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Introduction



...............


A man who has not been in Italy is always conscious of an inferiority, from his not having seen what it is expected a man should see. The grand object of travelling is to see the shores of the Mediterranean.


Samuel Johnson, who did not in fact visit Italy,
in James Boswell’s Life of Johnson, 11 April 1776


In our way to Milan we stopped at a pretty large town called Novara . . . here we had a true Italian breakfast consisting of the large Italian pigeons and tripe dressed with oil and Parmesan cheese, grapes, figs, and an excellent polenta which is a kind of pudding made of the flower of Indian wheat mixed with oil and cheese.


Margaret, Viscountess Spencer, 1763


Travel occurs in space and time. This brief history is primarily for visitors who would like more than the potted history found in most travel guides. But to do so faces a particular problem for Italy, which is a country that has not had the long-term unified history of many other states such as France. Divided for much of its history, Italy, moreover, had major parts that were territories of bigger, often competing, empires, notably those of Spain and Austria. In addition, modern tourists rarely ‘do’ Italy, a country that in fact has too much to offer to be covered in any one trip. Instead, there is generally a focus for tourists on particular cities and regions. This matches a history much of which was indeed regional, or, at least, experienced as regional.


To tackle the history of Italy for visitors thus faces the problem that the regions can get lost if the sole approach is chronological, but taking a regional approach leads to repetition. The solution here is, first, a history of Italy covering the main developments and organised in a chronological fashion and, second, a brief coverage of the regions where relevant. Within the text, there are also boxes on particular topics.


It is a great pleasure to record over half a century of visiting Italy, beginning in the early 1960s when my parents took me there four times. Most pleasantly this has been from 1979 with Sarah, and we have together visited the Abruzzi, Bologna, the Lipari Islands, Lucca, Modena, Naples, Parma, Rome, Sardinia, Sicily, Turin, Tuscany, Umbria, Venice and Verona. I have benefited from opportunities to lecture in Lombardy, Naples and Tuscany, which introduced me to such pleasures as the superb condiments used in the Adda valley, calm cloisters in Prato and Italian ‘new cuisine’ restaurants in Naples, and to carry out archival research in Florence, Genoa, Lucca, Modena, Naples, Parma, Turin and Venice.


I am very grateful to Paolo Bernardini, Mike Broers, Luigi Loreto, Ciro Paoletti, Gabriella Poma, Luisa Quartermaine, Guglieo Sanna, Peter Wiseman and Patrick Zutshi for their comments on all or part of an earlier draft. They are not responsible for any errors but, instead, have helped greatly. Duncan Proudfoot has proved an exemplary publisher. This book is dedicated to Ciro Paoletti, a good friend and fellow academic, to mark over fourteen years of friendship and scholarly cooperation.





CHAPTER ONE



Classical Glory: To 476


................


GEOGRAPHY



Italy’s history first becomes different and important with the rise of Rome to imperial power. Prior to then, it had been a case of the general sequences of prehistory and early man, with hunter-gatherers being increasingly replaced by farmers across a future country that was then divided into tribal homelands. This division owed much to the range of tribal groups and to the lack of physical, economic and political agglomeration.


In the case of Italy, the geography was highly unfavourable for cohesion, a situation that remains the case. In particular, there were many mountains, and relatively few plains and river valleys. The most significant was the Po valley, with its sub-Mediterranean climate and cold winter mists, and the relatively flat Lombard plain. There were other plains further south, notably near Rome, the Campagna, now mainly submerged in the urban sprawl; Campania, the plain inland of the Bay of Naples; and in Apulia (Puglia to Italians); but none on that scale.


The plains and river valleys that did exist were divided by the mountains, which were generally forbidding. The Alps, the dramatic geological result of Italy’s ‘recent’ crashing, thanks to continental drift in the Tertiary era, into the rest of Europe, divided Italy from the Continent. The first Roman road to cross the Alps, the Via Claudia Augusta, completed in 46–47 CE (Common Era, AD), crossed the Reschen Pass en route from Verona to modern Augsburg. Another Roman road crossed the Brenner Pass from Austria to Italy from the second century CE and, in 1777, a carriage road was laid out through the pass. No pass across the western Alps was open to wheeled traffic until the Col di Tenda, connecting Nice with Cuneo in Piedmont, in the 1780s, and most until much later. At the order of Napoleon, a road was constructed between 1801 and 1805 over the Simplon Pass between Switzerland and Domodossola in Piedmont. Even then, the pass was closed to traffic each winter from October to late April. The Simplon Tunnel opened for rail travel in 1906.


Further south, the lengthy Apennine chain divided Italy from within. Moreover, this chain in practice was a complex series of mountainous areas. Thanks to this geography, the realisation of Italy to its peoples was that of specific areas, often sharply separated from each other, a situation also seen in Spain. However, in Italy, because there was not the unification seen from the fifteenth century in Spain, there was not the tension between centre and periphery that was to be apparent, notably in rivalry between Castile and both Catalonia and the Basque Provinces. Instead, that tension essentially awaited the period after Italian unification in 1860–70.


Linked to the geography, soil erosion was a major problem, one that led to the depletion of mountain soils that were deposited, instead, in valleys, plains and the sea. This process was to be encouraged when much of the tree cover was cut down, as it was in Italy relatively early in historic time because of the long period of human settlement. As a result, much of upland Italy today is barren, as it has long been, and therefore often badly eroded.


In addition, many valleys are very steep, and the combination of generally relatively short rivers and water produced by snowmelt and/or heavy rain made them difficult to cross prior to modern bridge-building. The situation in river valleys therefore varied greatly by season. There could be major floods, as with those on the River Arno that hit Florence hard in 1740 and 1966. That of Rome in 1870, as well as the malaria that had been responsible for the death of his wife, Anita, in 1849, led Giuseppe Garibaldi to plan in 1875 to divert the River Tiber from Rome and to transform it into a navigable waterway, a plan that was not implemented. Flooding also affected transport, both along and across rivers, disrupted industries, such as milling, that were dependent on water power, damaged the most fertile agricultural areas, and helped lead to malaria.


