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Introduction


In 2012 an unusual planning application was received by the Forest of Dean District Council in the west of England. It was submitted by a hedge fund manager who had made a fortune by betting on the outcomes of various financial investments. He wanted to spend his nest egg on building a chicken coop in his garden, but not just any old coop: this was to be a 72 m2 edifice constructed mostly from local stone. Plans and elevations submitted show that the coop drew its inspiration from the classical world. It would resemble a temple: steps up to a stone podium, fluted columns, Ionic capitals and a triangular pedimented roof, complete with antefixes, carved ornaments terminating in lines of tiles on the roof edge. One or two chickens were shown at the foot of the columns on the elevation drawings, apparently quite at home.


There are two things that are interesting about this story. One is rather obvious and relates to the construction itself. Leaving aside the question as to whether this is a sensible use of money, the classical styling of the building clearly demonstrates the powerful magnetism of Graeco-Roman civilisation for some Western Europeans. Clearly this hedge fund manager wanted to make a statement to his neighbours, or to his family, or to his chickens – or perhaps to all three. But there is a more subtle point: maybe the manager was fulfilling a vow. Chickens were raised by priests in ancient Rome to foretell the future, and no significant military action was undertaken without consulting the sacred chickens for favourable omens. They were fed grain: if they ate it vigorously the signs were good, but if they refused to eat and drink then the auguries were bad and any decisions or military actions were postponed. Roman naval commander Claudius Pulcher famously lost a battle in the first Punic war by ignoring the fact that the chickens had refused to eat, furiously throwing them into the sea so that they could at least drink. Modern international finance is equally frustrating to many of us. So how had this fund manager been so successful? Had he been more interested in whether his chickens fed than in consuming their eggs? Was this the secret underlying the success of his financial wheeling and dealing? Was the temple-coop the chickens’ pay-off – a sort of ‘thanks for the tip’?


There is no doubt that the Romans have an appeal, a hold even, on some of us. The number of books, novels, TV series, museum exhibitions and websites is evidence of the re-interpretation and re-working of Roman history and archaeology by successive generations, and each has its own opinions on the importance of the Romans. There is perhaps no other ancient people that exerts such an influence on us. A qualification is required here on the ‘us’ in the last few sentences. It is quite easy to equate unconsciously the easy use of ‘us’ with inhabitants of the Western world, but in the ancient world there was a schism between a Latin West and a Greek East, not least because a new Rome, Constantinople, eventually usurped its Italian predecessor. Readers will be aware that multiple and sometimes contentious differences still exist between East and West, most obviously demonstrated by the differing beliefs and practices of the Islamic and Christian religions. In present day Islamic countries in North Africa and the Middle East, those whose territories were once incorporated within the Roman empire, that fascination with all things Roman is more muted. We will return to this point later, but for the time being let us focus on what exactly it is about the Romans that has produced this enduring fascination, this curiosity that is more prevalent in the West.


At the height of its supremacy, around 130 CE under Emperor Hadrian, the Roman empire consisted of some five to six million km2, inhabited by approximately 60 to 70 million people who comprised between a quarter and a sixth of the world’s population.




Then the Empire stretched from Hadrian’s Wall in drizzle-soaked northern England to the sun-baked banks of the Euphrates in Syria; from the great Rhine-Danube river system, which snaked across the fertile, flat lands of Europe from the Low Countries to the Black Sea, to the rich plains of the North African coast and the luxuriant gash of the Nile Valley in Egypt. The Empire completely circled the Mediterranean … referred to by its conquerors as mare nostrum – ‘our sea’


(Kelly, C, 2006., The Roman Empire, p. 1).





That sweeping description is impressive enough, especially if you remember that the origins of Rome at the beginning of the last millennium BCE lay in some villages of timber, daub and thatch scattered across a few hills of tufa on the left bank of the Tiber in central Italy. But when you recall that Rome’s expansion and ascendancy lasted over 1,000 years the phenomenon of the Romans becomes scarcely believable.


