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I



The Rise of Rome


Rome began as a small settlement in Central Italy, which grew to become the capital of an empire that spanned three continents. At its peak in the early second century CE, the Roman Empire ruled an area covering two million square miles, stretching from the Atlantic coast of Iberia to the Persian Gulf, and from Scotland to the Red Sea. Starting with Augustus, who became the first emperor in 27 BCE, there was a chain of imperial rulers that lasted for over five centuries (or around 1,500 years if the Byzantine Empire is included). They were amongst the most influential rulers the world has ever seen, wielding unimaginable wealth and power. They became examples of not just greatness, splendour and majesty, but also evil, incompetence and perversion. The Roman Empire became a byword for strength and prestige, a symbol that leaders around the world often sought to appropriate.


The fascination with Rome stems from more than just the political power of its rulers; they were also spiritual leaders. After death, many emperors were elevated to the status of deity. Then, from the fourth century CE, they became patrons of Christianity, playing a major role in its rise to becoming the world’s largest religion. Roman culture and art remained a major influence on scholars and thinkers for centuries, whilst their feats of architecture and engineering likewise remained marvels.


Before the rise to imperial power comes the origin myth. According to legend, Rome’s history began on 21 April 753 BCE, when the city was founded by Romulus, the son of an Italian princess from the kingdom of Alba Longa in Central Italy and the war god Mars. Romulus and his twin brother Remus had been abandoned as infants on the banks of the River Tiber on the orders of their cruel great-uncle, who had overthrown their grandfather. Rather than die of exposure, the twins had been raised by a she-wolf. They were then found by a herdsman and raised in the countryside. As adults, they were told of their royal birth and killed their great-uncle and restored their grandfather. The brothers decided to found a city on the River Tiber but disagreed on the exact site. The dispute escalated, culminating in Romulus striking his brother dead in anger. Romulus was then declared king by his followers, founding his city on the Palatine, the most central of the Seven Hills of Rome. This origin myth reveals consistent themes in Roman history: political disagreements, feuds over power and internecine violence.


In reality, the area around Rome was first settled as early as the tenth century BCE, with archaeological evidence suggesting fortified towns were built in the vicinity two centuries later. It was one of many communities in the Central Italian region of Latium. Yet Rome survived and prospered, growing from a small settlement to eventually becoming the largest city in the world.


Roman kings had absolute power, but it was not a hereditary monarchy. When the king died, male citizens elected a new one, meaning the monarch ruled with the consent of his subjects, particularly elites. This system lasted until 509 BCE when Lucius Tarquinius Superbus, the final King of Rome, was overthrown. A prideful ruler, one of his sons had raped a noblewoman, leading to the nobility revolting. Realising the dangers of giving one man too much power, the leaders of the coup pledged that Rome would never again accept a king and instead became a republic. Although historians doubt the veracity of this story, it established a central foundation of the Roman Republic: hostility to anyone seen as monopolising power. There would be resistance to anyone seen as trying to establish themselves as a king.


Rome’s ruling elites and citizens were not content for their city to remain small. Rather, they sought to steadily take control of neighbouring areas, incrementally growing the Republic’s territory over the decades. This process was not a peaceful one but steeped in violence. Territories annexed by Rome, or accepting the Republic as their overlord, did so at the point of the sword. Those areas and people that resisted most fiercely were treated most harshly when they were ground down by the seemingly inexorable force of the Roman Republic. Left at Rome’s mercy, many defeated cities and territories faced fire and destruction, and the enslavement of their population. The response of most Romans would be short and to the point: vae victis, or, ‘woe to the conquered’.


The Roman Republic steadily grew through conquest. It first extended its power over the local region of Latium before dominating the rest of Italy. Further conquests saw Rome establish control over much of Western Europe, North Africa, the Balkans, Anatolia and the Middle East. Rome’s success was down to three linked factors: governmental systems, military strength and enslavement.


Roman Government


Though nominally democratic, the Roman Republic’s leadership was dominated by the patricians, a group of elite land-owning families. Just below them were the equestrians (or ‘knights’), who tended to be more involved with commerce. The vast majority of the Roman people were commoners known as plebeians, although it was possible for them to ascend to high office and become nobles. As Rome had expanded, some of the conquered were granted citizenship. These provincial families, even those who were from local nobility, were often regarded with disdain by traditional elites who had been Roman citizens for centuries.


The oldest continuous institution in Rome was the Senate. It started as a royal advisory council and evolved into a body of 300 to 500 that tried to guide the operation of government by debating new laws and policies. Although plebeians could serve in the Senate, most members were patricians. The Senate was so important that it featured in the initials that appeared throughout the Roman world: SPQR. This phrase, Senatus Populusque Romanus (‘The Senate and People of Rome’) represented the power and authority of the government and appeared on coins, monuments and documents, and continued to be used for centuries after the fall of the Republic.


The heart of Rome was the Forum, a public space in the middle of the city. Thousands flocked there to socialise, do business, attend legal trials, make offerings at its shrines and temples, or marvel at the monuments. Roman political life revolved around the Forum. Anyone wishing to court public favour would be well advised to address the crowds there. The Senate, whose proceedings were open to public view, usually met near the Forum.


The ‘democratic’ process in the Roman Republic showed how the scales of power were tipped towards the elites. Voting was a public act, which usually took place on the Campus Martius (‘Field of Mars’), an open space north of Rome’s walls. Elections to Rome’s various public offices were held at the end of the year, with the victors taking office the following January. The weeks before elections were highly charged, with candidates doing their utmost to secure votes by holding feasts and public entertainment. Often, they just resorted to bribery. Voting for senior positions was done through the Century Assembly, where citizens were grouped into 193 ‘centuries’ based on property ownership. Each century had a single vote and only the wealthiest actually had anything near 100 members – the poorest had thousands. The wealthiest centuries cast their ballots first, and voting was suspended once a candidate had won a majority. This meant the power of the franchise was diluted for the poor. Junior officials were elected by the Tribal Assembly, which divided citizens into thirty-five tribes based on their location, meaning elites held less power there. The body also had the power to vote on new laws.