The difficult terrain greatly accentuated the impact of distance, which itself was considerable by the standards of early man and, indeed, remains so today, although the journey is now far, far faster. Speed was not achieved until the nineteenth century. To travel from the Alps to the Calabrian tip of mainland Italy is to go a very long way, even ignoring the distance added by having to go up and down or round mountain chains, and the many and persistent difficulties involved. To then add the problems posed by a crossing of the Strait of Messina so as to reach Sicily, the largest island in the Mediterranean, was even more serious. In an age before steam, travel by sea was difficult due to contrary winds or no winds. The latter encouraged a reliance on rowing as well as sails. The Strait of Messina between the eastern tip of Sicily and the western of Calabria was probably the source of the legend, first seen in Homer’s Odyssey, of Scylla, a six-headed monster, and Charybdis, a whirlpool, wrecking ships. There is indeed a natural whirlpool in the Strait. This legend testified to the fear they created and also to the way in which this geography was fixed by legend. So also with the Isole dei Ciclopi, the Islands of the Cyclopes, north-east of Catania in Sicily, which were supposedly the rocks thrown at Odysseus’ escaping boats by Polyphemus, the newly blinded giant.


Distance and terrain hampered communications, a problem the Romans sought to overcome by means of building roads, the precursors of the autostrade built from the mid-1920s when the first was completed connecting Milan to Varese (now the A8). The situation was easier if the terrain was flat. Thus, in the early sixteenth century, special couriers could speed messages from Milan to Venice in twenty-four hours, and even from Rome to Venice across the Apennines in fifty, but these were exceptional timings. Until the major nineteenth-century improvements that arose from railways, steamships, telegraphs and more potent explosives to create tunnels, journeys and messages were generally slow and unreliable. This was particularly so in the winter. Periods of political instability made the situation much worse.


The Apennines were not only an obstacle, a classic view of city-dwellers. They were also a place where many people lived. Indeed, peasants and shepherds lived and worked on the slopes. L0ng a tension in Italian society, one seen in politics as well as religion, was that of attempts by town-based authorities to control upland areas that they judged marginal and posing problems. This was seen, for example, with the persecution of the Waldensian religious minority in the western Alps, with, more generally, the Counter-Reformation Church in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, with ‘Enlightenment’ government in the eighteenth century, with the Napoleonic regime, and with the new kingdom of Italy from 1861. Although they provided loyal and reliable troops to rulers, including of Piedmont, Naples, Modena and Italy, the mountainous areas of the Alps and the northern Apennines were the major bases of the resistance to Germany and Mussolini in 1943–5. This geographically based cultural tension is still a major factor today.


As a separate issue, on a very different timetable, and as a consequence of geological novelty, notably of the Apennines, Italy also faces the problems created by significant geological instability. Volcanic explosions can enrich the soil, but lava can also produce much devastation. This is especially true of the volcanoes of Etna (Europe’s highest volcano, supposedly the consequence of the goddess Athena throwing Sicily at the giant Enkelados) and Vesuvius. Each of them are near major inhabited areas, unlike volcanic islands such as Stromboli. Pompeii and Herculaneum famously fell victim to Vesuvius in 79 CE, while the 1669 eruption of Etna engulfed the city of Catania, ensuring that it was rebuilt in the Baroque style that still makes it distinctive.


Earthquakes have been devastating, as in Friuli in 1511 and 1976, Sicily in 1693 and 1968, Umbria in 1979 and 1997, Naples in 1980, Mantua in 2012 and central Italy in 2016, a list that could be readily extended. In 1908, however, Messina and Reggio di Calabria were destroyed in an earthquake in which 80,000–100,000 people were killed, with 77,000 a reliable lowest estimate. The devastation was greater than that of war and the government did not respond well. In 1915, 30,500 people died when another earthquake devastated central Italy east of Rome.


Personal and collective experiences were moulded by such experiences and threats, as was Italian culture: fatalism and religious devotion were both strengthened. In 1756, Charles Emmanuel III, King of Sardinia and ruler of Piedmont, and his family participated in the celebrations in the cathedral of Turin to give thanks that the city had survived a recent earthquake relatively unscathed. The prediction that Naples would be entirely destroyed by an earthquake in March 1769 threw some of its population into confusion. The churches were full.


For much of Italy’s history, disease was also crippling. The first lazzaretto, a permanent plague hospital, was opened by Venice in 1423 on the island of Santa Maria di Nazareth (now called Lazzaretto Vecchio) opposite the Lido. It later became a shelter for the poor when the plague ceased being a problem. The second lazzaretto in Venice followed in 1468. The Venetian system was quickly adopted by Genoa and elsewhere. Plague went on hitting until 1743 when the last epidemic in Italy killed about 47,000 people in Sicily and Calabria. That year, Venice sent warships into the Adriatic to prevent the arrival of ships from infected areas and that winter prohibited trade with the rest of Italy. Her regulations did not respect rank and Duke Francesco III of Modena was forced into quarantine. In 1781, major precautions were taken in Italy in order to prevent the spread of plague from the Balkans.


EARLY HUMANS



There were early sites in Italy, with finds of Neanderthals, a separate branch of the Homo genus, in Circeo and Saccopastore in west-central Italy. Sites of early humans have also been found, notably in Grimaldi in Calabria and Romanelli in Apulia. The earliest evidence for human habitation in Sicily dates to about 13,000 BCE. During the last ice age, Italy was well south of the main ice sheet. As the ice receded further north in about 8300 BCE, the improved climate ensured deciduous woodland and plentiful game. This was a benign environment for early humans.


Farming spread from the Middle East into southern Italy by about 6200 BCE, when the first farming villages appeared there and in Sicily, and into the rest of Italy and Sardinia by 5000 BCE. Pigs, cattle and other animals were domesticated, staple crops, including barley, put under cultivation, and pottery developed. However, in the third and second millennia BCE, the lack of intensive, irrigated agriculture kept population density in Italy relatively low, while the distance and difficulties of travel further ensured that there was no early consolidation of political control, as, in contrast, there was in Egypt, Mesopotamia (Iraq) and China.


