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Figure 1: Plan of ancient Rome
1 – Baths of Diocletian; 2 – Pantheon, basilica of Neptune, and Baths of Nero (Field of Mars), with the Theatre of Pompey to the left; 3 – Theatre of Marcellus; 4 – Capitoline Hill; 5 – imperial forums across this valley; 6 – Colosseum; 7 – Baths of Titus (on the site of the Golden House of Nero), and later Baths of Trajan; 8 – Castra Praetoria (Praetorian Camp); 9 – Circus Maximus, overlooked by the Palatine Hill; 10 – Baths of Caracalla; 11 – Monte di Testaccio; 12 – Via Appia (Antica). From W. Ramsay’s Manual of Roman Antiquities, 18th edition 1894.










FOREWORD AND INTRODUCTION





In my opinion, nothing is more satisfying than that people should always want to know what sort of a person a man had been.


Pliny the Elder1





Just outside the Porta Maggiore in Rome is an incongruous sight. A prominent Roman tomb made in the shape of a stack of bins for kneading dough stands surrounded by modern streets and overhead cables, silent amid the racket from the traffic that churns around it endlessly. This was the burial place of the ashes of a successful freedman (libertus) called Eurysaces who lived in the first century BC. He had a sense of humour. ‘It is obvious this is the tomb of Marcus Vergilius Eurysaces, baker, contractor’, proclaims the inscription.2 The tomb is thus an elaborate joke, hence the text and the substitution of dough bins for the usual cremation urns. Apparently not in the least despondent at the thought of his death, Eurysaces had made a small fortune from his nearby bakery business on a state contract for supplying the dole and was keen for everyone to know it for all eternity. The tomb was wedged into what was originally a narrow road junction. It towered over the endless cavalcade of carts, animals and pedestrians that entered and exited the ancient city on either side.


Without his tomb we would know nothing about Eurysaces and his wife Atistia because, not surprisingly, he appears nowhere in any surviving written source from the period. The monument only survived because three centuries later it was built into the tower of a gate on the new walls of Rome raised by the emperor Aurelian (270–5). Eurysaces and Atistia serve as the perfect example of the random record available to us for life for the ordinary people (populus) of ancient Rome. The tomb is a reminder that Rome was once their home, where they worked and lived as man and wife, just as it was for the unknown millions who have left no trace of their lives apart from the wear on coins that passed through their hands and the countless potsherds in the ancient city’s rubbish that underpins modern Rome.


My first visit to Rome was one evening at Easter in 1975. It is impossible to forget turning a corner and seeing for the first time the three surviving columns of the Temple of Castor and Pollux in the Forum dimly lit in the crepuscular gloom of a Roman night, and behind them the huge silhouette of the imperial palaces of the Palatine Hill.


From those halls and vaulted chambers, emperors had ruled, some wisely, others with unspeakable barbarity, some for decades and some for only days or weeks. Few lived to die in their beds. Most were murdered, whether in Rome or in some far-off province, or died in battle. Beyond and all around were other vast edifices from antiquity: among them the Arch of Titus, just beyond it the remains of Vespasian’s Colosseum, and nearby the colossal remnants of Augustus’ Temple of Mars Ultor (the Avenger), built to commemorate his defeat of the tyrannicides who had murdered Julius Caesar.


The most compelling thought was of the Roman people themselves who crowded into the Circus Maximus to cheer for their favourite charioteers, jeered at the defeated gladiators in the Colosseum, jostled, argued, or ‘idled at the forum’ (as Catullus put it), worshipped at the temples, rioted, fought and feuded during elections, and watched as great military triumphs brandished Rome’s spoils, admiring the fruits of Rome’s vicious wars of conquest.3 They had once lived in any one of the innumerable houses and tenement blocks, packed the narrow backstreets and alleys dodging the litters carrying the high and mighty, and gathered in the markets to buy food and other necessities. The real stories of their lives subsist in the written sources, whether the words of the Roman historians and writers or the inscriptions. Although the record is incomplete in so many ways there is no other ancient civilization which has left such a dramatic and vivid written record of the people who lived then.


In our own troubled times, there is something reassuring about discovering how much of the human experience is common to other ages. With the Romans we have an exceptional record that includes not just the deeds and carryings-on of emperors but also the lives of ordinary people. It takes a moment to realize just how unusual this is. There is no comparable archive for the entire medieval period. It is not until early modern times that the survival of tombstones and ephemera in the form of letters and diaries makes it possible once more to become aware of the existence of modest individuals whose lives made no impact on the grand backdrop of history.


There was much about the Roman world that on the face of it seems alien or even horrible to us, especially the extreme brutality of Rome’s wars and mass entertainment, but in so many other ways the Romans were just like us. They had ambitions, families, beliefs, hopes, fears, frustrations, and joy. More than anything else, though, they had an acute sense not only of self but also of their mortality. This is what led so many of them to leave a record of their lives, usually in the form of tombstones or religious dedications and which makes it possible to write a book like this about them.


Some of those whose lives were centred on Rome, especially some of the emperors and the elite, ranged freely around Italy and the Roman Empire. Besides having homes and political or other essential interests in Rome, they often owned country houses and estates, in Campania and the Bay of Naples with its islands like Ischia and Capri. The epicentre of their existences, though, was always in Rome itself, even if they cherished the chance to hide themselves away in what they liked to depict as rural boltholes.


That, of course, begs the question: what did being Roman mean? For those who could trace their ancestry, whether real or imagined, back to the city’s earliest days the answer was obvious. Being ‘Roman’ was also a state of mind that could be acquired to a greater or lesser degree by moving to the city or its orbit. This was especially for those who could claim to be Roman citizens while also proudly clinging on to their regional or provincial identities. There were millions of people who might − and many did − perceive themselves to be ‘Roman’, yet never set foot in Rome or even Italy.


Rome was packed with people from all over the Empire and beyond. They made for a constant procession of visitors, soldiers, chancers, commuters, and rogues frequenting the congested streets, forums, shops, tenements, and townhouses. They even briefly included Cleopatra VII of Egypt, flaunted in Rome by her lover Caesar who bestowed on her ‘high honours and rich gifts’.4 For many of these people, living in Rome may only ever have been a fleeting or occasional experience, albeit a powerful and memorable one, while others eked out their entire existence within the city. The focus of this book is what it was like to be Roman in the city of Rome, but this necessarily involves being flexible about where some of the information comes from.


There is a good reason for this. Although the records for life in ancient Rome are remarkably extensive, they are far from comprehensive. This means that we must necessarily draw on evidence from other places in the Roman world to provide us with analogies and supplementary information. The most obvious sources are the Campanian cities of Pompeii and Herculaneum, destroyed by Vesuvius in 79. The recovery from both cities of extraordinary quantities of material relating to everyday life in the late first century means they are fundamental to our understanding of the experience of being Roman. It is reasonable to make this assumption, even with the proviso that these places were Italian country towns with different histories from that of Rome, and with their own local traditions. The records of individuals, as well as the physical remains of public buildings, commercial premises, and shops amply demonstrate that life in Pompeii and Herculaneum had become indisputably Roman. There was after all a great deal of traffic of all sorts between both places and Rome. Pompeii and Herculaneum show above all else how being ‘Roman’ often involved the conflation of regional or provincial identities with identifying oneself also as being part of the Roman world.


For the most part this book is concerned with the individual, whatever their station in life. All these people were also affected by ideas and concepts that defined the experience of being Roman and it is essential to look at these as well. Among these was, for example, the nature of how the Romans were ruled. Under the Republic, the Romans were expected to accept that they were being governed by what passed for a form of democracy, with male freeborn Roman citizens voting in their magistrates and being presided over by an elected assembly of elders known as the Senate. There were huge tensions in a system that was riven with corruption and vested interests. The Senate was controlled by a self-serving and wealthy elite. Voting in the late Republic was manipulated by money and violence. Slaves and freedmen had no electoral rights, and women were excluded from the process also. The collapse of the Republic was born out of a catastrophic series of events and degeneration that involved Rome being at the mercy of a succession of generals (known as the imperatores) drawn from the elite who embarked on a series of alliances and feuds that led to the civil wars of the 40s and 30s BC.


The result was the effective end of the Republic and the emergence of Augustus as the first emperor. The Romans now found themselves being ruled by what amounted to a hereditary monarchy but in a system designed to mask that with a pretence that a single man with supreme authority had restored the Republic under his protection (see below, this chapter). The Roman world was characterized by numerous contradictions and twists that at least most people were prepared to accept and live with, rather than endure any more of the violence that had torn the Republic apart.


Therefore, the reader will find, where appropriate, some consideration of these more abstract ideas. Such incongruities, which one might just call ‘fudges’, formed an important part of the Roman mindset because they created the framework in which the Romans lived and affected how they thought and behaved. Our own lives might differ in detail from those of the Romans, but we too live in a ramshackle haze of contradictions and fuzzy detail which define the present time.


The Romans were certainly consumed with a sense of their magnificent success and entitlement. This did not bring any peace of mind, a paradox that was another defining characteristic of their civilization, especially under the emperors. The phenomenal wealth Rome enjoyed caused a moral crisis as the descent into luxury and indulgence seemed to be destroying the qualities that had made Rome great in the first place. A common belief among Rome’s elite, especially the historians drawn from the upper classes, was that Rome’s success had destroyed the idyll of early Roman society, when men of fortitude, modesty and restraint who worked on the land and fought to defend their homes had made Rome great. Some of the elite now looked around at the city and saw an increasingly febrile mob accustomed to extravagant public facilities and state handouts, and an aristocracy ever more interested in unrestrained extravagance and self-indulgence.