The senior offices that ran the Republic were set out in the cursus honorum (‘course of honours’), the ladder of elected positions ambitious Romans sought to scale. The two most junior offices, elected by the Tribal Assembly, were quaestor and aedile. The quaestors were primarily involved in financial affairs, whilst the aediles were responsible for administering temples, games, markets and public buildings. Subsequent positions in the cursus honorum were elected by the Century Assembly. The praetors ran Rome’s legal system and acted as judges. Following this, they could become propraetors, spending time as a governor or commander. At the pinnacle were the two consuls, the most senior elected office. The consuls acted as political leaders – the fact there were two of them was a deliberate attempt to stop one man growing too mighty. After their year in office, consuls served as proconsuls, usually holding prestigious governorships or military commands. The Century Assembly periodically elected two censors responsible for tasks such as maintaining public morals, taking the Census and determining membership of the Senate.


There was one other major position: the ten plebeian tribunes (hereafter just called ‘tribune’). Tribunes dated back to the early fifth century BCE, when tensions between elites and commoners threatened to destroy the Roman Republic. To prevent this, the office of tribune, which was voted for and held only by plebeians, was created as a check on the power of the patricians and the Senate. Tribunes could veto any law or action, even by a consul, they regarded as threatening plebeian interests.


At times of crisis, when power sharing became a weakness, the Senate could appoint a dictator. This was reserved for only extraordinary occasions, such as the threat of foreign invasion, and was only supposed to be temporary. Dictators had sweeping powers (which even the veto of the tribunes could not override) but once the emergency was over, they were to step down and return their powers.


Aside from political power, elected office brought one further privilege: immunity from legal prosecution. As such, it was very difficult to remove powers and duties from office holders. However, once their time in office was over, so was the immunity. This would, as we shall see, motivate politicians to stay in office for as long as possible to avoid being held accountable by their rivals.


The Roman Republic was far from being a democracy in the modern sense of the word, but it was just participatory enough to give its citizens a sense that their voice mattered, even in a small way, whilst guaranteeing the power of elites. This gave Rome a sense of political cohesion their rivals lacked, and explained why there would be great resistance to anyone who might upend this balance.


The Roman Army


Apart from their political system, citizens of the Roman Republic were bonded through military service. From Rome’s founding, free males of sufficient means were subject to conscription. At first, they were expected to provide their own weaponry and equipment, so plebeians generally served as infantry. The equestrians fought as cavalry (hence their name), and senior command positions were usually held by patricians. Non-Roman allies were recruited to fight as auxiliary troops (auxilia), often making up around half the strength of an army. Roman soldiers gained a reputation for discipline and organisation. Their army was based on the legion, a group of c. 5,200 men commanded by a legate. The legion was divided into ten cohorts, which themselves were divided into six centuries of eighty. In command of the century was the centurion, usually an experienced, professional officer.


The Romans fought with a coordinated fury, built around a core of veteran soldiers, allowing the Roman Republic to conquer neighbouring areas and eventually all of Italy. As Rome grew, it widened its tax base, enabling it to fund an ever-larger and stronger military. This gave them a tremendous resilience, which became their greatest strength. Even after crushing defeats, through conscription and taxation they could recruit and train more men than their enemies. Another strength was logistics and equipment. As the Republic grew and developed into the Empire, the state built fabricae – workshops where weapons, armour and other necessities were mass-produced. Most military equipment was standardised, making repairing and replacing it much easier. The generally excellent Roman roads (often built by soldiers – a shovel was an important part of the kit issued to new recruits) meant that supplies could be quickly sent to armies on campaign. Successful generals often became extremely wealthy thanks to looting and enslaving, and influential due to the loyalty of their veterans. Those who achieved significant success were granted a triumph by the Senate. The victorious general, treated as if he were the god Jupiter for a day, was allowed to process through the streets of Rome with their soldiers and plunder.


By the third century BCE, Rome dominated much of Italy. This brought them into conflict with the Carthaginian Empire, a mercantile power based in modern-day Tunisia. Both Rome and Carthage wanted control of the Mediterranean. The Romans defeated Carthage in the First Punic War (264–241 BCE), giving them control of most of Sicily. In doing so, they developed a navy, but the foundation of their military strength remained their army. During the Second Punic War (218–201 BCE), the famed Carthaginian general Hannibal, not to mention his elephants, had invaded Italy, destroying several Roman armies. Rome weathered this storm, sending an army to North Africa, which defeated Hannibal. Rome annexed all of Sicily, plus Sardinia and Corsica, as well as conquering land in the Iberian Peninsula, which they called Hispania. The Third Punic War (149–146 BCE) saw Roman forces capture Carthage after a three-year siege. No mercy was shown; the city was razed, and 50,000 of its inhabitants were enslaved. Rome annexed Carthage’s remaining territories, which became the province of Africa (hence, when ‘Africa’ is referred to, it means the province, not the continent).


Rome also expanded eastward, starting with Greece. The Greeks had been a major influence on Roman culture. Elite Romans learned Greek and cultivated a knowledge of their philosophy, rhetoric and literature. This did not stop Rome seeking to conquer Greece. Standing in Rome’s way was Macedon, which had been the font of Alexander the Great’s empire but had been reduced to a small kingdom in northern Greece. From 214 to 148 BCE, Rome fought four wars against the Macedonians and their allies, eventually defeating them. In 146 BCE, Rome vanquished the remaining independent Greek city-states. Mainland Greece became a Roman province. In 129 BCE Rome annexed Pergamum, a Greek kingdom in western Anatolia, which became the province of Asia (not to be confused with the continent).


In addition to their conquests in Greece, Rome pushed north. They fought another old enemy, Celtic peoples called the Gauls, who had once threatened (and even sacked) Rome. During the fourth and third centuries BCE, the Romans had defeated and conquered Gauls in Northern Italy, creating the province of Cisalpine Gaul. From 125 to 121 BCE, the Romans defeated Gallic tribes in the region north of the Alps, annexing their land as the province of Transalpine Gaul.


These wars of conquest not only grew the strength and prestige of the Roman Republic, but also increased the supply of the final foundation of Rome’s strength: enslaved people.