Nevertheless, Italy was part of the trading world of Copper Age Europe (c. 4500–2500 BCE). There was copper-working in central Italy, where ceramic remains have also been discovered. In Early Bronze Age Europe (c. 2500–1500 BCE), there was trading from Italy with Greece, transalpine Europe and Spain. Sardinian copper was exported to Greece, notably Mycenaean Greece, from which pottery was imported, as it also was to Sicily, which was already a major agricultural region. Within Italy, fortified settlements developed, followed by towns. Iron technology followed, making weapons and tools more effective.


Italy was affected by other wider developments, notably an influx of Indo-European groups migrating over a long period of time, at least as far back as 2000 BCE, such as the groups who produced what has been described in archaeological terms as the Villanovan culture of Emilia-Romagna and Umbria. Such archaeological descriptions are very difficult to identify with any specific ethnic or linguistic group. Having spread to Greece, variants of the Phoenician alphabet were introduced to mainland Italy. The first example of Greek script comes from a site less than 15 miles east of Rome, at Osteria dell’ Osa in an archaeological context dateable to between 950 and 770 BCE. The Phoenicians themselves established trading posts in western Sicily in the period 900 to 700 BCE. Italian numerical systems were also heavily influenced by Greece.



ETRURIA



Of the tribes, the Etruscans became important by 800 BCE. Living in what was in effect a confederation of city-states, they became dominant in the centre of the peninsula by the seventh century, and expanded north into the Po Valley and south to Campania round Naples. Etruscan power peaked in possibly about 530, with the repulse from the Greek city of Cumae in 524 a blow. Over the following two centuries, the Etruscans were affected by Gallic (or Gaulish) expansion from the north and by the opposition of local Italian peoples, notably the Romans to the south who expanded to control southern Etruria by 350.


Etruscan civilisation has since always been overshadowed by that of Rome, although the latter initially drew heavily on the Etruscans, who were impressive. They could certainly cast iron, construct arches and produce portraits. A lack of most literary records leaves the Etruscans obscure and contributes to their fascination. Their tombs remain impressive and can be readily visited, as at Tarquinia and Cerveteri, as well as the early Etruscan complex of Poggio Civitate near Siena. Museums with Etruscan remains are well worth a visit, although there can be a failure by visitors to connect compared to the response to the Romans, about whom far more is known.


The Italian tribes were affected, sometimes challenged, by the independent city-states of Magna Graecia that were established along the coasts of Sicily (from 734 BCE) and southern Italy by Greek settlers. These settlers were possibly affected by overpopulation in Greece and/or were seeking new opportunities. The ruins of several of the cities, notably of Agrigento, Segesta and Syracuse in Sicily, of Paestum on the Gulf of Salerno, and of Metaponto and Policoro in Basilicata, remain most impressive. The last are the less well known, in large part because Basilicata is not a classic destination. Pythagoras founded a school at Metaponto. Indeed, compared to these settlements, Rome and those of Etruria must have seemed rather primitive, rather as Macedon and Epirus to the north were seen from Greece.


Rome was not the only expanding power. Peoples north of the Alps, known as Gauls or Celts, moved south, indeed sacking Rome in 390 BCE. Under Dionysius I (r. 405–367 BCE), the city of Syracuse conquered most of Sicily in the 390s, expanding into southern Italy in the 380s.


THE RISE OF ROME



Etruria was to succumb to the rise of Rome, initially a small settlement in the lower Tiber valley. Allegedly founded in 753 BCE by Romulus and Remus, descendants of Aeneas, a royal refugee from the fall of Troy, there is evidence of a village on the Palatine Hill by 850 BCE and suggestions of earlier settlements. Rome was ruled by the Tarquins, kings who were Corinthian by origin, until the last, Tarquin, was driven out by Latin nobles who created a republic. The conventional date, 509 BCE, is less reliable than 507, which was given by the historian Polybius on the strength of well-informed earlier Greek sources.


As was the case with cities elsewhere in the Ancient World, this republic was ruled in practice by an oligarchy. Thereafter, tensions between oligarchy and more popular politics interacted with rivalries within the oligarchic élite, although the ends, as well as means, of power were at issue.


Crucially, the Romans proved formidable warriors, and much of the history of Italy indeed reflects its repeated moulding, and remoulding, through war and its consequences. The Romans were particularly impressive not only for the training and discipline that enabled them to march at a formidable rate, to deploy in a variety of planned formations, including the testudo, the means to conduct sieges, and to perform complex and effective manoeuvres on the battlefield, but also for the ability to deploy and operate in a range of physical and military environments, in part by fort and road-building. Gnaeus Domitius Corbulo (d. 67 CE), a general who fought in Germany and conquered Armenia, observed that the pick was the weapon with which to beat the enemy. Trajan’s Column in Rome shows Roman soldiers digging. Roman forces were trained and adept at building marching camps every time they stopped. These generally occurred at 15-mile intervals, the average daily rate of march expected of a legion. The camps followed a standardised pattern and, in what would today be referred to as a standard operational procedure, each element of the marching group understood its role in the construction process. The camps provided security and good communications on their line of advance. Many camps became the bases of settlements.


In 396 BCE, the Romans captured Veii, one of the Etruscan League of Twelve Cities. Having subjugated other peoples who were made to become allies, Rome unified Italy in campaigning that also entailed resistance to Celtic attacks from the north and to invasion, on behalf of the Greek settlements, in 280 BCE by Pyrrhus, King of Epirus in Greece, an effective general whose army included elephants. This sentence covers several hundred years of history and presents, as a smooth process, what was in practice quite a difficult one. Rome encountered considerable resistance. Rome’s major opponent in the interior, the Samnites of southern Italy, proved a formidable foe, with wars in 343–341, 328–304 and 298–290 BCE, and a key Roman victory at Sentinum in 295. As a consequence, the Samnites were forced to become allies. Rome cemented its position by establishing colonies (settlements) of Latin citizens at key places, and by building roads, notably the Via Appia from Rome across the Apennines to Capua in 312 BCE, and the Via Flaminia from Rome to Rimini on the Adriatic in 220.