The Augustan historian Livy was enslaved to the reactionary notion that the Romans had once been a higher and better people. Rome had become ‘burdened by its magnitude’, he said.5 Catullus envied a friend of his called Furius for being too poor to own a slave, a money box, or even a fire because it meant he had nothing to be afraid of or worry about.6 A century later the poet Juvenal wrote that ‘profligate Rome sets no end to its extravagance’ and that everything in Rome came at a price.7 Even this plaintive Roman navel-gazing has its echoes in our time, an era increasingly hag-ridden by a sense of guilt at our profligacy and wanton waste of resources and privilege.



SOURCES AND HISTORY


This book depends mainly on ancient sources and inscriptions drawn from the last two centuries of the Roman Republic and the first two or three centuries of the emperors. This reflects the material available. It was a period that charted Rome’s emergence as the supreme international power in the Mediterranean world with the defeat of Carthage in the Second Punic War, its acquisition of a vast Empire that reached its greatest extent under Trajan over three centuries later, and then its gradual decline into the chronic instability of the third century AD which followed the death of Commodus in 192 and lasted at least until the accession of Diocletian in 284.


The reader will soon see that this book is by no means limited to that epoch. Other stories and evidence have been drawn from Rome’s earliest days and on into the fourth century AD, a period of around a thousand years. The earlier material was important to the Romans, even if much was imagined and idealized. They constantly looked back to the city’s earliest days for inspiration, admiring Rome’s mythologized heroes and what they imagined was a time when the Roman people maintained higher standards of morality, self-sacrifice, hard work, and self-discipline.


Much historical literature has survived from the latter days of the Republic and from the reign of Augustus to that of Severus Alexander in the early third century. With a few exceptions, later Roman historians leave a great deal to be desired and are lacking in both detail and reliability. Surviving inscriptions belong predominantly to the last century of the Republic and then from Augustus into the first half of the third century AD. Some key sources are far more important than others. Cicero is, for example, the dominant source of information about political events in late Republican Rome, Tacitus for the reigns of Tiberius and parts of the reigns of Claudius and Nero.


No attempt has been made to tackle the material in consistent chronological order. The sources are distributed far too randomly across time to make that sensible or even desirable. The question of dates is discussed below. Livy’s history of Rome, compiled during the reign of Augustus, is a key source for the rise of Rome right up to and through the fall of the Republic but much is lost or only known to us in later summaries. The further back Livy trawled, the more his efforts were compromised by the absence of proper annals and records, and he was aware of this. To make good some of the gaps in Livy, historians have to turn to the works of others such as the Greek historians Polybius and Diodorus Siculus, which are also affected by missing sections.


Tacitus, who wrote around the beginning of the second century, is a superb source for much of the period AD 14–69 but whole sections have been lost, for example his account of the reign of Caligula (37–41). He is unmatched by any other ancient Roman historian but was mainly concerned with great matters of state, the army, and the imperial family. Tacitus knew only too well how unpredictable events impacted on human history. This was what helped provoke his interest in the way his world had been shaped. Eventusque rerum, qui plerumque fortuiti sunt, ‘fate and circumstance are generally due to chance’, he said.8 His interest in the emperors and the activities of the elite meant all the rest were largely dismissed as background noise, the vulgus, ‘common people’.9 He tells us relatively little about the day-to-day experiences of ordinary life in Rome. Yet it is so often the evidence for their lives that brings us that sense of the common experience of being human.


Tacitus rarely mentions his prime sources, which are not available to us anyway. Suetonius, who wrote only a little later, produced a colourful account of the same period but by using a different device. He composed individual biographies of the dictator Julius Caesar and then the emperors from Augustus to Domitian. They contain gossip alongside important factual accounts of events and help flesh out some of the gaps in Tacitus. Like so much of Roman history they focused on events and personalities in Rome, much from before Tacitus and Suetonius themselves were born. Cassius Dio was in a similar position, apart from the latter sections of his work in which he describes events in the late second and early third centuries that he had often witnessed personally. A contemporary historian for this period, Herodian, often differs in significant detail, thereby calling both into doubt and therefore by implication Tacitus and Suetonius.


For historians like Tacitus and Suetonius, the Empire was the setting in which the emperors and the senatorial class played out their power games, making for a grand drama. Conversely, their contemporaries, the poets Martial and Juvenal, provide us with entertaining and picaresque glimpses of Rome in the late first and early second centuries. They have no equals at any other time. Valerius Maximus, who lived in Tiberius’ reign (14–37), compiled and published numerous ‘memorable deeds and sayings’ of individual Romans and others drawn from other writers, many of whose works are otherwise lost. He arranged them into nine thematic sections, specifically to save readers the time and trouble of tracking them down. The text has survived in full, and it provides us with invaluable information about what the Romans admired, such as valour and moderation. Pliny (Gaius Plinius Secundus) the Elder recorded countless anecdotes and theories in his magisterial Natural History but he died during the eruption of Vesuvius in August 79. No other Roman ever filled his sandals. Third-century and later written sources (apart from Dio, Herodian, and Ammianus Marcellinus) are generally poor and unreliable. This is a particular problem with certain ‘biographies’ of some of the third-century emperors.


We are also fortunate to have some collections of correspondence, most notably the letters of Cicero and then later those of Seneca, and Pliny the Younger, nephew of the Elder. Inevitably, these exceptional windows into life in Rome, Italy, and the provinces feature extensively in this and other books. They illustrate an imbalance in our sources that we can do nothing about, but it is better to celebrate that we have these ones at all. Nonetheless, we cannot be certain that the texts are those of the actual letters sent since in general our texts must derive from retained copies. They may well have been modified for publication, either by the writers or later editors. This is known to have happened, for example, with the letters of Samuel Pepys (1633–1703) when a selection was first published by Richard, Lord Braybrooke, in 1825. Braybrooke silently telescoped or rewrote the texts wherever he thought fit. Comparison with extant original manuscripts makes it possible to prove what he had done; we obviously cannot do this with Roman correspondence.10 The letter format was also a literary device. When the author retained a copy, its text might have been suitably altered and ‘improved’. In some cases, the letter may never have been sent and instead had been composed purely for the purposes of embellishing the archive.


The inscriptions and graffiti which supply us with the names and careers of ordinary Romans turn up in various places. Some survive in their original location, such as a cemetery, while others are to be found on altars, religious dedications, or in the remains of buildings. Many have been moved from their original locations, perhaps reused as a step in a house, or converted into a drain cover. Often these are the only reasons they have survived. Unless they bear a reference to the consuls of the year, or an emperor, they can usually only be dated by style. This is an unavoidable weakness of the evidence. It means that when looking at life in ancient Rome it means sometimes associating several pieces of information from different sources separated by periods of time equivalent to that separating us from the reign of George III (1760–1820) or more.


Evaluating the reliability of any of our sources is a great challenge, especially when ancient historians report events involving speech. James Boswell (1740–95) was well-known, even notorious, in his lifetime for his journal and records which he kept on a regular basis. He set down in writing numerous episodes and events, his principal focus being the experience of his friendship with Dr Samuel Johnson (1709–84). Boswell was exceptional in his practices and highly skilled at recreating a vivid and dynamic sense of conversations taking place before his eyes and in which he was a participant. He claimed to write down these occasions as soon as possible after they had taken place. His archives acted as the basis of his Life of Johnson, the most celebrated biography in the English language.


Nonetheless, it has always been a matter of debate just how authentic Boswell’s accounts of Johnson’s pronouncements and interactions with others truly are. There is a good case to be made that Boswell recreated these scenes (and they were ‘scenes’, often with stage direction notes) in Johnson’s style, which Boswell was so familiar with that he could do this plausibly. It is impossible to know to what extent the results were more to do with his skills as a writer rather than mere transcriptions. This is despite many of Boswell’s papers and notes being extant, and the biography going through several editions in his lifetime, with numerous revisions.11


When we are dealing with a Roman source recounting an interaction between an ordinary person and an emperor there are no means of knowing whether the tale is fabricated and hearsay, possibly even confusing the emperor involved with another. It may thus be only a pastiche of a real encounter, an authentic anecdote, or often pure invention. None of the necessary records like Boswell’s exists to substantiate such episodes and he, at least, knew his subject personally.


The Romans had an acute sense of what they called their history, though it was a version of events that suited their self-belief, as all national histories usually are. It was by our standards frustratingly lacking in precise detail, especially for the earliest periods, but peoples are defined as much by their foundation myths as by the authentic sequence of events. The absolute ‘truth’ of exactly what happened is therefore impossible to find, but that is no less true of what happened yesterday in London or Washington DC. There is nothing to be gained by complaining about it. The claims and counter claims erupt the moment after the events they purport to describe took place. In a Radio 4 bulletin the BBC’s political editor Chris Mason reported on a meeting that had taken place a short time earlier between the serving British prime minister Rishi Sunak and the former incumbent Boris Johnson. Mason mischievously observed that ‘accounts of the meeting differ considerably’.12 What chance then of unravelling the truth twenty centuries later? Most of the variant accounts will probably disappear over time leaving at best one, if any, which is then treated as if it is the whole truth and nothing but the truth because the only alternative is to ignore the whole occasion.