Rome and Slavery


By the end of the first century BCE, slaves comprised up to 20 per cent of the Republic’s population. There were slave markets in most major cities, with the largest in Rome itself, on the Forum. The enslaved population of Rome was drawn from every corner of their conquests and the lands beyond. Slaves were active throughout the Republic, and later the Empire; serving as household servants and doing domestic labour, with some working as tutors, accountants, physicians, musicians and scribes. There were also ‘public slaves’ owned by the state, who performed tasks for the government, such as building public works, firefighting and conducting executions. The most skilled were given administrative responsibilities. Some slaves fought as gladiators, with the most skilled going to Rome, where some even became pampered celebrities. The majority of slaves were put to work in plantations (called latifundia) or mines and quarries. Most slaves were people captured in war (or their descendants). It was also possible to sell oneself or one’s children into slavery or be enslaved as punishment for debt. Slaves had few rights. Legally speaking, they were property and could be punished, tortured and even executed by their owners. Some slaves were granted freedom through manumission (the formal act or process by which a slave owner grants freedom to a person who is enslaved) or through saving enough money to purchase it (they were allowed to work for wages when not serving their masters), after which they became liberti (‘freedmen’). These liberti often maintained close relations with their former masters, serving as their clients. Although liberti were not full citizens and did not have the right to vote, their children would. This system of manumission was not entirely altruistic; the possibility of being freed acted as another means of controlling slaves and ensuring good behaviour. For most of those enslaved by Rome, this was not the outcome; most faced a life of back-breaking labour.


Those enslaved by Rome resisted, most commonly by escaping – or trying to. Anxiety over fugitive slaves was widespread and, if captured, runaways faced brutal punishments, like being branded or made to wear iron collars. Violent resistance was common. During the second and first centuries BCE, the increasing numbers of slaves in Italy led to more serious uprisings and a series of conflicts called the Servile Wars. The first started in 135 BCE in Sicily, home to many latifundia, and a vital source of grain for Rome. Conditions for slaves there were known to be particularly harsh. Slaves rose up and captured territory in the centre of the island, establishing their own communities; their leader even took to minting coins. It took until 132 BCE for a Roman army to defeat them. This would not be the last time there was a major slave uprising. As we will see, there would be two more major slave uprisings in the next fifty years.


By the end of the second century BCE, the Roman Republic was thus a great power, with the potential to grow greater still. This book tells the story of how the Roman Empire came into being in 27 BCE, rising from the ashes of the bitter struggle to control the Roman Republic. It will detail how the first emperor, Augustus, and his successors forged a polity that grew to its greatest size in 117 CE, commanding vast territories.


From this high point came a gradual decline, punctuated by periods (sometimes lasting decades) of strength and resurgence.


Despite its grandeur, Rome experienced invasions, civil wars and political instability, which became increasingly frequent from the third century CE onwards. Over time, the various internal and external pressures conspired to fracture and destroy the Roman Empire in the West, with imperial power only continuing in the East as Byzantium. Rome’s emperors, even the talented and effective ones, struggled to deal with these challenges. Their task was made all the more difficult by the ascension of incompetent and weak rulers who conspired to undermine imperial power. These problems conspired to cause the final fall of Roman power in the West in the later fifth century CE. This history will not be exhaustive, and every single detail cannot be covered in depth. Rather, this book will detail the most important and significant people and events that helped shape the Roman Empire.










II



Decline of the Roman Republic


133–44 BCE


On 16 January 27 BCE, the Senate granted one man the titles augustus (‘revered’) and princeps (‘foremost leader’). The man born Gaius Octavius, or Octavian, became Emperor Augustus. Augustus had extraordinary authority, and status approaching divinity. He inaugurated the Roman Empire, ending a republican system that had lasted for nearly five centuries. Rome returned to being the monarchy it had been founded as, but Augustus would be no mere king, but an emperor.


The Senate did not award these titles through benevolence. The abandonment of republican political structures was not taken lightly. Rather, the Senate had no other option; Augustus was seen as the only person capable of ruling. He had only been able to harness so much power because of the breakdown of the republican political system, which attempted to prevent one person gaining dominance. This transformation was the culmination of decades of tension and instability that had seen Rome buffeted by conflict, social upheaval and political infighting. This chapter details this long, drawn-out ‘crisis’ of the Roman Republic, culminating in Caesar’s assassination.



Cracks in the Edifice


At the heart of the disputes that divided the Roman Republic in the second and first centuries BCE was the question of power; who should have it, and how should they use it? The search for answers lasted for decades, leading to civil wars, countless deaths and violent intrigues. Yet, Rome continued to grow and produced perhaps its greatest leader, Gaius Julius Caesar. The troubles began over thirty years before his birth, with two brothers known as the Gracchi, Tiberius and Gaius.


The Gracchi were alarmed at the widening divisions in the Republic. Rome’s rise had further concentrated wealth in the hands of elites. The plebeians, who formed the heart of the Army, spending years away on campaign, gained comparatively little. The small farms that had once been the backbone of Roman society were often left vacant, allowing wealthy landowners to buy up land. Latifundia dominated the Italian countryside. This meant that soldiers, rather than returning to their farms after their service had finished, often became professionals. Although this improved the Army, it meant soldiers often were more loyal to their generals than to the Republic. Increased numbers of slaves depressed wages for free Romans in rural areas. They flocked to the ever more crowded cities, notably Rome, in search of work, driving down wages in urban areas as well. The ‘mob’ in Rome could now be weaponised as a political tool by elites with sufficient means to buy their favour.


Tiberius’ solution to Rome’s increasing inequality was to reorganise state-owned public land. In 133 BCE, after being elected tribune, Tiberius introduced a law that redistributed surplus public land to the poor. To ensure his law would be followed, Tiberius ran for re-election as tribune, counter to tradition. Seeking to defend their own power but couching their opposition as preventing Tiberius from becoming a tyrant immune from opposition, a group of senators formed a mob. Tiberius and many of his supporters were beaten to death and thrown into the Tiber.


Such outbursts of violence in Rome became commonplace; beatings, lynchings and assassinations were as much a feature of politics as elections, lobbying and speeches. The ubiquity of death and assault should not mask its brutality. Political violence was intensely personal, carried out face to face. It often escalated quickly, sweeping the participants along to unanticipated ferocity. Rome was a huge city by ancient standards, reaching a population of around one million by the end of the first century BCE, but not so big to guarantee total anonymity, particularly amongst the political class. Many Romans harmed or killed in political violence at this time would have known their attackers.