Roman victory over the Samnites permitted pressure on the Greek cities of southern Italy, especially Tarentum (Taranto). Although victorious at Heraclea (280) and Ausculum (279), Pyrrhus was defeated in 275 BCE at Maleventum (which changed its name to Beneventum after this victory). He then returned to Epirus. This led to the Roman capture of Tarentum (272), to the other Greek cities coming to terms with Rome, to the establishment of more Latin colonies, and to the extension of the Via Appia, so that most of Italy was under Roman control by 250 BCE. The speed was far slower than in the Piedmontese conquest/unification of Italy between 1859 and 1870 CE, but the Romans did not benefit from external intervention and support as the Piedmontese did, respectively, from France and Prussia. Nor was technology at the same pitch.


Incessant warfare helped ensure that Rome’s culture, public memory, public spaces, religious cults, society and political system were militaristic. Indeed, in many respects, Rome was Italy’s Sparta. It praised martial values, and promoted and honoured politicians accordingly.


Roman success against the Greeks brought them into rivalry with Carthage, a Phoenician settlement founded near modern Tunis that had become, by the third century BCE, the major maritime and imperial power in the western Mediterranean. Already, in 410–405 BCE, the Carthaginians had invaded western Sicily, seizing most Greek cities including Agrigento, while, in 409, they established a permanent presence at Palermo. There were also Phoenician settlements in southern Sardinia, notably at Caralis and Tharros.


The Romans eventually triumphed in the three Punic Wars with Carthage. These were wide-ranging struggles that involved conflict in mainland Italy, Sicily, Spain and North Africa. In the First Punic War (264–241 BCE), Rome’s struggle with Carthage focused on the control of Sicily, which then, and repeatedly, suffered from being a meeting place of civilisations. In this struggle, the Romans were hit hard initially by their lack of naval power and this led them to develop a navy that proved able to defeat Carthaginian fleets off Sicily. In battle, the Romans rammed their opponents and then used the plank-like corvus, which had a spike that attached it to the enemy ship, to form a bridge between ships, and thus enable rapid boarding of the enemy vessel. War at sea was thereby transformed into land battle afloat to the benefit of Rome. However, the corvus appears to have been a one-war wonder. Used to advantage in battles in the First Punic War, the corvus was not employed thereafter, possibly because it had been linked to the loss of many Roman ships in storms.


Naval strength provided Rome with a crucial margin of advantage that allowed it to conquer Sicily and, more tangentially, to project power to North Africa, although the expeditionary force sent there was defeated, in part by the Carthaginian use of war-elephants. Having lost that war and ceded Sicily, which became Rome’s first province, Carthage faced a rebellion by its mercenaries. As an instance of the serendipitous way in which the Roman Empire expanded as opportunities were exploited, this rebellion gave the Romans the opportunity to annex Corsica and Sardinia in 227 BCE. In his Histories, Polybius recorded, ‘The Romans, from the moment they concerned themselves with the sea, began to entertain designs on Sardinia.’ Their horizons literally expanded.


Subsequently Carthage and Rome came to compete over southern and eastern Spain. This competition, which touched off the Second Punic War (218–201 BCE), reflected the extent to which Rome’s ambition increasingly extended over the Mediterranean. This extension indeed proved more significant to Rome than expansion north over the Alps. Hannibal (247–183 BCE), the key Carthaginian general, having done well in Spain, decided to attack the base of Roman power in Italy itself, and thus to secure the Carthaginian achievements. To do so, he marched across southern France, crossed the Alps, a formidable undertaking, in 218 BCE, and attacked the Romans in Italy. Hannibal bringing his elephants across the Alps helped posterity to see this as an epic struggle, although only one survived the crossing and it died soon after.


Hannibal’s arrival created an acute crisis for Rome. His highly professional force was ably led and gained control of the dynamic of campaigning. Major Roman armies were defeated at the River Trebia (218), Lake Trasimene (217), Cannae (216), and Herdonea (210). Cannae proved one of the biggest defeats of antiquity, with a Roman army having its flanks driven in, and then, the victims crushed together, being slowly and systematically slaughtered. There were about 50,000 Roman casualties. The sites of these battles were long and eagerly sought by travellers with an interest, from childhood education, in the Classical world. Defeat led some of Rome’s allies, including the city of Capua, to desert. In Sicily, Syracuse, which had maintained a semi-autonomous status after the First Punic War, backed the Carthaginians, which led to an eventually successful Roman siege of the city from 213 to 211.


Defeat also created acute political pressures within Rome. Different commanders and strategies were pushed to the fore in a desperate search for solutions. Deciding whether or not to engage in battle was a key choice, the avoidance of battle being given the name Fabian with reference to the commander Quintus Fabius Maximus, known as Cunctator, ‘the Delayer’, who advocated it. Brought to the fore after Hannibal’s victory at Lake Trasimene, Fabius avoided battle on the plains, preferring to rely on attritional conflict in the hills where Rome’s infantry was particularly valuable as opposed to Carthaginian cavalry. Popular impatience led to the abandonment of his strategy and then to disaster at Cannae, after which Fabius was reappointed.


In the event, Hannibal failed not because of defeat in battle in Italy but as a result of his inability to translate victory in battle into his intended outcome: the collapse of Rome and its territorial system. Hannibal’s army was small and lacked a siege train. Advancing from Spain, Hasdrubal’s army was defeated by the Romans at the Metaurus (207) and was thus unable to join Hannibal in Italy, and naval supply to Hannibal’s army was effectively blocked by the Romans. Moreover, the Romans quickly freed a great number of slaves so that they could join the Roman army. The city of Rome proved too strong to storm and most of Rome’s allies remained firm.