The only truth is that it turns out there is and never was an absolute truth on which everyone could have agreed even while whatever-it-was was happening. All one can do, said C.S. Lewis, is ask ‘who influenced the ancient writer, and how far the statement is consistent with what he said in other books, and what phase in the writer’s development, or in the general history of thought, it illustrates, and how it affected later writers, and how often it has been misunderstood’, all the while unable to acknowledge the knotty question of whether any of it was true in the first place.13


Those myths therefore tell us at least as much about the culture they belong to as any other source of information, just as the Battle of Britain and the American Revolutionary War now exist in a blur of fact and myth. The Romans, both collectively and individually, perceived and defined themselves as participants in their drama, depicting and describing themselves accordingly.


The same applies to the stories about the early emperors provided by, for example, Suetonius. He told them because they were current in his time and had become familiar tropes in Roman cultural identity. He knew his readers and while he played up to their expectations, he was also preserving for a distant future how rulers like Caligula and Nero were already perceived, rightly or wrongly.


Both these emperors were inextricably linked by Roman historians to scurrilous tales of incest and sexual deviancy, as well as barbarity and cruelty. We cannot now unravel whether there was any truth in these stories. We have no more evidence to support the tales than is available to us to demolish them. It is therefore more useful to us now to understand that the allegations and rumours were important components in Roman popular culture, especially if they emerged many years after the event. They formed essential ingredients in depicting Caligula and Nero as stock tyrants, later joined by others such as Commodus and Elagabalus. Accepting that there is likely to have been some basis in truth in the stories written about them, however little, is not the same as credulously accepting them at face value. Rumours only usually have currency because existing perceptions give them some degree of plausibility. The challenge for us, and it is usually an insurmountable one, is to wrest the truth from the puff. Endlessly nit-picking to question their credibility, however, only makes for a tiresome and tendentious read. It also ultimately negates their value since the only effect is to suggest they are all unreliable, which is neither interesting nor helpful. Of course, the sources still need to be read with a critical eye. I have noted where I think this is of special relevance.


In his celebrated The Innocents Abroad, Mark Twain recounted how in the late 1860s he was shown in the Church of the Holy Tabernacle in Jerusalem what purported to be the grave of Adam. He wryly observed that ‘there is no question that he is actually buried in the tomb which is pointed out as his – there can be none – because it has never yet been proven that the grave is not the grave in which he is buried’.14 Twain could not have better described the problem that faces all historians, and especially ancient historians. The evidence usually does not exist to resolve beyond doubt many questions, and the result is an endless parade of hypotheses, ranging from the preposterous to the reasonable. They hang on largely because there is usually no conclusive evidence either to substantiate or to refute them. This is no less true of many questions about the Roman Empire and especially those about the true nature of some of the emperors. As ever, the issues usually come down to what people want to believe. In that context the beliefs the Romans held about their leaders are as relevant to our understanding of what it meant to be Roman as any scholarly theory, and perhaps more so.


Roman culture was filled with the idea of stereotypes, just as ours is, though unlike us the Romans had no qualms about pigeonholing people. Nor had they any inhibitions about bigotry and prejudice, especially about foreigners. Bars and taverns, for example, were thus routinely seen as places where all kinds of ne’er-do-wells gathered to get up to mischief. If that evokes a memory in the modern mind of, for example, the famous tavern scene in the movie Star Wars populated by intergalactic freaks and outlaws, then that only brings our own world closer to that of the Romans. Their streetside cookshops and cheap apartment blocks were filled with the flotsam and jetsam of a vast empire.



EMPERORS


The reality about the status of an emperor was submerged beneath a curious collection of Republican magistracies and other honours which were maintained in a remarkable and durable charade (this is discussed in detail in Chapter 2). Rome and its people reigned supreme across much of Europe, North Africa, and the Middle East. This empire had been won by predatory conquest. In the first century AD Roman civilization was advancing remorselessly towards the zenith of its power.


It seems not to have mattered who the emperor was, at least to most of the Roman people, whether they were senators or slaves or anywhere in between, and regardless of where they lived in the Roman Empire. The face of the current incumbent stared out from the coins in their hands, but so did the faces of his predecessors whose money might circulate alongside new issues for generations. Each symbolized the notion of imperial authority vested in a single ruler over whom the average Roman had no power whatsoever unless he or she joined a rabid mob bent on dragging the emperor out of the palace and killing him.


Ordinarily, the machinations and intrigues in the imperial palace made little or no difference to the way most ordinary people lived on a day-to-day basis. The drama of civil wars when rival emperors battled it out could, and did, devastate the communities unfortunate enough to be in the vicinity. To almost everyone else such catastrophes were distant curiosities manifested only on the sudden appearance of new coins bearing the name and face of a new emperor. There is some evidence that ordinary Romans took the misbehaviour of their rulers seriously. Taking to the streets was one option but those coins also occasionally served as targets for resentment when, for example, a chisel was taken to a coin portrait of Nero as a means of symbolically killing him.


Nevertheless, ordinary people could and did write to the emperor or addressed him in person at an imperial audience to importune him for some service or concession, such as citizenship for the child of a serving soldier who had formed a relationship with a provincial.


The Roman emperor was thus by comparison with our own time surprisingly accessible. Sometimes ordinary people came across the emperor by chance and took the opportunity to make a request. Hadrian was on a journey once – we do not know where and given his travelling habits it could have been in Italy or anywhere else in the Empire – when a woman spotted him and tried her luck. She had barely started speaking when Hadrian dismissed her with ‘I haven’t time’. He had miscalculated. She fired back with ‘cease, then, being emperor’. A chastened Hadrian dismounted and listened to her, though we do not know what her grievance was.15 The story is in Cassius Dio, recorded by him at least sixty years after the event. No one has the slightest idea how it was transmitted down through time and whether it was embellished or modified. Many decades earlier, and to his annoyance, Cicero had discovered that certain jokes were being attributed to him that he knew he had never cracked.16 This is another phenomenon which might be coined as prestige attribution, a process by which an action, comment, or saying is given false authority by attributing it to someone whose reputation enhances its credibility and significance.


DATING ROME


The Romans counted their dates ‘from the foundation of the city’, ab urbe condita, or ‘from the birth of the city’, which corresponds to what we call 753 BC, though they scarcely ever enumerated these dates on coins or monuments.17 Years were normally distinguished instead in official records by the names of the two consuls elected at the start of each year, the lists of which survive. Emperors listed their titles on coins and inscriptions but did not distinguish them from those that they had held prior to becoming emperor. For example, Domitian held the consulship seven times prior to his accession in 81. Thus, as emperor in the year 84 his coins and inscriptions recorded his tenth consulship (given as COS X), for example. It is the consul lists that have played the largest part in compiling a continuous sequence of years, calibrated in modern times to absolute calendar years by various other factors, such as eclipses recorded by Roman historians. Rome’s second millennium began in what we call the year 248 and was the subject of massive celebrations by Philip I (244–9).


There is thus no doubt that the Romans had calculated a chronology for their history, leaving them with a clear idea of when Rome had come into being, even if the earlier sections were largely fiction with a nominal basis in fact. Rome’s origins were famously modest, beginning as a collection of farming villages on a few low hills on the banks of the River Tiber. At the time the settlements would have seemed unexceptional and insignificant, as indeed they were. A series of unique factors and chance saw them coalesce into a single force that spent generations pursuing territorial and economic feuds against neighbouring communities. This gradually developed over centuries into dominance of Italy and then, most importantly of all, by the end of the third century BC Rome had also defeated Carthage, its greatest rival, in the First and Second Punic Wars. This opened the way to dominance of the whole Mediterranean world.


Roman history stretches from that mythical foundation of Rome in 753 BC right through to the collapse of the Western Empire in the late fifth century AD. The Eastern Empire lasted till the fall of Constantinople in 1453. This was the extraordinary story of how a group of villages by a river in Italy grew into Rome, the most powerful city in the ancient world.


*


This book is not a history of ancient Rome. Many excellent books serve that purpose already. It is instead about some of the experiences that were to be had in Rome and of being Roman, from seeing the bodies of criminals and public enemies hurled down from the Capitoline Hill to enjoying the peaceful empty streets of Rome during a few days when it seemed that almost the whole population had taken itself off to watch the chariot races in the Circus Maximus.


Rome was both glamorous and ghastly, a place where phenomenal extravagance was on display alongside the rotting bodies of crucified criminals, where the wealthy loafed on ivory couches at dinner while outside the streets ran with offal and excrement. Samuel Johnson said (or allegedly said) in 1775: ‘I think the full tide of human existence is at Charing Cross.’18 He was talking about London, of course, but he might as well have been describing the imperial forums in Rome, the Baths of Caracalla, the cookshops and food markets, or the endless stream of traffic that arrived daily up the Via Appia or along the road and river from the port at Ostia.


The satirist Juvenal thought little of historians whom he dismissed as ‘lazy’ or ‘slothful’, disparaging the amount of oil for lamps and time wasted on thousands of pages to no purpose apart from the ruin of historians.19 Ironic, then, that he and others like him have played such an important role in handing down everyday vignettes of life in the Rome of his time, providing us with the words and colour to populate the empty ruins of a temple in Rome, a street in Pompeii, and a tenement block in Ostia.