In 123 BCE, Tiberius’ younger brother Gaius began his term as tribune, initiating a series of laws that helped the plebeians. Like Tiberius, Gaius bucked tradition by running for re-election as tribune for 122 BCE. Unlike his older brother, Gaius won a second term as tribune, although he failed in his bid to win a third year. With Gaius out of office, his opponents tried to dismantle his legislation. Tensions rose, and there was a brawl between Gaius’ supporters and his rivals. An attendant of one of Gaius’ enemies was stabbed to death with styluses (the sharp writing tool used to write on wax tablets). The Senate declared a state of emergency. They gathered a mob and set out to find Gaius and his allies. Over the following days, many of Gaius’ supporters were subjected to cursory trials – perhaps 3,000 were killed. Gaius himself, realising escape was impossible, asked one of his slaves to stab him.


Suicide, particularly before the rise of Christianity as the main religion, was common in Ancient Rome. It was not regarded as a grave sin but a sometimes acceptable, even courageous, response to a hopeless situation – be it a political or military defeat or the indignities of old age and terminal illness (for citizens at least – suicide of slaves was to be avoided at all costs). Particularly for politicians and generals, as well as at least four emperors, the decision to take one’s life was a way to maintain honour. After a crushing defeat, suicide offered a way to avoid the disgrace of being captured alive and perhaps being subjected to an embarrassing trial, exile, torture or public execution. Typical methods were to take the poison hemlock or to hang oneself although many preferred the certainty of the blade – cutting their wrists or stabbing themselves in the stomach (or asking someone else to do it). As we will later see, the struggles of the late Roman Republic were so bitter and savage that many preferred to end their lives rather than submit to a victorious enemy.


The senatorial elite’s handling of the Gracchi injected factional violence into Roman politics. Political life became increasingly polarised, with bloodshed looming over every attempt at consensus. Two factions emerged in Roman politics; the optimates, conservatives who favoured the traditional powers of the Senate, and the populares, who courted mass support.



Marius


The next man to destabilise Roman politics was Gaius Marius. Although from a wealthy family, Marius was born outside of Rome and had no illustrious ancestors and so was regarded with suspicion by patricians. Marius joined the Army, distinguishing himself in Hispania and Gaul, before serving as tribune in 119 BCE and praetor for 115 BCE. Rome then found itself involved in several wars, which would be central to Marius’ rise to power. The first of these was the Cimbrian War, caused by Germanic and Celtic tribes, primarily the Cimbri and Teutones, migrating from the North Sea towards southern Gaul and the Alps, even threatening to invade Italy. This led to fighting between these tribes and Rome breaking out in 113 BCE.


The second conflict was the Jugurthine War, which took place in Numidia, a Roman client state in modern-day Algeria. The war was named after Jugurtha, an illegitimate member of the Numidian royal family who in 112 BCE won the throne after a civil war. In the process he had massacred Roman citizens, leading to the Senate sending an army against him. Jugurtha surrendered but was allowed to stay on the throne. This leniency, lubricated by Jugurtha’s bribery of several senators, caused public fury. Another army was sent to Numidia in 110 BCE. Jugurtha defeated them, forcing the Roman commander to surrender and sign a peace treaty recognising him as king. This stung the Senate into real action; they repudiated the treaty and in 109 BCE sent an army against Jugurtha. Despite several victories, they failed to capture Jugurtha, causing public disappointment in the established leadership. Marius exploited this, winning the consulship for 107 BCE by promising to bring the war to a successful end.


Marius was true to his campaign promise. In 106 BCE, Jugurtha was captured and taken in chains to Rome, where he was displayed in the triumph awarded to Marius, before being executed. Numidia returned to being a client kingdom. A vital figure in the closing stages of the war had been Lucius Cornelius Sulla, a scion of a noted, albeit impoverished, patrician family (who had spent his adult life drinking and carousing). Indeed, it was Sulla who had overseen the capture of Jugurtha. Disputes over who deserved the credit for ending the war would sour relations between Marius and Sulla – with disastrous consequences for the Republic.


To make matters worse, a mass slave revolt broke out in Sicily in 104 BCE. One of the slave leaders, a musician called Salvius, declared himself king, and raised an army of 40,000. Despite being outnumbered, the more disciplined Roman army defeated them, with Salvius dying soon after. Another slave, Athenion (a former herder), declared himself king, fighting on until his death in 101 BCE. The final slave armies were vanquished the following year. It would not be the last Servile War.


Meanwhile, the Cimbrian War was not going well. Desperate, Rome turned to the only general with a proven track record: Marius. He was elected consul for 104 BCE and raised an army of 70,000. Such was the fear of invasion, Marius kept on being re-elected consul whilst the Cimbrians and their allies remained in the field. His successive consulships meant he could spend much of his time drilling his troops, helping him defeat the Cimbrians in 101 BCE.


Marius stood for consul in 100 BCE so he could introduce laws giving land to his veterans. He worked with populist politicians, but their relationship broke down when they introduced reforms too radical for Marius, who then abandoned his new allies. This led to supporters of the populares amassing in Rome in protest. Concerned they would lose control, the Senate turned to Marius. Despite the suspicion some of the members had of Marius, the Senate gave him permission to restore order by any means necessary. Marius gathered volunteers, mostly veterans, and marched on the populares. Their ringleaders were killed, with one stoned to death with roof tiles. Although he had succeeded in maintaining senatorial power, Marius remained distrusted by many of the optimates, whilst the masses and the populares now viewed him as a traitor. Hoping for the dust to settle, Marius went into (temporary) retirement in Anatolia.


Sulla’s Revolution?


One man went further in his refusal to abide by traditional political norms: Sulla. Though he became the leader of the optimates, he was no conservative. In his quest for personal power, he set precedents that would unravel the Republic. Two factors led to Sulla’s rise: civil war in Italy and the ambitions of Mithridates VI, ruler of Pontus, a kingdom in northern Anatolia.


Following the upheavals of 100 BCE, the major political question was the status of Rome’s allies (socii) in Italy. As Rome had grown, some Italian city-states had been incorporated into the Republic, giving free adult males citizenship. Others had retained their own civic identity, with domestic autonomy in exchange for military support. Many Italian allies were growing frustrated at their lack of a say in Roman politics. This led to the outbreak of the Social War (from the Latin bellum sociale, ‘War of the Allies’) in 91 BCE, when several Italian cities revolted against Roman rule.