The Carthaginian system was brought down, first by Roman successes in Spain, where Scipio won the decisive battle of Ilipa (206), and then because of a transfer of the war to North Africa in 204. There, in 202, Scipio won a crucial victory over Hannibal at Zama. The Romans had learned how to thwart Carthaginian elephants. Hannibal had needed to return there in order to address the threat posed by Scipio who proved more successful than the Roman force that invaded North Africa during the First Punic War. Scipio was thereafter called Africanus. Rome’s victory in the Second Punic War left Rome dominant in the western Mediterranean, including in east and south Spain. It was not thenceforth to face so wide-ranging an opponent, and was therefore better able to direct resources against opponents.


The large size of the army of republican Rome derived from the organisation of the peoples of Italy into various citizen and allied statuses, all of which were required to serve in the Roman army. Like the Han rulers of China, the Romans believed in a mass army based on the adult males of the farming population, which provided huge reserves of manpower for use against Carthage. Maybe up to a quarter of a million Italians were in the Roman army in 31 BCE, nearly a quarter of the men of military age.


Having defeated Hannibal, the Roman legionaries, with their short stabbing iron sword, heavy javelin and shield, fighting together shoulder to shoulder, were involved in conflict further afield. Benefiting from superior manpower, resources, willpower and organisation, they had taken control of the eastern Mediterranean, Egypt, Gaul (France) and Spain by 30 CE, following up with most of Britain and the Balkans by 100 CE. Julius Caesar was the key figure in the conquest of Gaul, most dramatically by overcoming Vercingetorix, his major opponent, in 52 BCE.


Caesar also launched expeditions against Britain in 55 and 54 BCE. In 55 BCE, Caesar did not move from his precarious beachhead in Kent. The Romans were victorious in hard fighting, but the damage done to their ships by equinoctial gales, and the scale of the resistance, led Caesar to come to terms with the local tribes. In 54 BCE, he invaded anew with a larger force, benefiting from his opponents’ naval weakness, which meant that they could not contest the passage of the English Channel. Moving from the beachhead, Caesar defeated the local tribal leader and imposed a settlement. In 43 CE, approximately 40,000 troops landed unopposed and the Britons were defeated, the Emperor Claudius coming along to take the credit.


However, defeat in Germany in 9 CE, and the lack of staying power east of the River Euphrates in modern Iraq, demonstrated in the 110s CE, led, eventually, to a shift to a policy of consolidation and fixed, defensive frontiers. Formidable systems of walls and fortresses were designed to provide both sites for defence and bases for attack.


Meanwhile, the word Italia was applied to what is now Italy. This was a major shift from the earlier period when the Romans had referred to northern Italy as Cisalpine Gaul, i.e. Gaul on the Italian side of the Alps, as opposed to Transalpine Gaul, i.e. modern France. The defeat of the Cimbri at the battle of Vercellae at the confluence of the Po and Sesia rivers in 101 BCE meant that northern Italy was no longer Celtic.


THE END OF THE REPUBLIC



While the process of conquest continued, the Roman republic had collapsed, as competing military commanders, first Marius and Sulla, and then Pompey and Caesar, pushed force to the fore as the means to settle political issues within Rome. As later with France and Napoleon in the 1790s, the intertwining of politics and the military proved a key problem. Ambitious politicians sought military command on the frontiers, and then tried to have resources directed to their campaigning. They also pushed forward the empire, often taking an aggressive stance on their own account. Indeed, in the nineteenth century, British imperial figures who acted in this fashion, such as Sir Charles Napier, were to be referred to as proconsular in a direct reference to the Romans.


The victories of Gaius Marius (157–86 BCE) in Spain, North Africa and Gaul led to his being repeatedly elected Consul and supreme commander (104–101 BCE). He changed the army from a duty of citizenship to a semi-professional body, which encouraged the willingness of the troops to identify with the army and to follow generals. Marius played a major role in politics, notably from 100 BCE until his death. Lucius Cornelius Sulla (138–78 BCE) was another general-turned-politician. The historian Plutarch noted that Sulla was regarded, when Proconsul of the province of Cilicia, as displaying ‘a vulgar and ill-timed display of arrogance’ in his treatment of neighbouring Parthia. Such conduct was not atypical for Roman officials and generals. A rival of Marius, Sulla captured Rome when the latter sought to thwart his career and defeated his opponents in civil wars in the 80s BCE, although Spain remained under the control of Marius’s protégés. Dictator from 81 to 79 BCE, the somewhat grim Sulla tried to control power for the benefit of a senatorial oligarchy, and thereby limit the power of the people and the tribunes.


There were major divisions in Roman politics, notably tensions within the oligarchy and between the oligarchs and the bulk of the population. These were not, however, the same divisions as those of civil conflict several centuries earlier. At the same time, alongside a tendency to see politics in the structural terms of social divisions, it is necessary to note important differences over policy within each social group, a point that is also valid for later periods of Italian history.


Gaining success, as Julius Caesar very much did in Gaul and sought to do in Britain, as Gnaeus Pompey (the Great) did in Spain and against Mediterranean piracy, and as M. Licinius Crassus sought to do in Syria, commanders then used their resulting reputation to pursue their ambitions in Rome. Inherently, this was an unstable process. The military was factionalised, and the factionalisation very much focused on the ambitions of men who were not interested in compromise which, indeed, they understood as likely to cause a loss of face. Competition cascaded down the decades, as military factionalism sustained enmities. Pompey (106–48 BCE) had backed Sulla and was sent by him to overcome Marius’s supporters in Sicily and Africa. Pompey and M. Licinius Crassus joined Julius Caesar in the First Triumvirate (55 BCE), an agreement to share power, notably over Rome’s areas of military activity and in support of the Roman people, an agreement that pushed the Senate (oligarchs) aside.


This pact, however, did not last. Defeated at Carrhae by the Parthians in 53 BCE, Crassus was killed. In turn, Pompey, who presented himself as the champion of the Senate, and Caesar went to war with each other in 49 BCE, Caesar leading his troops across the River Rubicon (near Rimini) from Cisalpine Gaul into Italy. He won a key victory over Pompey at Pharsalus (48 BCE) in Greece. The civil war continued even after Pompey was killed, as his sons’ supporters fought on, notably in Spain and North Africa, only to be defeated.