The chapters have been compiled on a largely thematic basis. Inevitably there are frequent instances of overlap. Although freedmen are, for example, covered in their own chapter, they pop up in numerous other instances throughout the book, as do the guilds to which so many of them belonged. I make no pretence that the topics and examples in this book could possibly represent a definitive selection and nor could they serve as a comprehensive guide to life in ancient Rome. The quantity of available material, just as with the Roman army in the companion volume Gladius, would make anything more a practical impossibility and sheer folly to attempt it. The choice is personal. For every story, anecdote, or inscription included, many others had to be passed over. The intention is to provide variety and something of the sheer visceral intensity of life in ancient Rome, including what still seems familiar to us as well as the outlandish.


While some records are comprehensive, many others are incidental. Our knowledge of a temple or cult may come only from a single aside in a passage concerned with another topic. Full references are provided for every story, anecdote, and inscription. These are often not considered necessary nowadays for an ancient history book aimed at a wider readership. In such books it seems the reader is expected to accept the modern writer’s authority and reputation as the sole validation of the points made. This creates an unnecessary degree of separation between a modern readership and the Romans. That is a pity. Everyone is entitled to have the opportunity to know where the material in a book such as this has come from and to pursue it if they wish, rather than to be expected to take something for granted, or to have to engage in an interminable search to find it. Moreover, today it is easier than ever before for anyone to consult these sources for themselves online, and every reader interested in pursuing the subject further should do so. Details of how to do so are contained within the Further Reading section.


If I had anything in mind as an inspiration while writing this book, it was the writings of Valerius Maximus and Pliny the Elder (hereafter Pliny). Both men created idiosyncratic anthologies of the Roman world in the first century AD and both texts have come down to us. Valerius Maximus preserved some remarkable stories that would otherwise have been lost. Pliny’s work was called a natural history but was so far-ranging that it amounts more to a vast and almost unlimited literary cabinet of curiosities. Both men drew freely on records available to them across time and space and were unconcerned with chronology or other technical niceties. They had evidently taken enormous delight in their work, enjoying the liberty to allow their curiosity to range freely, and were unencumbered by our modern obsessions with specialisms. Anyone stimulated by this book, or any other book on the subject, to read further about the experience of living in Roman times could do no better than to start with them.


Exploring the Roman world through its sources is also to throw open a window on a complex urban civilization that operated without electricity or true mechanization of any kind. Countless inventions that we use without thinking, from reading glasses to air conditioning and washing machines to pneumatic suspension, were unknown to them. In our own digitized environment, where electricity and machines are ubiquitous and life without either is unthinkable for most of us, it can be sobering to realize how recent and precarious our way of life is. Yet the self-reliant Romans managed to live, work, and play without so much of what we take for granted that it can be almost impossible for us to imagine how they achieved what they did.


History is, if nothing else, a voyage of discovery through the human experience and our own small part in it, ‘figuring the nature of the times deceas’d’.20 The Romans more than any other ancient civilization have influenced and affected our lives indelibly. We use their letters and many of their words, celebrate their greatest achievements while condemning their failings, and look on in awe at the physical remains of their era. Their voices echo through our everyday lives.


Guy de la Bédoyère


Augusta, Western Australia, where apart from final revisions this book was completed in March 2023


NB Dates throughout this book are AD (sometimes given as CE by others) unless otherwise specified as BC (sometimes given as BCE by others). Where appropriate, AD is supplied to avoid doubt.
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CITYSCAPE




The smoke, the wealth, and the din of Rome.


Horace1





Rome at its height was the biggest city in the western ancient world. It had a population of around a million at its peak though no records survive to substantiate that claim. The estimate is based on its physical extent when compared to medieval and early modern European cities whose population sizes are known, at least approximately. The true figure may on occasion have been greater, though it is certain that the total fluctuated continuously, depending on circumstances. Ancient Rome was also large compared to cities of the Middle Ages. It was bigger than its own medieval counterpart by a considerable margin. London did not reach a similar size until the eighteenth century, a time when the tumult in its streets and markets gives us something of an idea of how similarly congested, noisy, and vibrant life in Rome must have been. At its greatest extent imperial Rome ranged from 1.8 to 3 miles (3–5 km) across. Today there are still large open areas within that part of the modern city, beneath which lie buried vast tracts of urban archaeology.


This heaving setting included magnificent public buildings like the baths and temples, palatial houses of the rich, festering slums made up of congested apartment blocks, and everything and anything in between. The River Tiber snaked its way through the middle. Up the river came an endless succession of barges bringing in goods from around the Roman world. Down the river floated the sewage that poured in night and day along with the bloated bodies of dead animals and the victims of execution and murder.


For the most part the lives of the Romans, whatever their class, were short and harsh. The mood was always on a knife edge, which was hardly surprising given how many people lived in Rome. There was no sophisticated crowd management or disciplined and organized policing. In a society where fights to the death formed a core part of public entertainment, brutal muggings were endemic, and where masters could beat their slaves to a pulp on a whim, it was hardly surprising that the state authorities used violence to maintain control. The only additional ingredient needed was an arbitrary and unstable emperor who had learned that with a single word anyone who crossed him could be executed, and a moment later be killed himself.


A flashpoint could erupt at the chariot races, a sport that was wildly popular. The crowds who gathered in the Circus Maximus, or another of the stadiums, were already whipped up into a frenzy before they arrived. Tertullian thought the circus the place ‘where frenzy reigns supreme’.2 Buoyed up and emboldened, it was common for the spectators to start shrieking at the attending emperors to hand out favours and benefits. On one occasion, the dangerously volatile Caligula (37–41) was confronted by a circus mob screaming at him for taxes to be reduced, he allegedly having taxed everything possible. Caligula grew angry. The crowd shouted louder, and his fury increased. He ordered ‘agents’ (probably members of the Praetorian Guard) to infiltrate the protestors and arrest any suspects, to be executed on the spot. The large number of deaths, and presumably the sight of people being summarily killed, had the desired effect. The crowd calmed down because ‘they could see with their own eyes that the request for fiscal concessions resulted quickly in their own death’.3


The inhabitants of Rome, perpetually on the move in and out through the gates and packing the streets and public facilities as well as their own homes, were dwarfed by the buildings. The sun was barely able to creep down the narrowest alleys beside which most Romans lived, only briefly illuminating the dirt, peeling plaster and filthy streets while casting fleeting shafts of light into tenement apartments and shops and onto streetside shrines. Only a short distance away that same sun burnished the glittering temples of the Forum with their garishly painted statues of the gods, the emperors, and other greats, as well as the spoils of war and other decorations. The air was fouled by countless furnaces, sacrificial fires, and lamps (see Chapter 10), and the senses ravaged by the commotion and noise.


Walking among the Romans, or being carried, were visitors who had made the arduous journey to the city in search of fortunes, work, libraries, safety, or simply to gawp. The Romans themselves found their way across the Empire in a host of different capacities, among them governors, administrators, soldiers, traders, and tourists (though precise information on individual origins can be elusive – see Chapter 15). Those who returned to the city brought with them their experiences, souvenirs, new words, and habits as well as exotic cults. Cicero memorably described Rome as a ‘city made up from a collection of nations, in which there are many traps, many tricks, all kinds of vice going the rounds, and the arrogance, insolence, evil, pride, hatred and troubles of many people to be endured’.4 He was discussing the challenges faced by a man seeking election to office, but his comments paint a familiar picture to this day of life in almost any city.


Some of Rome’s people had been born and had grown up in the city. Others came from across Italy or almost anywhere across the Roman world or beyond, including soldiers, civilians, traders, chariot racers and gladiators, priests, and slaves. Taking account of its physical spread, including vertical building, Pliny said it was clear no city had ever matched Rome for magnitude.5 Juvenal described the financial pressure of living in the city. ‘Everything in Rome comes at a price’, he said, with everyone dressing beyond their means to show off their status and having to rent dungeons at a cost that would pay for an elegant country house anywhere else. ‘We all live in pretentious poverty’, he wailed.6


The Romans created divine personifications of all sorts of ideas and places, following a well-established tradition in antiquity. Roma was among of the most conspicuous, Macrobius observing that ‘it is well known that all cities are under the protection of a god’.7 The city was visualized as a female warrior with helmet, shield, spear, and trophies. Roma epitomized the Roman sense that their city was a living entity, an impression easy to understand given the place’s scale and endless change.


Rome’s origins as a settlement went back to when it was supposedly founded in 753 BC by Romulus, a descendant of the mythological Trojan hero Aeneas, and who became its first king. Aeneas had brought his followers from the burning ruins of Troy to find a new homeland. In Italy he found the right place, marrying into the Latins, and creating a new race that would become the Romans. The archaeology, naturally enough, tells us nothing about Aeneas and Romulus but it does show that during the eighth century BC various rural settlements had grown up in the region.


Their peoples spoke different languages that pointed to their distinct original development. Latin was, for example, about as different from Etruscan as it is possible to be and in time acquired numerous foreign words, mainly of Greek origin. Although Latin inherited many Etruscan words, Etruscan is still barely understood. But over time contacts between the various communities became more and more common. Etruscans even temporarily ruled in Rome. These peoples of central Italy also had wider contacts, mainly among the Greeks whose traders and settlers had spread throughout the western Mediterranean and especially into Sicily and southern Italy. By late Republican and imperial times educated Romans were normally competent in Greek and the better off included Greek books in their libraries.8 There were also the Phoenicians from further east who brought links to North Africa and the Middle East as well as the decaying power of Egypt.