Many Italian allies remained loyal, including those in Latium, preventing Rome from being encircled. Both Marius and Sulla won several battles, but the main reason the rebels lost was a typically pragmatic Roman policy. In 90 BCE, Rome had passed a law that gave all Italian communities who had not revolted or who had laid down their arms citizenship. Further laws extended this offer to other areas that had rebelled. Most places took up the offer, meaning that by 88 BCE the Social War was effectively over, although some scattered pockets of resistance remained. Rome had survived, but Italy had been ravaged and tens of thousands had died.


Before the Social War had fully ended, another conflict was on the horizon. Mithridates had ambitions of dominating Anatolia and Greece. In 89 BCE, he invaded two neighbouring kingdoms, Bithynia and Nicomedia, both Roman allies. Mithridates swept away the two legions sent against him, capturing all of Anatolia, massacring 80,000 Roman and Italian settlers in the process. He then invaded Greece, where he installed an ally as leader of Athens. The news shocked the Roman people, but it also created an opportunity. Whoever led the campaign against Mithridates had the chance to win glory, not to mention great riches through plunder. Sulla was determined to be that man; following his success in the Social War, he was elected consul for 88 BCE. After he took office, the Senate assigned him the command against Mithridates. All was going to plan, until factional politics intervened.


The populares sought to introduce reforms that would dilute elite power; to do so, they were forced to turn to Marius. Despite his earlier betrayal, he was one of the few politicians with enough prestige to force through their planned changes. To gain Marius’ support, they promised him the command against Mithridates. Marius eagerly agreed to the deal. The populares’ leaders engineered riots that led to Sulla fleeing Rome for Southern Italy, before taking control of power. Their reforms were passed, and the eastern command was transferred to Marius. This was nothing less than a coup; the populares appeared to have triumphed.


With his grand plan in peril, Sulla took an extraordinary step: he would march on Rome. Sulla gained the loyalty of the legions in Southern Italy by appealing not to their patriotism, but to their pockets. He told them if Marius were given the command, he would raise a new army, and they would lose the chance of plunder. It worked. Sulla marched into Rome, which was virtually defenceless as Marius had not had the time to raise an opposing army. In doing so, he broke a fundamental taboo that no Roman should bear arms in the city. It was of no concern to Sulla. Marius scrambled to defend. He ordered people to mount roofs and throw tiles. Sulla promptly burned down the houses. Marius then tried to rally a force of gladiators and slaves whom he promised to free. It was never going to be enough. With the city lost, Marius and his supporters amongst the populares fled into exile.


Rome awoke to find Sulla in full control. To justify Sulla’s actions, the Senate declared Marius and eleven of his leading supporters to be public enemies, stripping them of any protections of citizenship, making their lives and properties forfeit. Sulla cancelled the populist reforms and restored himself to the eastern command. He then left for Greece at the start of 87 BCE, hoping for a glorious and lucrative campaign against Mithridates.


With Sulla gone, tensions remained in Rome, escalating into rioting between political factions. Marius, sensing an opportunity, returned from exile in Africa, bringing thousands of supporters. He then marched on Rome and besieged it; for the second time in two years the city was under attack, this time by Marius leading an army against it. With famine imminent, the Senate sued for peace. Marius entered the city, ordering the execution of several of his rivals. He then secured the consulship for 86 BCE and began planning his own campaign against Mithridates. Just two weeks into his unprecedented seventh term as consul, whilst formulating strategies for one more glorious campaign, Marius died of illness. His death, far away from the battlefield where he had forged his reputation, was something of an anti-climax. Marius had been one of Rome’s greatest generals, but his actions and desire for power and recognition had pushed the Republic into civil war and led to the rise of Sulla.


Events in Rome did not distract Sulla. After landing in Greece in 87 BCE, he captured Athens. Sulla allowed his men to rampage through the city, showing the Athenians and the rest of Greece the price of turning on Rome. He then won several victories against Mithridates’ forces in Greece. By 85 BCE, both Mithridates and Sulla wanted to end the war. Mithridates sought to limit his losses and Sulla needed to preserve his strength in advance of a return to Rome. Peace talks were concluded; Mithridates would remain King of Pontus but return his recent conquests, as well as pay a large indemnity and lend Sulla a fleet to help ferry his army home.


In 83 BCE, Sulla and his legions returned to Italy, igniting another civil war between him and the supporters of the late Marius. Sulla steadily advanced towards Rome, winning several victories before capturing the city a second time in 82 BCE. Sulla ordered the Senate to assemble. Whilst they were meeting, he had thousands of prisoners executed in the Campus Martius. With his enemies cowed but not eliminated, Sulla assumed the office of dictator. Sulla used his sole power to purge any potential resistance, ordering the proscription (execution and seizure of property) of hundreds of people connected to Marius or the populares. From 83 to 82 BCE, the names of over 500 proscribed individuals were posted in Rome and then distributed across Italy. Sulla did not take much persuading to add people to his lists, and many used the purges as an excuse to settle old scores. The death toll escalated into the thousands. In their attempts to shore up their power, the optimates had violated a central tenet of the Republic; to never let one man dominate power for an extended period.


There was also the small matter of a second war with Mithridates that broke out in 83 BCE, despite the recent peace deal. That year, Roman forces in Anatolia attacked Pontus because it was believed Mithridates was planning another invasion – he was, in fact, raising troops to deal with a rebellion in his territory in Crimea. The fighting carried on for two years, ending when Sulla sent peace envoys.


Not long after, Sulla resigned as dictator in 81 BCE. Though a revolutionary, Sulla still retained conservative tendencies and perhaps wanted to be seen as a restorer of ‘traditional’ republican government by voluntarily giving up power. Or, after decades of campaigning and political plotting, he may also simply have wanted to retire. Sulla withdrew to his lavish country estate in Southern Italy and was only rarely seen in Rome. As well as writing his memoirs (sadly, only fragments survive), Sulla indulged himself in a life of luxurious debauchery, drinking and consorting with actresses and musicians. He died in 78 BCE, possibly of liver disease or ulcers caused by his drinking, and was given a lavish public funeral in Rome. Though Sulla had not made himself an emperor, he had created a precedent that others might take even further. Most importantly, the violence Sulla had unleashed haunted Roman politics, with the bloodshed deepening the fissures in an already fractured system.


