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      FOREWORD

      

      This book gives an account of Rome and the lands under its rule between the accession of Marcus Aurelius and the death of
         Constantine the Great (AD 161-337). My aim has been to combine in a single volume a discussion of the most important political and economic events
         and the outstanding cultural and religious developments, with some attention to their backgrounds and aftermaths.
      

      Not only was the empire converted to Christianity during this epoch, but it was also extraordinarily rich in other happenings.
         Many of them, however, have been neglected by all but specialists, because the original sources are often obscure and difficult
         to interpret, and most of all because the period seems to belong neither to antiquity nor to the Middle Ages. That is indeed
         one of its peculiar fascinations. Spanning the gulf between two worlds, it is a time of rapid transition comprising changes
         which could scarcely have been more far-reaching and decisive. But the idea that this is therefore a mere no-man’s-land, a
         trough between the ages, would be quite mistaken. The attribution of that somewhat shadowy, interim character to the period
         was encouraged by Edward Gibbon, who believed that the happiest age of mankind ended with the death of Marcus Aurelius, and
         that afterwards came decline and fall.
      

      Such a view, developed by Gibbon with incomparable brilliance, had classical authority. Ever since the earliest empire, Roman
         writers had been airing the view that Rome was getting old. When the historian Dio Cassius came to the end of Marcus’ reign,
         he paused in order to observe that his work ‘now descends from a kingdom of gold to one of iron and rust, as affairs did for
         the Romans of that day’. And in the next century St Cyprian, though one of the Christians whom Gibbon did not like, agreed
         with him in feeling upon all sides the chilly touch of impending death.
      

      This is too incomplete and negative a view of the period. Politically and economically, it is true, gloom was justified. For
         insecurity and anxiety were more acute and desperate than they had ever been, and there was a rapid growth of government by
         autocratic force. Yet political and economic distress does not always prevent cultural and spiritual triumphs, and sometimes breeds them. In the later Roman empire, great positive, personal achievements of the mind
         and spirit accompanied and often resulted from those adversities and governmental oppressions. Indeed, these achievements
         were so outstanding, in a variety of fields, that the epoch to which they belong is one of the most important in the history
         of the world; and because it shows what human beings can do in harrowing conditions it is also one of the most heartening.
      

      And so I have called this book The Climax of Rome. After surveying the field, I shall point in the epilogue to the reasons which exist for claiming that this title, however
         unexpected in relation to the period, is justifiable, or inevitable (p. 248). Nevertheless a further element of paradox remains
         in the word Rome. The men who made the age were Romans in the sense that they lived in the Roman empire. But the greatest
         of them did not come from Rome itself, or even from Italy. In particular, my book has a lot to say about the east, since this
         eastern bias, though perhaps unusual in western students of history, seems to me to reflect the importance of that area in
         the third-and fourth-century world. Eternal Rome was more than a geographical term; it had become a concept or series of concepts,
         the emotive symbol of a great society comprising many races and cultures. Such, then, is the Rome of which this age is the
         climax.
      

      I acknowledge with gratitude permission to quote from copyright works:

      A. H. Armstrong and Messrs Allen and Unwin for Plotinus, the executors of M. Hadas and Bobbs-Merrill Co for Three Greek Romances, Everyman’s Library for Heliodorus: Ethiopian Story, E. C. Echols and University of California Press for Herodian of Antioch’s History of the Roman Empire, E. R. Dodds and the Cambridge University Press for Pagan and Christian in an Age of Anxiety, the Cambridge University Press for Cambridge Ancient History, A. H. M. Jones and Messrs Longmans for The Decline of the Ancient World, Messrs William Heinemann for translations from Achilles Tatius, Galen (On the Natural Faculties) and Tertullian (Apology) in the Loeb Classical Library, M. Staniforth and Penguin Books for Marcus Aurelius’ Meditations, P. Turner and Penguin Books for Lucian’s Satirical Sketches, G. R. S. Mead and Penguin Books for ‘Hymn of Soul’ in F. C. Happold’s Mysticism, P. Jay and ‘Oxford Magazine’ for Pervigilium Veneris, E. O’Brien and Mentor Books for The Essential Plotinus.