The brevity of this particular book concentrates the attention on the things that really matter about the Romans without obscuring the significant themes with too much historical detail. It aims to be a springboard from which the reader can delve deeper into any particular aspect. First we will explore the legacy of the Romans: the various aspects of Roman culture and society that have become important to the modern world. The second crucial question concerns the causes of Roman expansion. What drove their seemingly incessant need to make war and make other peoples subservient? The third issue examines the rulers themselves. Who made up the minority ruling classes? Who brought stability and kept order in the far-flung provinces? Our fourth point for discussion is the masses, the dominated, the poor. What did they think about being imperial subjects? Indeed, did all of them realize that they were? Penultimately we will look at ‘material culture’, by which I mean the obvious tangible things from architecture and artworks to everyday pots and pans. The Romans were probably the first mass producers and exporters of tableware for the home. What effect did the rise of consumerism have on one quarter of the ancient world? Finally, there is the fall. What combination of factors led to the decline and ultimate extinction of perhaps the greatest ancient empire the world has ever known?


Before we start it is important to recognize the potential bias in our sources and in ourselves. To begin with the sources, most of what we know, or think we know, about the Romans stems from two sorts of evidence: the classical texts that have survived, and archaeological discoveries. Neither is objective. Classical authors by and large wrote for the elite of Roman society and were likely to comment on aspects of government, society or warfare that a privileged and educated audience would find interesting. Nor were classical historians necessarily interested in portraying an unvarnished account of things that had happened.


Archaeologists have been no less partisan. Partly this is a product of the differential survival of archaeological evidence: solid, large things such as stone columns from a rich villa survive best, while organic, smaller things such as clothing are preserved less well. Partisanship may also be due to the tendency of archaeologists to concentrate on spectacular Roman remains – the ruins of Pompeii, Jerash in Jordan, large military forts, impressive villas – sometimes at the cost of less appealing sites such as the small homes of tenant farmers on some unproductive lands on the outskirts of Empire. This present book is based upon the research of countless modern scholars of the Roman world; it would have been impossible without their efforts. But they all probably have their biases, small or great, things they are fundamentally drawn to, things that they consider significant. I know I have.
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The Roman legacy


 


That the Romans left a legacy has entered popular consciousness. In fact, ‘What did the Romans ever do for us?’ has even become a bit of a cliché, no doubt helped to such lofty cultural status by the famous line in Monty Python’s Life of Brian, which points out in reply to this very question that they brought sanitation, medicine, education, viniculture, public order, irrigation, roads, the fresh-water system and public health!


An impressive list, and the Romans did indeed bring all of these things, and more, to many regions around the Mediterranean. If we are to examine the Roman legacy then we need to identify those key features, some of them material, some abstract concepts, that inform contemporary society. We also need to understand how those things and concepts were transmitted from the ancient world to the twenty-first century.


[image: image] Beware of Greeks bearing gifts…


First, however, it is important to remember that the Romans were in receipt of a legacy themselves: that of the Greeks. Opinions differ on how much of the cultural output of Rome was developed under the shadow of Greece. The Roman poet Horace famously wrote that Greece had made a captive of her conqueror, bringing the arts to the hillbillies of Latium (Horace, Epistles, 2.1. 156). Virgil opined that the Greeks achieved higher mastery in arts and sciences, while the Romans excelled in the more practical skills of conquest and good government (Virgil, Aeneid, 6. 847-53). The Romans themselves, therefore, had some ideas about what the Romans, as opposed to others, were good at; indeed rather better at. Strabo, himself a Greek, wrote:




The Greeks are famous for their cities and in this they aimed at beauty. The Romans excelled in those things which the Greeks took little interest in such as the building of roads, aqueducts and sewers


(Strabo, Geography, Book V, Chapter 3).





Overt anti-Greek sentiments also feature in the work of water commissioner Frontinus, perhaps the typical view of an engineer:




Compare such important engineering works carrying so much water with the idle pyramids and the useless though famous buildings of the Greeks … Water is brought into the city through aqueducts in such quantities that it is like a river flowing through the city


(Frontinus, De aquae urbis Romae, 16).