The new situation, however, proved unstable (‘however’, as so often, serving the historian as an appropriate word). Caesar, the leading popularis, although himself a patrician, very much associated with the plebeians, while his opponents, most prominently Brutus and Cassius, the leading optimates, sought an emphasis on a republic directed by the aristocracy. This division led to Caesar’s assassination in Rome on the Ides of March (15 March) in 44 BCE, and then to a civil war in which a triumvirate of Caesar’s supporters totally defeated the conspirators at Philippi (42 BCE) in Greece.


In turn, the triumvirate fell out. Its weakest member, Lepidus, was pushed aside, while Mark Antony allied with Cleopatra, ruler of Egypt, only to be defeated in a great naval battle at Actium on the west coast of Greece in 31 BCE by the forces of the third triumvir, Caesar’s heir and adopted son, Gaius Octavius, also called Caesar. The last was the eventual winner of the struggle and became Augustus. This is a term that is difficult to define. It is best to translate as ‘the Implementer’ or ‘the Increaser’ because the word comes from the Latin verb augeo, meaning to implement, to increase and to render greater, while ‘Eminence’ is employed to define something already greater or more important than surrounding people or things. Augustus was the most powerful general. He pursued Mark Antony to Egypt where Mark Antony and Cleopatra both committed suicide. Egypt was to be a key possession, notably as a major source of grain for Rome. Octavian had already defeated Sextus Pompey, a son of Pompey the Great, in Sicily in 36 BCE.


AUGUSTUS AND THE COMING OF THE EMPIRE



The conqueror of Egypt and the Balkans, Augustus boasted of bringing peace to Rome and Italy itself, and certainly his period in power was far more stable than the preceding half-century. He brought reform and sought to beautify Rome. The governmental system was complex. Augustus had neither palace, nor court, nor regalia. The machinery of the republic continued to operate, and his military command was formally limited in both space and time. His personal position, like his personal popularity, was unique, but that did not make him an emperor in any meaningful sense. To refer to Augustus as emperor is to anticipate what his successors turned the system into.


Lasting stability eluded them. In part, this was due to divisions within the ruling family and to the inadequacies of his successors, notably Caligula (r. 37–41 CE), who was either mad or behaved in a way that critics could present as mad. Under Caligula, Hellenistic court practices were introduced. He was assassinated. The divisions interacted with tensions within the ruling élite, tensions that brought together ideological differences, kinship rivalries, links within and into the ruling family, and particular political issues.


These inadequacies hit hard at Augustus’s creation of a position that was associated with the continuation of republican traditions, institutions and rhetoric, an association that required effective leadership. In his Pharsalia, an epic on the civil war between Caesar and Pompey, Lucan (39–65 CE), a favourite of Nero (r. 54–68 CE) from a wealthy background, who took part in the failed conspiracy of Piso against the Emperor and was made to commit suicide, blamed this civil war for Rome not being even more successful. Lucan added, ‘if now in Italian cities the houses are half-demolished and the walls tottering, and the mighty stones of mouldering dwellings cumber the ground’, that was also the responsibility of internal strife. Rebels, such as Lucius Clodius Macer, who, in 68 CE, launched an unsuccessful attempt to replace Nero, argued that they were opposed to a particular ruler and not to the Roman constitution.


There was the long-standing problem of military control. The government’s desire to monopolise force and to insist on strict central control faced the problem of autonomous frontier units whose commanders could launch bids for power. This was very clearly shown in 68–9 CE when the unpopularity of Nero, and then his death, led four commanders to seize their opportunity. Vespasian (r. 69–79), originally backed by the legions in Syria and subsequently also by those on the Danube, was the eventual victor, creating the new and effective Flavian imperial dynasty (r. 69–96). However, the practice of the army making and unmaking emperors was now entrenched.


The capital of a far-flung empire, Rome became multi-ethnic, as did its army. In the first century CE, much of the recruiting in Italy occurred among the population of northern Italy, especially in the Po river valley region. After then, the bulk of the legionaries (regulars) ceased to be Italian.


In Italy, as elsewhere, the Romans produced an identikit infrastructure of solidly built roads and aqueducts, as well as theatres, tombs, baths and other public buildings. Much is still visible to tourists, albeit as stone husks and fragments that do not capture the life, energy and rituals centred on these buildings, nor their splendour when new and decorated. Tourists will have their favourite Roman sites, both in Rome and elsewhere, for example the imposing amphitheatre in Verona, which is the (hot) setting for opera, that in Caserta, the frescoes in the Villa Oplontis near Naples, and the recent extensive underground finds in Naples. Remains distant from Rome capture the imprint of the culture and the strength of its model.


SLAVERY



Alongside benign accounts of the Roman Empire, it is important to note its total reliance on slavery, although a reliance on slavery was also true of other empires, while the Romans, at least, established firm laws about slavery, including the possibility of personal emancipation. Given the arduous physical nature of much work in Roman society, the widespread nature of slavery allowed a politics in which there were slaves at the bottom of the ladder, while non-slaves could enjoy citizenship and status, and, under the republic, a measure of democracy. Roman generals boasted of making slaves. Julius Caesar wrote of selling tens of thousands of Transalpine Celts into slavery, while Lucius Aemilius Paullus, the conqueror of Macedon in 168 BCE, reportedly sold into slavery 150,000 of the population of Epirus, which he had plundered in 167 BCE. These sales brought them great wealth. The key requirements for slaves were for constitution, rowing galleys, household service, agricultural tasks, for example as shepherds in Apulia, mining (a particularly grim fate) and as craftsmen. Some slaves were born to existing slaves, and others obtained from war, conquest, trade or as punishment. There were both private slaves and slaves of the state.