Pompey and Crassus


After Sulla’s death, two of his former lieutenants vied for dominance: Marcus Licinius Crassus and Gnaeus Pompeius, better known as Pompey. Neither rose to the heights of power Sulla had attained. Had the two not had each other to contend with, either may have emulated their old master. Pompey eventually achieved the upper hand over Crassus, who would spectacularly overvalue his own abilities and meet a premature end, but would find himself eclipsed by Julius Caesar. In 78 BCE, Caesar was still at the beginning of his career, serving as a staff member for the Governor of Asia. Indeed, he had been lucky to escape Sulla’s purges given Marius was his uncle by marriage – others had been executed for far less.


Crassus came from a plebeian, albeit politically established, family that had supported Sulla, and had recruited men for him during the civil war. He became immensely wealthy through buying confiscated property cheaply during Sulla’s purges. Crassus also founded Rome’s first fire brigade; not out of any abundance of civic spirit, but to enrich himself. When a fire broke out (a common occurrence in Rome, where houses were closely packed together), Crassus’ firefighters would arrive but only extinguish the flames when the property owner agreed to sell well below market rate. Thus, Crassus became Rome’s greatest landlord.


Pompey had been one of Sulla’s most important followers, charged with pursuing the Marian supporters who had fled mainland Italy. Pompey dealt with Sulla’s enemies in Sicily with such vigour that he was nicknamed ‘the young butcher’. When he followed this up by dispatching Marian holdouts in Africa, his men hailed him as Magnus, after Alexander the Great. After Sulla died, Pompey was given the powers of a proconsul to deal with Marian rebels in Hispania, even though he had never been consul, nor held any elected office. He left Italy in 76 BCE, but it took him four years of campaigning to deal with the last remaining Marian rebels.


If the events of the closing decades of the Roman Republic appear cyclical, that is because they were. Once again, the old enemy Mithridates decided to pursue his imperialist ambitions whilst Rome was occupied with rebellion. On the horizon, another major slave revolt, the biggest yet, would soon erupt.


The Third Mithridatic War started in 74 BCE. That year, the Bithynian king had died, leaving his territory to Rome. Before it could be incorporated as a province, Mithridates invaded. The Senate sent an army against him, but the wily Mithridates proved elusive. He escaped capture or death several times, remaining a consistent thorn in Rome’s side.


Whilst war was raging in Anatolia and Pompey was fighting in Hispania, the third major slave revolt broke out in 73 BCE. A group of around seventy slaves escaped captivity from their ludus (‘gladiator school’) in Capua, in Southern Italy, fleeing into the countryside. Amongst their leaders was Spartacus, a former mercenary from Thrace, a region in modern-day Bulgaria. The escaped gladiators defeated a small Roman detachment. They established a camp at Mount Vesuvius, where they raided local towns and estates, as well as defeating several Roman forces sent against them. Their numbers swelled; by 72 BCE, Spartacus’ slave army numbered over 100,000.


The Senate turned to Crassus, giving him eight legions in 71 BCE. At first, he found it hard going. After one setback, he used the practice of decimation (killing one in every ten) against a group of his own men when they fled in battle. But soon he bested the slave army several times, forcing Spartacus to lead his men south, where they hoped to flee to Sicily. Crassus pursued them and won a decisive victory. Spartacus did not survive. He was cut down leading a group of men trying to kill Crassus. Without their leader, the slave army disintegrated. Six thousand were captured; Crassus had them crucified at regular intervals along the Via Appia, the main thoroughfare leading to Rome from the south. However, Crassus could not claim sole glory. Pompey had arrived back from Hispania just in time to massacre a group of slaves who had escaped. He then boldly declared he had been the one who actually ended the revolt; angering Crassus, who wanted to enjoy complete credit for victory.


Both Pompey and Crassus were now in strong positions, and they were elected consuls for 70 BCE. Despite their rivalry, their year in office was peaceful and they laid down their positions without incident. They were biding their time for a new opportunity. Pompey, who enjoyed more popular support than Crassus, made the first move. Pirates, particularly from Anatolia, had long been a problem for Rome. They struck at shipping and attacked ports; sometimes even raiding inland and taking captives. This disrupted commerce and undermined Roman power. By 67 BCE, the combination of piracy and the ongoing Mithridatic War was threatening Rome’s grain supply from Africa. A tribune proposed a law that would give Pompey the power to deal with the pirates. When the optimates in the Senate attempted to block his appointment, the masses, fearing starvation, rioted. The Senate was left with no choice but to allow the law, giving Pompey a three-year command to eliminate piracy, with control over the Mediterranean and coastal areas up to seventy miles inland. Pompey established dominance over the western Mediterranean, securing the trade routes to Rome. Just three months after being given his commission, Pompey captured the main pirate stronghold in Anatolia. Any remaining pirates quickly surrendered.


Upon returning to Rome, Pompey sought a greater opportunity: command of the war against Mithridates. In early 66 BCE, a friendly tribune proposed a law giving Pompey just this. Realising Pompey’s popularity, the Senate did not resist. Pompey set out east and defeated Mithridates, forcing him to flee north of the Black Sea. Pompey advanced into the Caucasus in pursuit, defeating the local powers who stood in his way. By 63 BCE, Mithridates was a spent force. Not wanting to be taken alive, he decided to commit suicide. He first attempted poison but failed because for years, ironically due to fears of being poisoned, he had been regularly ingesting tiny doses, thus becoming immune. Eventually, he asked one of his bodyguards to run him through with a sword. Bithynia and Pontus were annexed as Roman provinces, whilst the rest of Mithridates’ lands were parcelled out to friendly local rulers. Unsatisfied, Pompey sought further glory. Advancing south from Anatolia, he annexed Syria for Rome. He then became involved in a civil war in Judea, leading troops into Jerusalem, where they looted the Temple, and Judea became a client kingdom.


Pompey returned home in 62 BCE and, against the expectations of many, dismissed his armies. At the height of his popularity (not to mention wealth – the war had been hugely profitable), Pompey faced a fresh hurdle. The optimates in the Senate, joined by Crassus, would not ratify any of the treaties he had made in the east. They also refused to pass a law that would give land to his veterans. Pompey needed someone to break the deadlock and prevent his legacy unravelling. Crassus also needed support. Some of his most important clients were equestrian entrepreneurs given the licence to collect taxes on the Republic’s behalf. They had overbid on taxes in Asia and faced huge losses, and so Crassus needed the Senate to renegotiate the contracts. Pompey and Crassus, though enemies, found themselves drawn together. Their common ally was Caesar, a populist who acted as a bridge between them. In 60 BCE, the three men formed a political alliance known as the First Triumvirate. It would open the door to the end of the Roman Republic.