      I owe thanks to Professor A. H. M. Jones and Professor F. W. Walbank for allowing me to read works of theirs before publication.
         But neither they nor anyone else, apart from myself, can be held responsible for the numerous inadequacies which my attempt
         to cover so wide a field is certain to have produced. I want to express appreciation to the library staff at the Queen’s University Belfast,
         to Mr Anthony Burton, Mr Julian Shuckburgh and Mrs Patricia Vanags of Messrs George Weidenfeld and Nicolson Ltd, and to Mrs
         W. Bernstein who collected the illustrations. Acknowledgements are also due to the University of Saskatchewan, which has published
         a lecture of mine on this general theme, and to Horizon (New York), Mankind (Los Angeles), and History Today (London), for which I wrote preliminary studies relating to the recovery of the empire, the triumph of Christianity, and
         the Gnostics and Manichaeans.
      

      I am also grateful to my wife for very much invaluable assistance.

      Gattaiola, 1968
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THE WORLD OF ROME TRANSFORMED


   
      

    
 
      CHAPTER 1

      
      
THE HISTORY OF THE LATER EMPIRE


      

      Historical Sketch

      
      The Roman empire extended from Britain in the north to the Sahara desert in the south. But its principal and most sensitive
         frontiers were those which stretched for thousands of miles along the Rhine, Danube and Euphrates, and along the borders of
         a few advanced territories beyond certain sectors of those three great rivers.
      

      
      At the time with which this book begins, most of the unified state had long been at peace. Augustus (d. AD 14), who had replaced the inadequate government of the Republic by an autocracy elaborately concealed beneath traditional
         forms, laid a firm basis for the Pax Romana by a thoroughgoing overhaul of the entire administration, which was henceforward
         able to control the nearly thirty (later nearly fifty) provinces with efficiency, honesty and increasing mildness. The empire’s
         backward social structure makes it difficult to agree with Gibbon that the human race, in these regions, has never again enjoyed
         the happiness and prosperity of the second century AD (p.xv). And yet the emperors of that period brought all these peoples the blessing of profound, durable peace, such as had
         not been seen over so large an area before and has never been seen again.
      

      
      Although peace brought with it a certain atrophying of originality, the reign of Marcus Aurelius was distinguished by four
         authors whose gifts show how misleading it is to dismiss this period patronisingly (as is done, for example, by our educational
         systems) as post-classical. These are the scintillating Latin novelist Apuleius from north Africa, and, among writers in Greek,
         the razor-sharp, scoffing Lucian from the Euphrates area, Galen from Asia Minor ‘the medical pope of the Middle Ages’, and
         the emperor himself, whose Meditations reveal one of the most complex and thoughtful men ever to occupy a throne.
      

      
      And yet it was in the reign of Marcus Aurelius and his fellow-emperor Lucius Verus that the military situation grew sharply
         and permanently worse, with results which demolished the Roman Peace for ever. A recurrence of the usual expensive military
         operations against Rome’s eastern neighbour on the Euphrates, Parthia, was followed by threats of a gravity never hitherto experienced from the Teutonic and Iranian tribes, Germans and Sarmatians, who lived beyond the
         Rhine and Danube. These consequent campaigns, which were accompanied by an epidemic of plague and followed by many further
         wars during the century to come, are depicted with a new sense of horror and pathos on the Arch of Marcus Aurelius. The fighting
         cost sums so large that their exaction from the subjects of the empire put an end to the relative comfort and ease of the
         middle classes. A second factor which contributed substantially to their impoverishment was the recurrence, after well over
         a century’s intermission, of a constant series of civil wars caused by disputed imperial successions resulting in the assassination
         of one ruler after another. The death of Marcus’ unconventional, deranged son Commodus (180–92), during whose reign eastern
         religious tendencies made much headway and gladiatorial games enjoyed imperial participation, was followed by four ruinous
         years of such warfare, in which the survivor of five claimants to the imperial throne was Septimius Severus (193–211).1 *