Typically for a time when the Bronze Age was giving way to the Iron Age, these settlements were ruled by chieftains who represented the apex of societies dominated by local aristocracies. Their individual prestige was based on the ability to control territory. They devoted much of their time and energy to fomenting territorial disputes. Among these communities, Rome, for reasons that were not immediately apparent, became more important than the others but its influence and power were still restricted to a small area. Under these early chieftains, whom the Romans knew as kings, the city evolved into the most significant power in the region. It had also already moved beyond being a simple rural settlement. By the sixth century BC Rome already had its first sewer system, which had made it possible to start draining the valley where the Forum would develop. The elite were investing in large and well-appointed stone houses. A mark of the tensions that existed were the early city walls that surrounded a lozenge-shaped area around 1 x 1.2 miles (1.5–2 km). Rome’s great fortune was to oversee the road crossing the Tiber on the land route up the west coast of Italy. The Tiber served as a corridor to maritime trade from across the known world. Rome was also close enough to the coast to control the port which grew up at Ostia.


In 509 BC the Romans expelled their king, the Etruscan Tarquinius Superbus, and founded the Republic. Rome was now ruled by a pair of annually elected magistrates, the consuls, who presided over a hierarchy of lesser magistracies. They were originally drawn from the Senate, a council of aristocrats (patricians) based on a property qualification. The wealthy conducted business in one of Rome’s forums, temples and other public buildings, or in their extravagant private houses. The Republic remained the system of government until Augustus became the first emperor in all but name. Even then, he maintained the fiction that he had restored the Republic, a tradition followed by his successors. Republican offices and institutions continued.


We know little about early Republican Rome until its latter days, from which some monuments survive. Evidence for life in the city predominantly belongs to the first century BC, when the Republic was in its death throes, and under the emperors who followed. By the reign of Augustus, Rome had gone from controlling an area little more than a radius of 60 miles (100 km) away to vast tracts of territory across Italy, Spain, Gaul (France), the Balkans, Greece, Asia (Turkey, Syria), and North Africa (from 30 BC including Egypt). The impact on the city had been colossal but it was only from the reign of Augustus on and the stability that it brought that it became possible for investment in infrastructure and private opulence on an astronomical scale.



ROME OF THE EMPERORS


By the reign of Vespasian (69–79) Rome had fourteen regions in which there were allegedly 265 street crossings, each with its own guardian spirits called the Lares. The road junctions were a way of defining long-established individual neighbourhoods.9 Known as vici, a word for a settlement, they were overseen from Augustus’ time by their own magistrates, the vicomagistri, with the cult of the Lares playing a key part in the management and identity of each. Only in the ruins of Ostia and Pompeii can the physical evidence of similar localities still be seen. A three-way junction was known as a trivium. The word trivium has led to our own ‘trivial’ because a trivium road junction was regarded as being of unmatched ordinariness and insignificance; the goddess Trivia was the divine personification of such locations.10


The people in each neighbourhood, numbering perhaps 3,000–4,000 on average based on the estimated population of Rome at up to a million, are likely to have been broadly familiar with each other, living and working cheek by jowl. The men were often involved in the local collegia (guilds), generally based on a common profession or participation in a cult (and often both) and mainly dominated by freedmen. This way they made up for their lack of political rights by becoming prominent in their guilds.


These organizations had constitutions, calendars, officials, and internal elections, and had interests and influence that involved them with religion and mainstream politics. Belonging to a guild was a matter of pride, and the members looked after their own. The guilds acted as factions, their more important members using their roles as patrons to enforce the participation of their clients in their commercial interests and to act as muscle not only on their behalf but also for their own patrons, who included senators. As a result, the guilds became powerful agents in Roman politics and commerce. By being associated with one side or another the rivalry easily spilled over into violence. Their rituals and nature associated them with cults and the overall effect was to make them far more akin to modern Masonic lodges than just trade organizations.


The traffic and the constant activity passing through those 265 crossways meant that Rome suffered from chaos and a perpetual din. Pedestrians were deafened by the clatter of iron-rimmed cartwheels on the lumpen volcanic boulders of road surfaces and were scattered on all sides to make way for the rich. ‘Only the wealthy get to sleep in Rome’, complained Juvenal about the row in Rome’s streets.11 Martial wrote an epigram explaining why he escaped to his villa at Nomentum (now Mentana), a small town about 18 miles (29 km) from Rome, so often. Martial moaned about noisy schoolmasters, the row from bakers and coppersmiths, the clinking of coins on the moneychanger’s table, and even the racket when pots and pans were bashed together at night during a lunar eclipse to ward off evil spirits.12


There were the wealthy and their wives, borne through the streets in litters, like Afer who was ostentatiously carried aloft by ‘six Cappadocian slaves’, scattering the throng of pedestrians while they loafed inside, blocking out the rabble by hiding behind curtains, and ‘a gaggle of well-groomed clients’ scuttled along in attendance.13 Even in death the elite took precedence. Their seated cadavers were carried first to the rostra in the Forum for a relative to declaim to the crowd the deceased’s magnificent achievements. Next, the propped-up corpses were carried through the streets to be cremated and interred beside the roads outside the city boundaries.


The people forced to make way for the glorious dead included the ordinary citizenry and the huge numbers of slaves and freedmen trying to go about their business. Some were on their way to the baths, others perhaps to promenade in one of the great elegant free gardens and leisure complexes such as the Porticus of Livia. They were also liable to be roughly pushed aside by soldiers who beat them up if they protested.


The Romans were unabashed about seeing foreigners and immigrants as stereotypes. Of Commodus’ chamberlain Eclectus, Herodian said, ‘As an Egyptian he was characteristically given to act upon his impulses and be controlled by his emotions.’14 Pliny referred to the ‘falsehoods of Greeks’, while Cicero said ‘a great many are deceitful and unreliable’, advising his brother Quintus to be on his guard against them while serving as propraetor in Asia.15 Some of the most memorable accounts and descriptions conversely come from those who visited Rome from afar. The Greek orator Aelius Aristides was one who was staggered by what he saw in Rome during Hadrian’s reign, seeing the city as a place into which everything made in the world could be obtained.


Some Romans, mainly as administrators, soldiers, or traders, ventured far and wide across the Roman world and beyond. They included those who brought back looted works of art and trophies, such as from Corinth in Greece after it fell to Rome in 146 BC. Possession and display of such items in Rome became a matter of prestige for some of the more acquisitive and ostentatious elite.


In 139 BC a Roman diplomatic mission led by Scipio Aemilianus, victor of the Third Punic War, arrived in Alexandria to eye up Egypt. He and his colleagues were greatly impressed by Egypt’s cities and wealth but were mystified by its rulers’ failure to make the most of the country’s potential.16 Egypt was fading fast under the last Ptolemaic pharaohs who had become dependent on the Romans to stay in power. Three or four Roman traders turned up in 116 BC and left an inscription recording their names on the island of Philae (near Aswan) with its shrine of Isis.17 There must have been many other such opportunists. In 112 BC, a senator called Lucius Memmius made the journey too. Little is known about Memmius’ career but a papyrus recording his visit has survived. He arrived at Alexandria and was planning to sail up the Nile to visit the main attractions. He was treated with obsequious glee by his fixers who organized how he was to be greeted with ‘magnificence’ at every location.18 Memmius was even to be provided with treats to be thrown to a sacred crocodile. The papyrus’ survival is, of course a matter of chance; the mere fact of the visit proves that there was an easy way of finding passage to Egypt and taking advantage of a well-established tourist industry. These visitors brought back tales of their experiences. They contributed to a growing Roman interest in Egyptian art and religion though it was not until 30 BC that Egypt became a Roman province. Genuine Egyptian antiquities were brought to Rome and Italy while a domestic artistic industry sprang up in which Egyptian themes and imagery (‘Nilotica’) were created for Roman homes and public places.


THE GARRISON OF ROME


Roman government was dependent on the army to enforce its measures and act as the state’s presence, but in the Republic a general was supposedly banned from marching his men into Rome. Sulla did just that and went down in infamy. Sulla had also had to punish soldiers for looting. To prevent any further misdemeanours, he posted guards around the city.19 In 43 BC, during the fall of the Republic, the triumvirs Octavian, Antony and Lepidus brought their armies into Rome and even brazenly displayed standards throughout the city.20 It was only under the emperors that soldiers became a permanent feature of Rome in the form of the elite Praetorian Guard and the lesser urban cohorts, serving as an integral part of how the Roman state enforced its power and control over a huge and potentially volatile population.


Praetorian soldiers had been in existence since the late Republic when the various generals appointed elite cohorts of troops to act as their personal guards. The name was derived from praetorium, the word for the commanding officer’s campaign tent or residence in a fort. Augustus formalized this type of ad-hoc arrangement into a permanent force. His new Praetorian Guard was placed under the command of two prefects. This was a smart move that neatly circumvented the possibility of a senatorial commander, whose rank might have made him a potential rival emperor. It also divided control of a force that could in theory have been used by a single commander to mount a coup. That nearly happened under Tiberius when his praetorian prefect, Lucius Aelius Sejanus, not only engineered his sole command of the force but also then tried to topple the emperor. Even more dangerously, Sejanus had brought the Guard into Rome and based them in the Castra Praetoria on the north-east side of Rome where two sides of the compound still stand today. There they remained until the reign of Constantine the Great (307–37) when the Guard was disbanded for backing Constantine’s enemy Maxentius.