The First Triumvirate


So, why exactly would the likes of Pompey and Crassus want to ally with Caesar?


Caesar was a member of the Julia, one of the oldest patrician families, which claimed descent from the goddess Venus. His father had been a supporter of Marius and would probably have been killed in Sulla’s purges had he not died suddenly in 85 BCE. Despite this, Caesar survived to pursue a political career, serving as quaestor for 69 BCE and aedile for 65 BCE, when he staged elaborate games that helped increase his popular support. Caesar was firmly in Pompey’s camp. Indeed, Pompey’s support – and his bribes – were instrumental to Caesar’s twin electoral successes in 63 BCE. That year, Caesar was elected pontifex maximus (chief high priest of the Roman civic religion – a prestigious lifetime office) and praetor for the following year. After serving his year as praetor, Caesar served as a governor in Hispania. There, he campaigned against local Celtic tribes, extending Roman control to the Atlantic coast of north-west Iberia. This brought increased prestige as well as plunder that helped replenish the funds he had spent and borrowed to win office.


Political prominence brought rivals. Many disliked Caesar’s brash ambition to court popular favour, as well as his ruthless single-mindedness. The optimates saw him as a dangerous radical. Another point of acrimony was Caesar’s chronic unfaithfulness. Despite divorcing his second wife on the mere suspicion of her sleeping with another man, Caesar had affairs with several married women, including, allegedly, the wives of Crassus and Pompey. Even so, when Caesar returned to Rome with his army in 60 BCE, he was favourite to be elected one of the consuls for the following year. His enemies began working against him. They tried to pre-assign the proconsular commands to the obscure posting of overseeing the ‘woodlands and paths of Italy’, a job without much scope for glory or enrichment (something the still indebted Caesar craved). Despite opposition, Caesar finished first in the consular elections.


As consul, Caesar parried the opposition of the optimates. He oversaw the passage of laws that granted land to Pompey’s veterans and ratified his settlement in the east. Caesar then reduced the debts owed by Crassus’ clients in Asia. A law was passed assigning Caesar Illyricum (the area along the east coast of the Adriatic) and Cisalpine Gaul for his proconsular term for five years. When the governor of Transalpine Gaul died, it was also added to Caesar’s command. The Triumvirate was delivering for its members; to further seal their alliance, Pompey married Caesar’s daughter Julia. But as Caesar’s consular year progressed, the public mood began to sour against him and his fellow triumvirs. Some began to view Caesar as an aspiring tyrant. When he became proconsul in 58 BCE, popular sentiment was firmly against the Triumvirate, fraying relations between them.


Gaul (modern-day France, Belgium and Luxembourg along with some surrounding areas) was home to Celtic (and some Germanic) peoples divided into several tribes. Although the Romans had already carved out the provinces of Cisalpine and Transalpine Gaul, there were still swathes of unconquered territory. Success would elevate Caesar’s reputation as a general to Pompey’s, and potentially make him as rich as Crassus. To ensure the Roman public were kept aware of his activities in Gaul, Caesar wrote a detailed record of his time there, periodically sending new volumes back home. Commentarii de Bello Gallico (‘Commentaries on the Gallic War’) was a mixture of history, travelogue and military reportage, all combining to glorify Caesar’s brilliance. Caesar quickly engineered an opportunity to begin his war against the Gallic tribes. In April 58 BCE one of the tribes, the Helvetii, wanted to migrate across Roman territory. Caesar built a wall to block them, subsequently defeating them. He then advanced north into unconquered Gaul, defeating the tribes who stood in his way. By 56 BCE, all but central Gaul was in his control.


Whilst Caesar was in Gaul, Roman political life remained unsettled. There were frequent, often violent clashes, between gangs affiliated to different factions. Despite Caesar’s initial successes in Gaul increasing his popular support, his enemies in the Senate continued to agitate against him, threatening to recall him. This would remove his legal immunity, leaving him open to charges of corruption. Crassus and Pompey were growing restive, aware that Caesar was eclipsing them. In summer 56 BCE, the Triumvirate met at Luca in Cisalpine Gaul, where it was agreed that Pompey and Crassus would both run to be consuls for 55 BCE. They duly emerged victorious. In office, Pompey and Crassus gave Caesar a five-year extension in Gaul. Crassus was granted proconsular command in Syria, and Pompey received Hispania and Africa (although he remained in Italy).


With his position secure, Caesar resumed his campaign. In 55 and 54 BCE there were expeditions to southern England. This was to prevent British tribes from supporting the Gauls, with the added benefit of wowing the Roman public with tales of this distant island. Then, to protect eastern Gaul from attack by Germanic tribes, Caesar bridged the Rhine in 55 and 53 BCE, displaying the skill of Roman military engineers. This was a reminder to Germanic tribes that if they continued raiding Gaul, the Romans would quickly cross the Rhine and retaliate. The Gauls did not meekly submit – many tribes continued to fight. Caesar’s decisive victory came at Alesia, in central Gaul, in 52 BCE. Caesar, commanding 60,000 men, besieged 80,000 Gauls encamped in a well-fortified hilltop position. He built ten miles of siegeworks. When a relief force of 100,000 Gauls arrived, Caesar ordered his men to build another line, fourteen miles long, of defences to prevent them breaking the stage. Both Roman lines held. This display was enough to cow the Gallic leaders into surrendering. Gaul was now Caesar’s – and Rome’s.


The success of Caesar’s Gallic War ran parallel to the disaster of Crassus’ campaign. Crassus arrived in Syria in late 55 BCE. His target was the Parthians, a dynasty that ruled an empire that stretched from modern-day eastern Turkey to western Pakistan. Crassus aimed to conquer their territory in Mesopotamia, home to several wealthy cities. In 53 BCE, Crassus led 40,000 men into Parthian territory. He met the enemy near Carrhae, in south-eastern Anatolia. The Parthians gained the upper hand; at nightfall Crassus retreated, leaving behind thousands of wounded. The next day, the Parthians offered Crassus the chance to negotiate a peaceful retreat. In their talks, there was a melee in which Crassus was killed. Only about one-quarter of his troops returned home; the rest were dead or captured. Allegedly, Crassus’ head ended up being used as a prop in a play performed for the Parthian ruler. It was a great humiliation for Rome. To add to the shame, the Parthians had captured several aquilae (golden eagles that were the standards of each legion). Crassus’ final actions sparked off a series of wars between the Romans and Parthians that lasted for centuries.