There were frequent slave revolts, the most famous being that of the Thracian-born Spartacus, who was enslaved for desertion from the army and became a gladiator before leading a major uprising in 73 BCE. He built up a large army, possibly 90,000 strong, and, advancing along the length of the Italian peninsula and devastating the great estates, vanquished a number of Roman forces before being defeated and killed in 71 BCE at a battle in Lucania by the Praetor, Crassus. As an instance of the exemplary punishment the Romans sought and demonstrated, large numbers of Spartacus’s followers were crucified and their bodies left hanging along the Appian Way. Such punishment was to be more famously inflicted on Jesus. Another type of punishment, usually the fate of defeated leaders, was to be paraded through Rome as one of the spoils in a ‘triumph’, as a victorious general was honoured. The defeated leaders were then generally killed, as happened to Vercingetorix, who was strangled. Violence was very much part of the Roman way.


The Spartacus rebellion remains very important to modern views on ancient Rome, notably as a result of Stanley Kubrick’s film Spartacus (1960) and Rome was made dramatically accessible by this means. From this perspective, slavery was a crucial depiction of the wrongness of a political system that also crucified Jesus, a point repeatedly made by Christians when they referred to Rome before its conversion to Christianity. Similar assumptions and values were advanced in other films, such as Ben-Hur (1925 and 1959), Demetrius and the Gladiators (1954), Gladiator (2000), and the American television series Spartacus: Blood and Sand (2010).


There were other slave revolts in Italy, notably in Sicily in 139— 132 BCE and 104–100 BCE, but they were all crushed. The former led to a fall in the grain shipments from Sicily that kept the Roman population quiescent, and the anger of the Romans was shown in the slaughter of the last 20,000 of the rebel slaves when they surrendered in 132 BCE. Sicily was also a key wine-producing region. More generally, the murder of masters by slaves helped lead to a fear of slaves, resulting in the law that in such cases all the household slaves should be executed. Despite laws that sought to restrict brutality, for example the Lex Petronia, which denied masters the right to sell their slaves to fight wild beasts in the arena, there could also be a casual brutality to slaves with the latter generally treated as if they were animals. The spectator sport of gladiators fighting each other to the death was part of this brutal world. There was also the brutality to animals seen in games in which they were killed for entertainment.


THE ROMAN SYSTEM



Slavery was the most dramatic instance of the inherent inequalities of Roman life, inequalities repeated daily and very apparent in all the details and ideas of life. To be a citizen might be to have a basis of equality, but, as with Britain in the nineteenth century, the situation was very different for rich and poor, men and women, parents and children, eldest sons and others. Thus, although not slaves, free tenant farmers were in a bad position economically as well as having to pay rents and taxes. They were to become serfs. In contrast, major landowners and tenants-in-chief were in a far more attractive situation.


This helped make the equality propounded by Christianity particularly subversive. Long persecuted, with Christians publicly martyred, monotheistic (one God) Christianity also challenged the system of the Olympian gods, a polytheistic system that allowed the incorporation of the emperors into the religious pantheon. Christian churches from the period, such as the fourth-century basilica in Aquileia, have impressive mosaics depicting biblical scenes. There would have been more remains bar for later rebuilding. Although certain rural areas continued to follow pagan Roman cults until the end of the sixth century, most of Italy was Christianised by the end of the fourth.


Emperor-worship did not prevent the removal of individual emperors by murder, conspiracy or rebellion. This was already true with early emperors, with Caligula, Claudius and Nero. Emperors who were most effective, for example Vespasian (r. 69–79), Titus (r. 79–81), Trajan (r. 98–117), Hadrian (r. 117–38) and Septimius Severus (r. 193–211), won victory in battle, and the resulting prestige proved the lubricant of obedience. As a consequence, defeats challenged stability, and most clearly so when emperors were killed on campaign, as with Julian the Apostate (r. 361–3), who was killed in battle against the Sassanid Persians.




ROMAN MAPPING



The Romans inherited Greek knowledge about the world. Their realisation that their known world was only a small portion of the globe meant that the Greeks appreciated that the world needed exploring and mapping. Writing in about 15 CE, Strabo described the Greeks’ interpretation of geographical thought as developed by, and under, the Romans. He wrote about Crates of Mallos, a Greek philosopher who, in about 150 BCE, had made a large globe in Rome at least three metres (nine feet) in diameter that depicted four balancing continents, one in each quarter of the world, but all separated by water. The idea that the world had to balance encouraged the long-standing belief in a great Southern Continent.


Ptolemy (c. 90–c. 168 CE), a Greek geographer who worked in Alexandria under Roman rule, drew up a world gazetteer that included an estimate of geographical coordinates. Ptolemy’s depiction of Britain benefited from Roman conquest from 43 CE.


Prolific surveyors, the Romans were capable of drawing to scale and they used maps for a number of purposes. There was a close connection in the Roman world between mapmaking and imperial conquest and rule, and between what purported to be world maps and pretensions to world power. The value of display was captured by the large-scale plan of the city of Rome, the Forma Urbis Romae, which was incised on a wall for public view.


The Romans’ accumulation of information reflected the range of their military and governmental systems. It was necessary to understand the empire if it were to be administered effectively. Flavius Vegetius, the author of the fourth-century CE Epitoma Rei Militaris, stated that a general must have ‘tables drawn up exactly which show not only the distances in numbers of steps, but also the quality of the paths, shorter routes, what lodging is to be found there and the mountains and rivers’.


The Tabula Peutingeriana, a twelfth-century copy of a fourth-century CE Roman road map, was a route planner, not a topographical map, and therefore adopts a strip form. The map depicts the mountains and shows roads centring on particular cities, such as Taranto.


A less well-known source is the Ravenna Cosmography, a list of more than 5,000 place names covering the empire, drawn up in about 700 CE by an anonymous cleric at Ravenna. It has been suggested that the compiler had access to a range of official maps.





DECLINE



The Romans had never been invariably victorious. Indeed, there had been a series of spectacular defeats, notably of Crassus by the Parthians at Carrhae in 53 BCE, and of Varus by the Germans in the Teutoburger Wald in 9 CE, a defeat in which three legions had been lost. These defeats had put paid to particular attempts at expansion or had done so at least for a while. In contrast, attacks from ‘barbarians’ outside the empire became pressing from the late second century CE, with the Marcomanni and Quadi invading northern Italy in 167–70. The Roman world was an attractive target. It suffered a particularly harsh invasion crisis in the 250s that led to a territorial division of the empire as local solutions were sought for its defence.