Under Augustus there seem to have been nine praetorian cohorts with a nominal strength of 500 each (known as quingenary cohorts). The total fluctuated, especially during the civil war of 68–9, but by the end of the second century there were ten cohorts with a nominal strength of 1,000 each (milliary cohorts).21 Scattered evidence from around the Roman Empire shows that praetorians were detached individually and in units on various tasks almost anywhere and everywhere as required. These frequently included retired praetorians, who so long as they had had an honourable discharge signed up again for further service. They were known as evocati Augusti (‘men recalled [to arms] by the emperor’).


Praetorian soldiers were an ever-present sight in Rome, including their mounted contingent, the equites singulares who had their own barracks and stables. Praetorians escorted the emperor, guarded the palace, and spied on the public. Depending on who was emperor at the time, they were all too likely to take on second jobs as they pleased. Most notoriously of all they were sometimes responsible for deposing and making emperors, usually in return for exorbitant demands of donatives and other benefits even though they were already the most highly paid and privileged soldiers in the entire Roman army.


The urban cohorts (cohortes urbanae) were created by Augustus to act as a city police force but were placed under the leadership of the prefect of Rome. In the year 23 there were three urban cohorts, perhaps the original number. The urban cohorts were increased in number to four cohorts in 69, by which time they were milliary (900 men each), if not already.22 They acted as a useful counterfoil to the Praetorian Guard.


Fires were endemic in Rome and extremely dangerous in a congested ancient city with many buildings made of wood. A fire in 7 BC resulted in Rome being divided into fourteen administrative wards. At that stage Rome relied on 6,000 watchmen in four cohorts. Another fire in AD 6 was the catalyst for creating the 3,500-strong cohortes vigilum, raised mainly from freedmen. The vigiles were dispersed around Rome in designated bases (stationes) so that they could be on hand to deal with fires and help prevent structural collapse.23 The vigiles could also serve as a check on the power of the Praetorian Guard. It was the vigiles under the command of their then commander Sertorius Macro who helped bring about the downfall of the over-ambitious praetorian prefect Sejanus in 31.


The men of the Praetorian Guard were notorious for roughing up citizens, whether on official business or just because they felt like it, shoving them out of the way on the city streets. In the aftermath of his assassination, Caligula’s uncle Claudius was made emperor by the Praetorian Guard. They escorted him to the Palatine Hill to meet the Senate, the soldiers treating the crowd ‘very harshly’ as they pushed their way through.24


Ordinary citizens dared not get into a fight with a soldier in Rome. It was impossible to make a complaint or go to a magistrate to seek redress for injuries received. Cases against soldiers could only be heard in a military court in the praetorian camp, guaranteeing the presiding judge would be a centurion, and the jury made up of their compatriots, passing sentence on the complainant to be knocked about by the other men.25 Conversely, a soldier pursuing a court case could be sure to have it heard immediately, unlike everyone else.26


Under Commodus’ exceptionally lax rule (180–92), the Guard’s behaviour deteriorated further. After Commodus was murdered at the end of 192, the stickler for discipline Pertinax was made emperor. ‘Orders were issued to the soldiers to stop their insulting behaviour to the populace, and they were forbidden to carry axes or to strike any passer-by.’27 This creates an astonishing image of armed soldiers habitually assaulting innocent civilians in the streets of Rome. At the end of March 193 they killed Pertinax. For this they were cashiered and sent packing by Septimius Severus (see p. 164) as he took control at the end of that phase of the civil war of 193–7, being replaced by loyal troops seconded from his regular legionaries. The reformed Praetorian Guard continued to play an important and unpredictable role in Roman history but was finally disbanded by Constantine I in 312.


INEQUALITY


Rome’s swarming cosmopolitan population epitomized the inequality of the era. Apart from the imperial family, the richest were men like the Quintilii brothers who built a vast, sprawling villa beside the Via Appia in the late second century AD. Today its colossal ruins still match those of public buildings and dominate the western skyline on the way into Rome from Ciampino Airport. The poorest were the lowliest slaves, usually captives from Rome’s wars of conquests. Nevertheless, there was still opportunity. A slave could be freed, and as a freedman make his way in business to see his sons rise to high office. Urbanus and Clarus were slaves freed by their master Aulus Memmius on the same day and took his name, as was the custom. After Clarus died Urbanus commissioned a tombstone for him on the Via Appia, commemorating their lifelong friendship.28 Euhodus was another freedman, but he commissioned his own memorial. Euhodus had risen to sell pearls on the Via Sacra in Rome, affluent enough to buy his own slaves and free them too, reserving places for them in his tomb but – he was keen to add – absolutely no one else.29 Some slaves accumulated enough money to buy their own freedom and do well (see Chapter 7).



SUCH IS ROME


The acute sense of time and place these records have handed down to us makes for an unparalleled picture of life in the Roman Empire, and especially Rome itself. In the reign of Domitian (81–96) Martial told his friend Lupercus to head down to a part of the city known as the Field of Potters (‘Argiletum’). There he would find a shop belonging to Atrectus opposite the Forum of Caesar, and on its doorposts the advertisements posted by poets of their works for sale, including Martial’s.30 His anecdote is a trifling one, but like the graves on the Via Appia it is just another of the countless windows flung open on life in Rome.


Aelius Aristides was gushing in his admiration for the extraordinary quantity of goods that arrived every day from across the Empire and beyond, even as far as India. The flow was ‘constant’, the result therefore was ‘abundance’, and thus Rome was a ‘common market for the world’.31 The description was a rhetorical exercise, but it also had some truth in it. The ingress of so much merchandise was facilitated by what was by then a sophisticated harbour at Portus, close to Ostia at the mouth of the Tiber.32 Even today, a vast mound of amphorae sherds in Rome called Monte di Testaccio bears witness to the astronomical quantity of olive oil alone that arrived to fuel the city’s lamps and fill cooking pans. Publius Sulpicius Menophilus, a freedman of Greek origin, buried his wife in the mid-first century AD and tells us that he was a doctor de portu oleario (‘instructor at the oil port’) in the Vicus Victoria.33 The location is unknown, as is his expertise, but one possibility is on the banks of the Tiber near the Forum Boarium (cattle market), with this oil port being probably among several in the city.


The geographer Strabo described Rome in the days of Augustus. Strabo came from the city of Amasia in the Roman province of Pontus (in northern Turkey). He was suitably impressed, though when he wrote many of Rome’s most famous features were yet to be built. He said that Rome was a place built out of necessity rather than choice, that it lacked natural defences, and even the hinterland to support a city.34 A key factor turned out to be that ‘the fertile and extensive country’ around Rome was taken over by the Romans using their ‘valour and toil’. Those two virtues were certainly familiar themes in the Roman self-image, though it caused them no end of anxiety when they looked at the effete, complacent, and indolent attitudes that success had led to.


The resources available to Rome, said Strabo, which included wood and stone as well as the availability of food, were the key reasons for its success. He was staggered at how the city was in a constant state of flux. Houses were being built all the time, and just as quickly demolished or burned down in accidental fires to make way for new and better ones. Horace, writing around the same time, used his experience of life in Rome to come up with the metaphor ‘demolishing, building, changing square to round’ to describe the experience of leading a life out of kilter with any sense of order.35


Strabo might have been Greek, but he admired the Romans. He pointed out that while the Greeks had chosen superb locations for their cities, the Romans had shown far greater foresight by providing roads, aqueducts, and sewers. In an era without power-driven machinery, Roman engineering skills took on even greater significance. Using cuttings and embankments to level out roads, the Romans made it possible for their horse- and oxen-drawn carts to haul much greater loads in and out of the city than might otherwise have been possible, supplementing what was brought upriver from the port at Ostia in barges. The roads were, of course, packed with all kinds of traffic from the litters and carriages of the rich and their entourages to slaves dispatched on foot to carry out business on behalf of their owners. Migrants, vagabonds, and itinerant tinkers joined them, along with the tabellarii (‘letter carriers’) who bustled along with packages of letters that might have been travelling across the Empire for weeks or months.36


Strabo was amazed by the impact of competitive munificence that had driven major public building projects in the late Republic and under Augustus. The focus was in and around the Field of Mars (Campus Martius) in the northern part of Rome. This vast grassy, open space, decorated with works of art, was home to sports and chariot racing ‘where that multitude of people exercise themselves’ against a backdrop of hills leading down to the Tiber. No wonder, then, that Strabo described it as a stage-painting. Close by was the Field of Agrippa, different in tone because of its complex of temples, theatres, and amphitheatre, and embellished tombs of the great among which was the Mausoleum of Augustus. This huge drum-shaped structure held the cremated remains of Augustus’ family and towered above its surroundings with a central hill-like mound planted with poplar trees. To the south of this zone was the Capitoline Hill (Capitolium), home to the Temple of Jupiter Capitolinus, ‘first in honour among their [the Romans] temples’.37 This small craggy stronghold overlooked the valley in which the ancient Forum lay nestling between the Palatine and Esquiline Hills, now steadily growing into ‘one forum after another’. Yet more works of art were displayed there and in the Porticus of Livia, such as the statues of Aesculapius and Diana in the Temple of Juno which stood within the porticus, a building they shared with several other statues including work by the celebrated sculptor Praxiteles.38


Strabo had conveniently forgotten, or deliberately overlooked, the Rome of the backstreets where the political gangs of the late Republic had gathered to wreak murderous havoc on their rivals. The slums where most of the people lived were just a noisy and dangerous backdrop. The Forum of Augustus’ central feature was the Temple of Mars Ultor (‘Mars the Avenger’), built to commemorate the war against Caesar’s assassins, Brutus and Cassius. Behind it was a vast stone firewall (which still stands), built to block out not only the ever-present danger from fires that ripped through the buildings and leapt the narrow streets, but also the sight of the congested tenements beyond.