The death of Crassus unsettled Pompey and Caesar’s relationship. The previous year, another bond between them had been removed when Julia, Caesar’s daughter and Pompey’s wife, had died in childbirth. By 53 BCE, violence between different gangs in Rome had become endemic; the news of Crassus’ death and humiliating defeat added to the febrile atmosphere. The situation was so bad that the consular elections for 52 BCE had to be suspended. A group of conservative senators turned to Pompey to stabilise the situation, making him sole consul. This was at odds with their conservative values but was seen as necessary to prevent a total breakdown in government. Pompey restored order by deploying his soldiers on the streets of Rome. He began considering permanently realigning his loyalties to the optimates.


Caesar’s enemies attempted to end Pompey’s command in Gaul early. They blocked him from his plan to stand for the consulship in absentia, which would have extended his legal immunity. Furthermore, the optimates had continued their overtures towards Pompey. In 50 BCE, the Senate gave permission to Pompey to begin organising an army for them. Pompey suffered a serious illness whilst recruiting in Naples. He survived, and on his return to Rome was met with crowds who rejoiced in his recovery, welcoming him with sacrifices, feasts and garlands. This persuaded Pompey that, if there were to be a clash with Caesar, he would enjoy unquestioned public support. Then, in December, Caesar led a legion across the Alps into Cisalpine Gaul, camping close to the border with Italy. The optimates responded by forcing the Senate to declare Caesar a public enemy on 7 January 49 BCE.


On the night of 10/11 January, despairing of brokering any peaceful compromise, Caesar led his men across the Rubicon, the river that marked the border between Cisalpine Gaul and Italy. This caught his enemies by surprise. Pompey had not had enough time to organise an army capable of resisting Caesar’s seasoned veterans and fled to Southern Italy with conservative senators. Without any real opposition, Caesar took control of Rome.


Caesar’s Civil War


Pompey had many advantages over Caesar, especially his strength in the provinces. He could draw on supporters from Hispania, Africa, Greece, Anatolia and Syria, whereas Caesar could only call on Gaul. Pompey controlled a strong fleet, whereas Caesar’s naval power was non-existent. Despite this, displaying the caution that would characterise his command in the civil war, Pompey decided to retreat from Italy. He took his forces across to Greece, where he was joined by one-third of the Senate.


Once Caesar gained control of Italy, he attacked Hispania. He left one of his closest allies, the praetor Marcus Aemilius Lepidus, in charge of matters in Rome. To govern Italy, Caesar selected Marcus Antonius, better known as Mark Antony, a distant kinsman who had served him in Gaul. Caesar marched into Hispania and subdued the Pompeian forces there.


Caesar arrived back in Rome in December 49 BCE. Lepidus proposed a law making him dictator, which passed. This gave Caesar the power to oversee elections for 48 BCE, ensuring his supporters won office. Caesar laid down the dictatorship after eleven days and went east to engage Pompey. The first direct confrontation took place at Dyrrhachium (now located in Albania), where Caesar besieged Pompey’s camp. Months of inconclusive skirmishing followed, ending with Pompey breaking through Caesar’s lines in July. Had he immediately seized the initiative and launched a major attack, he could have finished off Caesar, but he missed the chance, allowing his former friend to retreat to Greece. Pompey eventually pursued him. Their armies clashed at Pharsalus on 9 August. Despite being outnumbered, Caesar’s army, most of them veterans who had been with him since the Gallic Wars, won the day. The discipline of Pompey’s army crumbled against Caesar’s legions. Pompey’s subsequent behaviour was inexcusable; when he realised the day was lost, he fled the battlefield. Although the civil war would drag on for nearly three more years, after Pharsalus it became near-inevitable that Caesar would emerge victorious. That October, Caesar was declared dictator for one year in absentia, as well as the permanent powers of a tribune. He appointed Mark Antony as his magister equitum (‘Master of the Horse’), the title given to the lieutenant of a dictator, and sent him back home to govern Italy. Caesar had other affairs to attend to – namely, in Egypt.


Egypt was a kingdom ruled by the Ptolemaic Dynasty, descendants of one of Alexander the Great’s generals, since 305 BCE. The Ptolemaic monarchs, who also claimed the traditional title of pharaoh, combined aspects of Greek and Egyptian culture. By the first century BCE, the strength of Ptolemaic Egypt began to wane; there were ongoing civil wars and succession disputes. Rome became influential in Egypt, often becoming involved in their affairs. In 51 BCE, Ptolemy XII died. In his will, which he made Rome the executor of, he left Egypt to his eleven-year-old son Ptolemy XIII and his daughter Cleopatra VII, who was seven years older. As well as being co-monarchs, they would also marry each other (sibling marriage being common in the Ptolemaic Dynasty). Neither Ptolemy nor Cleopatra were entirely happy with sharing power and civil war between them broke out in 48 BCE. The callow Ptolemy would find himself undone by his more astute older sister.


Following his defeat at Pharsalus, Pompey decided to travel to the province of Africa, where he still had some support, and continue the war from there. First, he would go to Alexandria to ask for Ptolemy’s assistance, landing in Egypt in September. The young king’s advisors had no interest in getting drawn into a Roman civil war, particularly on the losing side. When Pompey met the royal delegation, he was assassinated. One of the most powerful generals the Roman Republic had ever seen met his end on the run desperately trying to lobby the support of a child. To add to the indignity, the Egyptians then beheaded his corpse, cremating the body but embalming the head to show Caesar. It was hoped that this would please Caesar, who would then support Ptolemy against Cleopatra. When Caesar arrived in October, Ptolemy presented Pompey’s head to him. Caesar was grief-stricken. Though the two men were enemies, they had once been friends (not to mention that Caesar had been Pompey’s father-in-law). The devious manner of Pompey’s death outraged Caesar, ending any chance he would ally with Ptolemy against Cleopatra.
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