In some measure these writers were correct. The Romans have been viewed as both an imitative and a technically very practical people.
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One of the most enduring legacies of the Romans was in the field of politics. Two political models derive from Rome itself: the ‘mixed constitution’ of the middle and late republic, and the more autocratic rule sometimes described as ‘Caesarism’. Until the fall of the republic in the first century BCE, Rome was governed by a large group of aristocrats, which periodically consented to recruit new members into its midst, and which met as the senate. Public offices were held for one year at a time, and election was by a complicated system that allowed the whole citizen body to take part, although the outcomes were usually weighted in favour of the wealthier classes. Greek observers such as the historian Polybius described this as a ‘mixed constitution’, while Cicero was self-congratulatory, arguing that the Roman system avoided the extremes of democracy and oligarchy that had weakened Greece. Cicero’s concept of natural law, determined by nature and thus universal, obliged his fellow citizens to contribute to the general good of the society, governed by an elite on their behalf. This concept had a profound effect on the development of political thought in the Western world. It was constantly quoted in the Middle Ages and taken up by liberal thinkers such as John Locke, who subsequently significantly influenced Thomas Jefferson. A classical ancestry thus underlies some of the principles of the United States Declaration of Independence as well as its constitution. It also underlies most Western-style democracies, whether practised at national, regional or local level.


The other political model bequeathed by Rome is named after Julius Caesar, who was proclaimed Dictator for ten years in 46 BCE. His elevation came at a time of Republican crisis. Government had become dysfunctional in the first century BCE, in part because Rome’s campaigning generals had amassed huge financial fortunes and were backed by armies more loyal to them than to the senate, and in part because the senate became dominated by a much narrower political elite. Caesar’s dictatorship was anathema to Republican diehards, however, and Caesar was assassinated in 44 BCE. Republican government was never restored and after a lengthy and brutal period of civil war monarchical government eventually emerged under Augustus. The legacy of Caesarism has been a durable one. At the start of the sixteenth century Pope Julius II, ‘the warrior Pope’, named himself after Julius Caesar. At the beginning of the twentieth century there were still three rulers who bore the name Caesar: the German and Austrian Kaisers and the Russian Czar. But the Roman legacy was not the creation of monarchy – for there had been many monarchs before Rome, especially in ancient kingdoms of the Middle East – but the combination of absolutism regulated by a highly developed system of law.


Another crucially important political aspect of the legacy was the institution of Roman citizenship. ‘Roman’ was a legal term and anyone, of any race, could become a Roman citizen. This was a remarkably liberal arrangement and it struck the Greeks themselves as such as early as the third century BCE. King Philip V of Macedon noted that the Romans were so free with the gift of citizenship that they sometimes granted it even to former slaves. Citizenship brought many rights and privileges, including immunity from some taxes and the right to have a trial under Roman law. A Roman citizen could not be tortured or whipped, nor could he receive the death penalty, unless he was found guilty of treason. An edict of Emperor Caracalla in 212 CE massively extended citizenship to all free men in the empire, and all free women were to enjoy the same rights as Roman women. Citizenship was therefore liberally utilized by Roman emperors to bring a sense of belonging and cohesion to the empire, although in the century after Caracalla’s initiative a new legal distinction emerged between the humiliores (lower classes) and the honestiores (upper classes). The idea of an empire-wide citizenship had a significant and lasting effect on Western Europe long after the demise of the Romans. It enhanced a feeling of a shared cultural unity which underlay the later creation of Charlemagne’s Christian empire in 800 CE and the Holy Roman Empire from 962 CE onwards. This unity did not survive in the Middle East, nor in North Africa where the Arab conquests of the seventh and eighth centuries CE created a different cohesion based on faith and language.
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More tangible aspects of the Roman legacy lie in buildings. The achievements of ancient Rome in planning, building and decoration underlie many of the principal developments of Western architecture. With a moment’s reflection most of us can remember some modern edifice whose columns and capitals recall the temples of ancient Rome. There is an important qualification, however: whereas most of our neo-classical buildings exhibit the simplicity of stone in all its natural colours, those of the ancient world were often partially or completely painted in what we would consider garish polychrome. Tastes, as well as times, change. The Roman architect, engineer and scholar Vitruvius wrote an architectural treatise in the first century BCE; the only one to survive in its entirety from antiquity. For Vitruvius the city was the natural focus of an ordered and civilized life, and the forum the prime locus for public and commercial activities.




Basilicas should be constructed on a site adjoining the forum and in the warmest possible quarter, so that in winter businessmen may gather in them without being troubled by the weather


(Vitruvius, De Architectura, Book V, I, 2).