PLINY’S ROME


The Rome that Strabo visited might have been impressive enough to overwhelm him, but it would have paled compared to what was to come. The natural historian Pliny wrote his own description around half a century later of the ‘wonders of our own city’.39 As far as he was concerned, the buildings of Rome had ‘vanquished the world’, not, of course, that he was really in any position to make such a judgement. By Pliny’s time Rome had been embellished further, most notably by Vespasian’s Temple of Peace, but he remained greatly impressed by what Agrippa had achieved during Augustus’ reign. Agrippa had repaired the sewers, adding ‘700 basins, not to speak of 500 fountains and 130 castella’. The latter were the castella divisiorum, reservoirs that received water from the aqueducts and then divided it among different channels to public fountains, private houses, and public facilities including baths. Their purpose was functional, but Agrippa had still made provision to decorate the facilities with ‘300 bronze or marble statues and 400 marble pillars’. The whole project allegedly took a year.40


Pliny was particularly struck by the contrast between the modest houses ‘of those who made this Empire great, who went straight from plough or hearth to conquer nations and win triumphs, whose lands occupied less space than the sitting rooms’ of Caligula and Nero.41 Their palaces ‘surrounded the whole city’.


As a man of scientific leanings (at least by the standards of his day), Pliny was most fascinated by the extraordinary achievement of the sewer network fed by seven rivers that had been made to combine into one as they tumbled downhill. The force of their currents drove all of Rome’s effluent out, but sometimes met the huge back pressure of floodwater in the Tiber. Even then the sewers did not collapse. They resisted earthquakes, and the pressure from above caused by collapsing buildings falling down or disintegrating when compromised by fire.



AQUEDUCTS


Rome was served by aqueducts that channelled a constant flow of fresh water ‘in such quantities that veritable rivers flow through the city and the sewers’.42 These fed countless street corner fountains of the type still to be seen at Pompeii and Herculaneum.


The Aqua Virgo began flowing in 19 BC after having been built by the energetic and ever-resourceful Agrippa, tapping springs 8 Roman miles out of the city that rose on the estate of a man called Lucullus. The story behind its name was that soldiers hunting for water were directed by a young girl to the marshy spot where the springs emerged. They followed her directions and discovered that not only was she correct but there was also a ‘vast quantity of water’. To commemorate this, a small temple was built there and embellished with a painting of the occasion. Roman hydraulic engineering made tapping the water possible by using concrete to build an enclosure wall around the swamp. This contained the waters, allowing them to rise to a point from which they could be taken off and sent flowing down the aqueduct to Rome, joined along the way by other streams to maximize the flow.


Although aqueducts are always pictured today as stately arcades of arches supporting the channel, they were often carried in part underground, depending on the lie of the land. In the Aqua Virgo’s case just over 90 per cent of its length was subterranean, and only 5 per cent was carried on arches.43 Nonetheless, the remains of Rome’s above-ground aqueducts bear witness to the colossal engineering feats involved in making Rome’s growth possible. No wonder, then, that Sextus Julius Frontinus, who was placed in charge of Rome’s aqueducts by Nerva (96–8), contrasted them with the ‘idle pyramids, or the useless (but famous) works of the Greeks’.44


There were teams of imperial slaves known as aquarii (watermen) allocated to maintaining the aqueducts outside Rome and other teams who looked after the installations within the city as they brought the water down into private houses of the rich, public fountains, and the baths. One gang which was inherited from the Republic numbered 240 slaves, the other had 460 and was created under Claudius, both made up of specialist trades. Until reforms were brought in under Nerva they were being constantly diverted to private work for profit. Their costs were covered by rentals of water rights, which included their wages (commoda), showing that although they were slaves, they did receive an income.45


The aqueducts required not only constant maintenance, but also measurement of flow rates and quantities. The Aqua Claudia produced the strongest flow but that, of course, made it also the most susceptible to wear and tear. There were other problems. The flow was reduced by water being taken off through legitimate grants for private use. When Frontinus ordered an inspection, he found that around 28 per cent was being siphoned off illegally with other inconsistencies caused by fraud in the way the flow was measured. Frontinus found theft going on from other aqueducts.46


This magnificent resource was being systematically ripped off almost all the way along its length by those who lived in its vicinity. They were helped by the aqueduct workers obligingly tapping into the main watercourses for private use in return for backhanders. Their rackets included installing a new supply when a legal right to draw water was transferred to someone else. The watermen kept the old supply open and sold the water off for themselves. It also turned out that many landowners were also diverting the flow ‘to water their gardens’ to such an extent that the depredations were slowing the supply to public fountains and facilities to almost nil.


To his dismay, Frontinus discovered that ‘irrigated fields, inns, garret accommodation, and even brothels’ were helping themselves, usually with permanent fixtures to make sure they never ran dry, the fraud being concealed in some cases by using false names. These fixtures were installed by puncturers, punctis, men who were responsible for networks of secret pipes running under the pavements to all the various businesses.47 In the event, though, it seems there were no prosecutions. It would, after all, have been extremely difficult either to pursue legal action, or to institute the level of monitoring and security to prevent the thefts carrying on. Nerva (96–8) adopted a lateral solution: he legitimized the illegal drawings by simply declaring them to be a state benefit, though it was necessary for anyone wanting to take water to apply for a grant from the emperor, such grants being not transferable to subsequent owners of the property. Nevertheless, the old abuses were stamped out, with the bonus being the great deal of lead that was recovered from illegal branch pipes.48



THE DAY THE EMPEROR CAME


A remarkable description of Rome survives from just after the middle of the fourth century AD. By then ancient Rome’s greatest monuments dominated the skyline, the city now a vast accretion of ceaseless building, demolition, fire, and rebuilding. It is the wreckage of this Rome that exists today, still dominating the centre of the modern city and forever popping up in modern construction projects like the extension of the metro system.


Among the visitors to Rome in the year 357 was Constantius II. He had already been emperor for two decades. His name and likeness were known across the Empire from Britain to Egypt, mainly from a ubiquitous bronze coin issue jubilantly announcing ‘the restoration of happy times’.49 This was his first visit to the greatest city in his world. Luckily for us, the historian Ammianus Marcellinus was on hand to document this momentous event. Constantius might have been the most powerful individual in the Roman Empire but for one day at least he might as well have been almost anyone who had arrived by sea at the port near Ostia and travelled up the road, or the Tiber, to enter Rome.


Constantius steeled himself with a fixed and motionless gaze as befitted an absolute monarch.50 Once within the city’s walls he could contain himself no longer and dropped his guard. He had turned into a tourist like any ordinary mortal for he was, according to Ammianus, ‘dazzled by the array of marvellous sights’. Constantius passed vast baths, the Colosseum, and the imperial forums where he reached the Forum of Trajan and ‘stood fast with amazement’ at an achievement so staggering Ammianus thought it unsurpassable. Constantius was left with the challenge of how he could possibly add to what he had seen. He resolved that all he could do was erect in the Circus Maximus the largest Egyptian obelisk known, adding to Rome’s suite of imperial trophies (see Chapter 12).


Constantius saw the city at its greatest height when most of the major public buildings and monuments were in place. He was acutely aware that they had all played a part in Rome’s great story, just as every ordinary Roman knew. Who had built them, and when, and why was of enormous significance, and so was what had happened there. The ghosts of the Roman past were everywhere. There were the Gemonian Stairs down which the executed body of Sejanus, Tiberius’ over-ambitious praetorian prefect, was hurled in 31, and the Colosseum in which Commodus had competed as a gladiator, to the eternal shame of his office. Julius Caesar was assassinated in the porticus beside the Theatre of Pompey. Caligula had set himself up in the Temple of Castor and Pollux for passers-by to worship as a god. Nero threw vast and extravagant parties replete with unprecedented debauchery. Vespasian and his son Titus staged the great triumph through the streets to celebrate their victory of the Jewish War, and demolished Nero’s Golden House palace to build the Colosseum. At the Praetorian Camp the imperial bodyguard auctioned off the Empire on a day in 193 that would go down in infamy.


