he shall desire to do so’.11 Compromise solutions were still available to the debtor at this stage, but if agreement was not reached the debtor was held in bonds for sixty days, by which time the situation was becoming desperate:
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