Nevertheless, the invasions were a protracted process, and, for a long time, the Romans were successful in recovering from attack. The Emperor Aurelian (r. 270–5) brought a measure of recovery, and, thanks to him, Rome itself in the 270s received a new multi-towered wall. Diocletian (r. 284–305) sought to provide delegated leadership by co-opting colleagues, creating a system of two senior and two junior emperors. However, this system eventually led to a permanent division between the eastern and western parts of the empire. The centre of power moved to the new capital of Byzantium (later Constantinople), founded by Constantine I in 330. He had converted to Christianity in 312, a conversion followed by the downgrading of paganism. This conversion greatly disrupted notions of continuity, and the divisiveness that resulted weakened the empire when it should have been concentrating on external threats. Byzantium became the city of the new, and Rome that of the old.




THE GREAT QUESTION



‘It was at Rome, on the fifteenth of October 1764, as I sat musing amidst the ruins of the Capitol, while the bare-footed friars were singing Vespers in the Temple of Jupiter, that the idea of writing the decline and fall of the City first started to my mind.’


Edward Gibbon explained, in his Memoirs, the genesis of The Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire, a multi-volume study which first appeared between 1776 and 1788 and became the greatest work of post-Classical history. It was understandable that Gibbon should focus on Rome because its decline was the great question for European historians. The reasons still divide historians, and notably the degree to which internal factors contributed and also the extent to which the ‘barbarians’ brought cataclysmic change as opposed to greater continuity.





The less wealthy and populous Western Roman Empire proved less able to cope with ‘barbarian’ attack, especially because mistrust helped prevent the East from supporting the West. The failure to hold the Rhine and Danube frontiers led to pressure on Italy, pressure that was difficult to meet as so much of the army was committed to the frontiers or to other provinces. Under pressure from the Huns further east, the Visigoths under Alaric invaded Italy in 401, sacking Rome in 410 after the city, whose wall had held off Alaric, was starved into submission. Italy was then extensively ravaged by invaders: Goths, Huns and Vandals, a Germanic tribe who plundered Rome in 455 and seized Sicily in 468. Under Attila, the Huns, in 452, destroyed the major city of Aquileia, from which people fled to the shelter of nearby coastal marshy areas and eventually to Venice.


There was also political instability, with nineteen emperors in the West between 394 and 476. Power was generally held by military leaders, several of whom, including Odoacer, were ‘barbarians’. Moreover, military, political and administrative links with former provinces ended. Odoacer deposed Romulus Augustulus, the last Roman emperor in the West, in 476. The emperors had taken refuge at Ravenna, which was less exposed to attack than Rome, but that could not be held. ‘Barbarian’ pressure on Rome was not due to problems unique to the latter. There was a more general process of attack on settled societies, one also seen with Han China. At the same time, some of the issues debated, such as the impact of Christianity, were specific to Rome.


Imperial Rome was gone but, from the sixth century, Byzantium was able to regain and maintain control over much of southern Italy until the end of the eleventh century. This helped provide an afterlife for both the Roman Empire and for the links with Greece that had contributed to Rome’s cultural dynamism. The power or influence of Byzantium was also seen further north, notably in Ravenna and Venice. Ravenna is well worth visiting for the Byzantine mosaics, the Klimts of the Ancient World, preserved in its World Heritage Sites. Particularly impressive ones from the fifth century can be visited in the Mausoleo di Galla Placidia, the Battistero degli Ariani, the Battistero Neoniano, the Museo Arcivescovile and, from the sixth century, in the Basilica di San Vitale and the Basilica di Sant’ Apollinare Nuovo. Byzantine-Greek abbeys were found across much of Italy, for example the Monastero Esarchico di Santa Maria at Grottaferrata, south-east of Rome, which was founded in 1004.


REMEMBERING ROME



Moreover, the memory and image of Imperial Rome were to play a key role in later presentations of Italy. This was especially the case with the Holy Roman Empire, a central political presence and symbol in Europe from its inception at Rome by Charlemagne in 800 to its end in 1806. Rome’s influence was more wide-ranging. Imperial figures, such as Napoleon I, drew on the legacy of Imperial Rome, or their view of it; whereas republics and limited monarchies proved readier to look to Republican Rome. Thus, the new American republic had a senate. Furthermore, the painters of revolutionary France, such as Jacques Louis David (1748–1825), who had studied in Rome, drew on the iconography and images of the Roman republic, as in his The Oath of the Horatii (1784) and The Intervention of the Sabine Women (1799). Napoleon I, for whom David was court painter, enjoyed Roman echoes.


In the nineteenth century, Europeans appropriated Imperial Rome as a model as they spread their empires. Officials, both colonial governors and diplomats, were apt to adopt a proconsular role, regarding themselves as bringers of civilisation, assumptions also seen with American expansionism. In particular, the British Empire sought to echo that of Classical Rome.


The Risorgimento (‘Rising Again’) was strongly grounded in the idea of a Roman revival, and Roman glory and heritage were always mentioned in its speeches, letters and works. Thus, it is no surprise that for the Fascists, who came to power under Benito Mussolini (1883–1945) in 1922, the concept of national rebirth through the sacrifice of blood could be given a greater historical resonance, sense of purpose and validation, by looking back to Imperial Rome. This was a major theme in the language, mindset and iconography of Italian Fascism. The fasces or axes used as a symbol of Fascism were a direct reference to ancient Rome. Marshal Rodolfo Graziani (1882–1955), who was appointed Vice-Governor in Cyrenaica (eastern Libya) in 1930, presented his very harsh ‘pacification’ of the colony, the last stage of its conquest, in terms of ‘Romans’ subduing ‘barbarians’, and in 1932 referred to the enforced peace as a Pax Romana.

OEBPS/images/f0006-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
JEREMY BLACK





OEBPS/images/pub.png