MONEY AND ITS ODDITIES


After pottery, Roman coinage forms the largest body of surviving portable physical evidence for the era. Although Rome was using coins by the third century BC, it was not until the Second Punic War (218–201 BC) that the system became regularized. The new coinage introduced the silver denarius and the silver sestertius, worth a quarter of a denarius, along with a wider system of smaller denominations. The denarius was similar in size and weight to an Attic (Athenian) drachma; some Roman writers used the term interchangeably.51


The exigencies of intensive and sustained warfare had made a reliable and regular coinage system essential. The money was needed to pay soldiers and for supplies and war contracts. Warfare, and thus the army, therefore played the first and permanent long-term role in monetizing the Roman world. Originally made from available stocks of bullion, personal contributions of silver items and spoil, the silver coins were later manufactured in astronomical quantities from mined silver in the territories Rome had seized.


The everyday monetization of Roman society is well illustrated with examples from Pompeii and the surrounding area. The Pompeian freedman banker Lucius Caecilius Iucundus handed over the sum of 1,652 sesterces on 14 July 58 during the reign of Nero for the second year’s rental of a fullery (laundry) in a five-year period. The money was paid to a slave of the colony of Pompeii called Privatus and equates to approximately 4.5 sesterces per day.52 Since 5 sesterces per day would have worked out at 1,825 over the year, 1,652 sesterces (about 90 per cent) probably represented a discount. That is as far as we can take the example since we have no idea what the daily turnover of a fullery was, or any other costs incurred in the rental agreement.


Pompeii also offers us the chance to see the coinage in use frozen in time. Or, rather, it would, had more of the thousands of coins recovered been recorded in precise contexts. Nevertheless, enough is known to paint a picture of a town where base-metal coinage was used on an everyday basis to facilitate countless small transactions, for example in a streetside bar. Gold and silver were far more likely to be used for portable wealth storage. These were the coins chosen when people tried to escape the eruption, assuming, of course, that they possessed gold and silver coins in the first place. One escapee who had taken refuge at Oplontis, close to Pompeii, had taken two bags of coins. The first had eighty-one brand new gold aurei (a considerable sum equal at the time to the annual pay of sixteen legionaries or enough to buy three slaves with change) of Vespasian, while the other was made up of Republican silver coins. These were by then a century old but were made of a higher level of silver purity than the coins issued under the early emperors. Apart from bags and pouches, the Romans (who did not have pockets) used a variety of small boxes, some with sliding lids, to carry coins around with them, or wore bronze armbands with an integral coin container.


A bar in one of Pompeii’s main commercial streets had been abandoned along with 1,485 base-metal coins which were clearly made up of takings and the till float.53 Since some of those who lived in Pompeii or in the area and were wealthy enough to have gold and silver were unfortunately killed, it has been possible to recover some of the caches of gold and silver coins that they were desperate to rescue. Under more normal archaeological conditions these bullion coins are scarce discoveries (for obvious reasons) and usually only found either in unrecovered hoards or as single losses, with gold being particularly rare. Within a household, especially the better-off ones, high-value coins might be stored in a sturdy chest in the tablinum, the room between the atrium and the peristyle, or concealed in jars or pots and buried somewhere. Hoarding was a habitual activity, as the only reasonably secure way of concealing liquid wealth. Hoards were added to, or coins removed from, according to needs. Roman coin hoards found today are those left behind because their owners were prevented by circumstance, forgetfulness, or death from recovering them.


Basic arithmetic was an essential part of education, given the coinage and weights and measures systems. The main currency unit of exchange was the sestertius, and for the most part transactions were recorded in sestertii (English: sesterces). During the Republic the sestertius was only briefly issued as a small silver coin (between c. 211 and 208 BC), tariffed at 2½ copper asses and as ¼ of a silver denarius (there being 10 asses to the denarius, the origin of the name deni aeris, ‘ten asses of copper’).54 There were 25 denarii to the gold aureus but in practice both silver and gold circulated at a premium, with commission charged by moneychangers to convert base metal denominations into bullion.


By the reign of Augustus, the sestertius and as had been re-tariffed. There were now 4 sesterces to the denarius and therefore 16 asses to the denarius, but the names remained unchanged. The sestertius was equal to 2 dupondii or 4 asses, and even the as had its own half (semis) and quarter (quadrans). The terminology was archaic. In the days of the emperors a denarius might have been worth 16 asses, but its name still referred to its old value of 10 asses. Dupondius meant ‘two weights’, referring obliquely to the fact that an as was short for assipondium, which meant a ‘copper unit by weight’ (as came from aes, ‘copper’) and had once been represented by a pound of bronze. Dupondius thus meant ‘two pounds (of bronze)’, even though by imperial times it was an ordinary sized coin weighing about 13 g.


The name of the sestertius was even more obtusely outdated. The word translates as ‘the third part being a ½ [semis]’, belonging to the time when a sestertius had been worth 2½ asses.55 The only possible equivalent way of understanding this is if the old British half-crown (worth 2½ shillings) had been re-tariffed at 4 shillings but remained called a half-crown. A sum in sesterces was abbreviated to two vertical strokes II followed by an S, thus creating a representation of its original meaning. The two vertical strokes were usually joined with a central horizontal line that ran on to the S and to us looks like HS. None of these peculiarities was likely to confuse or trouble the Romans at all since the words were just part of everyday parlance and were used without thought.


The use of the sestertius as an accounting term was an established convention. Although sesterces were ubiquitous as circulating coins, under the emperors they were large and cumbersome (typically 30–33 mm in diameter and weighing around 27 g, whereas a denarius was around 18 mm and weighed about 3.1 g but was worth four times as much). Caecilius Iucundus’ fullery rental bill of 1,652 sesterces mentioned above was equivalent to exactly 413 silver denarii. He is far more likely to have paid it in silver or gold (or both), which was probably routine for large sums. In his case the choice was between around 44 kg in brass coins or just 1.3 kg in silver. Even more weight could be saved by gold for which just 16 gold aurei (c. 120 g, struck at 1⁄60 lb) plus the balance in 13 denarii would have been sufficient.


Forging was endemic, making it even more essential that the average Roman was familiar with the weight and appearance of coins. Silver coins were a favourite target because they were more profitable to fake. One method was to create moulds from a genuine denarius and then cast copies in base metal which were plated with silver obtained by melting down other genuine coins. Another technique was to place a thin leaf of silver foil over a coin and press it into soft lead, creating a facsimile of that side of the coin in silver. The technique was repeated with the other side, providing a forger with two pieces of silver foil which were joined with solder, the void being filled with base metal. In a world with cheap, and usually, servile labour forging can make economic sense, especially with the vast difference in intrinsic value between base metal and bullion coins. The Romans were canny, though. It is clear from archaeological site finds that they took care to spend the fakes that came their way since these are far more common as singleton finds in marketplaces and similar locations, than in hoards for which they were usually spurned in favour of good coins. Pliny said that fake coins had become a popular subject for study, to the extent that forgeries could cost a collector more than the genuine article.56


The end of conquering new territory came in the early second century. In an economy where growth and wealth depended on seizing resources from elsewhere, this created inevitable problems. A shortage of bullion and an increasingly greedy and volatile soldiery led to the state debasing the currency. In the third century the denarius was gradually replaced by a double-denarius coin (the so-called antoninianus) with less silver than two denarii in it. In a few decades the silver content even of this had been dropped to virtually zero as inflation gradually drifted out of control. Gold coinage became elusive. The process of decline was slow enough that most people would not have noticed on a weekly or monthly basis. But by the fourth century the average Roman was being confronted with a litany of failed attempts at reforming the coinage, sometimes involving the overnight discovery that an issue had been abruptly devalued.57 Gold had been successfully reformed with the new standard solidus (1⁄72 lb) but silver had almost disappeared. By then small change consisted of vast numbers of individually almost worthless bronze coins that probably circulated by weight in bags.


For all its peculiarities and incongruities, Roman coinage represents a rare way in which we can feel and hold something from the Roman world that has usually changed little in appearance. A brass sestertius dropped on a table today sounds as it would have done in Rome, and in the hand creates the same sensation of weight. Most coins of all denominations from the reign of Caligula on bear a portrait of the reigning emperor, and sometimes members of his family, communicating their likenesses to everyone. For those who could read, the coins bore abbreviated imperial titles, slogans, and sometimes records of events together with representations of gods, personifications, symbols, buildings, records of military victories, and other important cultural imagery.


Monetization therefore affected almost everyone and meant almost everyone had access to the marketplace, and the ability to accumulate through saving, at however modest a level. The Roman world was scarcely an egalitarian place but when it came to the availability of coinage and a universally recognized system open to all it came closest.


Throughout this book are dozens of examples of what it was like to live in Rome, Ostia, Pompeii, and Herculaneum. It is easy to build up a picture in Rome’s case of an ancient version of Gotham City riven with problems like dangerous housing, political corruption, riots, public executions and murders, the cruelty and oppression meted out on slaves, streets filled with footpads and other threats. Those were all part of life in ancient Rome.


There was another side, and it goes a long way to explaining why people lived in Rome. The city offered work, places to live, and security. There was the prospect of the grain dole, free public entertainment on an unprecedented scale, and other handouts. While that entertainment included the gore of the gladiator fights and the mass killing of prisoners and animals, it also included the exhilaration of the chariot races, comfort of the baths, and the elegant peace of the public porticus with their gardens and other facilities. Rome also offered relatively clean water and sanitation of a standard not to be seen again in European cities until the 1800s. There was also the sense of excitement and pride to be had from living in the most glamorous and successful place in the known world. Above all, living in Rome and being Roman had become a state of mind.
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