The legalization of Christianity by Emperor Constantine in 313 CE created the opportunity for the construction of countless churches. Constantine chose the basilica form as his model for early churches; traditional temples had too many pagan connotations and offered no place for a congregation. The basilica was adopted by Charlemagne for a throne-hall, and was revived in the Romanesque architecture of the eleventh and twelfth centuries and in Renaissance Florence, in such churches as San Lorenzo (1421) and Santo Spirito (1436). The form continued in secular use, for instance in the York Assembly Rooms of 1730, a theatrical interior of Corinthian columns and bays which hosted dances and other entertainments for the city’s elite; it also tends to be reflected to this day in many Roman Catholic churches erected in Britain since the mid-nineteenth century.


The monumental baths of Rome, such as those of Caracalla and Diocletian, provided the inspiration for a number of influential architects, including Andreas Palladio in the sixteenth century. They studied the planning of bath buildings – a complex arrangement of domed rooms, halls, apses and courtyards – and applied the lessons learnt to their own designs. Use of these architectural principles produced some of the finest neo-classical buildings in modern times, such as St George’s Hall in Liverpool which opened for public use in 1854. Surrounded by impressive files of columns, it was a truly multi-purpose building from the start: people could be tried for murder, listen to a concert or attend a ball, all under one roof. The highly unusual plan of St George’s drew inspiration from the frigidarium, tepidarium and caldarium of the Baths of Caracalla. But the greatest ever tribute to those baths was undoubtedly the old Pennsylvania Station, New York City. A vaulted waiting room was modelled on the Caracallan tepidarium, but with dimensions increased by 20 per cent. Its steel frame was clad externally in Roman travertine, quarried near Tivoli. The adjacent concourse was an even more daring adaptation of the thermal theme: three high vaults, protruding from the main mass of the structures, were constructed of steel and glass. Penn Station really was ancient Rome come to Manhattan. Not surprisingly, its demolition in 1963 caused an international storm:
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[image: image]  Old Pennsylvania Station, New York; a recreation of the Baths of Caracalla in Rome.




Until the first blow fell, no one was convinced that Penn Station really would be demolished, or that New York would permit this monumental act of vandalism against one of the largest and finest landmarks of its age of Roman elegance


(New York Times, October 30th, 1963).





The triumphal arch is another leitmotif of the Roman legacy. Originally temporary structures erected by magistrates on festive occasions to celebrate the victories of military heroes, by the end of the first century BCE they had become monumental and richly carved gateways of stone. Triumphal arches were a most easily recognized symbol of Roman power and order. The most visited in Rome are those of Emperors Titus and Septimius Severus, at either end of the forum, and that of Constantine, next to the Colosseum. Not surprisingly, given the imperial associations of the triumphal arch, this form of monument was commissioned by some of Europe’s rulers both to proclaim and legitimize their power. The Arc du Carrousel on the site of the former Tuileries Palace in Paris was erected between 1806 and 1808; it commemorated military victories of Napoleon, including his entrance into Munich and Vienna. The arch was based on that of Septimius Severus. Another famous example can be seen in London’s Marble Arch. Built of white Cararra marble, it was originally designed as a ceremonial gateway to Buckingham Palace, and was intended to carry sculpted reliefs depicting British victories during the Napoleonic Wars; it was based on the Arch of Constantine.


The Pantheon in Rome, a temple to all the gods, was rebuilt by Emperor Hadrian in 126 CE. A centrally planned building, it combined a huge circular domed room with an oculus, or eye-to-the-sky, and was fronted by three rows of granite columns with Corinthian capitals. As one of the most complete survivals from antiquity the building has been immensely influential and its essential components of portico and dome have appeared in a number of universities, city halls, public libraries as well as country houses such as the Villa Rotunda, just outside Vicenza. In the USA Thomas Jefferson drew on the familiar religious monuments of ancient Rome to legitimize the new American Republic. The early imperial Roman temple at Nîmes, now known as the Maison Carrée, was in 1775 the model for his new State Capitol at Richmond, Virginia. The library dominating his university in the same state at Charlottesville was one of the most reverberant of echoes of the Pantheon. Appropriately, the Jefferson Memorial in Washington, built 1939 to 1943, evokes the Pantheon in its design. Never completed was Hitler’s and Albert Speer’s idea of a huge domed building for his Volkshalle (People’s Hall) based on the Pantheon which the former had visited in 1938. A record survives of the lasting impression it made on him:
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