      
      Trajan (d. 117), of Romano-Spanish origin, had been the first emperor who was not an Italian, and that was a pointer to the
         future in which very few rulers came from Italy; the country lost its political and economic importance and became a mere
         framework for the prestige of eternal, subsidised Rome. Septimius, on the other hand, was the first of a number of non-Europeans,
         for his homeland was north Africa, which was also the only area still producing a distinguished Latin literature. But his
         influential wife Julia Domna came from Syria, which, through the medium of its Hellenized writers and artists, contributed
         an even greater share of the empire’s talents and achievements. Indeed Syrian and other oriental literary, artistic and spiritual
         themes now began to encroach more and more upon the traditions of Greece and Rome, thereby forming the distinctive amalgam
         that is characteristic of this later empire. Though Septimius maintained the fiction that he belonged (through adoption by
         Marcus Aurelius) to the tradition of the Antonine Golden Age, his exceptional ability and clear-sighted ruthlessness qualified
         him perfectly for the task, in which he was aided by the most famous jurists in legal history, of developing his rule into
         an absolute autocracy. For there now had to be painful adjustments to a new and grimmer age of intensified, forcibly collected
         taxation, in kind as well as cash; while people forgot these troubles, when they could, by reading the best of the ancient
         romantic novelists, Longus and Heliodorus.
      

      
      Septimius’ neurotically ambitious, boorish son Caracalla (211–17) eliminated his father-in-law, the praetorian prefect,* and then his own brother Geta, but only survived the latter by five years. His successor, Macrinus, was a Mauretanian whose
         elevation to the throne displayed the growing weakness of the senate, since he was the first emperor not to have been a member
         of that body. He soon succumbed to the first Syrian to occupy the throne, Elagabalus (218–22), a fourteen-year-old Sun-priest
         and sexual invert who belonged to the family of Julia Domna. Elagabalus’ attempt to introduce Rome to thoroughgoing religious
         orientalisation was tactless and premature, and yet under his younger cousin Severus Alexander (222–35), whose mother Julia
         Mamaea acted as regent, the religious tendencies of the previous reign continued to make headway in less extreme and obtrusive
         forms. Severus Alexander, unlike his predecessor, tried to appear as a Roman traditionalist who respected the senate. But
         it was not possible to revert to an old-fashioned constitutionalist régime, since the financial needs of the empire had suddenly
         become very much greater than they had been before. This was due to the replacement of Rome’s eastern enemy Parthia – the
         only sizeable political unit on the imperial borders-by a far more dangerous foe, the Sassanian Persians.
      

      
      The emergence of this major foreign power unhappily coincided with the deterioration of Rome from Military Monarchy into Military
         Anarchy. For the next half century the empire was almost continuously convulsed by internal wars of succession. Advantage
         of this weakness was taken both by Persia and by the increasingly formidable German and other tribes operating from beyond
         the Danube frontier. The huge peasant-born Thracian Maximinus I might have dealt effectively with these latter attacks if
         he had not handled his own subjects with methods of particular severity which led to his death (238).
      

      
      In that single year the empire saw the coinage of no fewer than seven Caesars. These included three successive pairs of murdered
         colleagues, ruling jointly, in pursuance of ancient consular precedents, in order to spread the imperial burden.2 The survivor of the seven was Gordian (238–44), a youth of thirteen whose praetorian prefect Timesitheus became his all-powerful
         minister. The Persians were now ruled by their most aggressive expansionist, Shapur I; and the empire during the next twenty
         years also experienced the maximum intensification of German invasions. A series of soldier-emperors, whose careworn faces
         have come down to us in portrait busts of unrivalled quality, seemed unlikely to be able to save the Roman world. Philip the
         Arab (244–9) distracted attention by celebrating the millennium of Rome; Decius (249–51) and Valerian (253–60),3 amid pestilence and increasing currency debasement, blamed their catastrophes upon the growing sect of the Christians. These, who had now produced educated apologists in Alexandria
         and elsewhere, were soon able to show in their turn how Decius was killed in battle against the Germans (Goths) and Valerian
         suffered the appalling ignominy of capture by the Persians. While these successive, unprecedented blows prompted one Roman
         general after another to declare himself emperor in the provinces, Valerian’s son, colleague and successor Gallienus (253–68)
         was confronted by a breakaway of the western provinces under Postumus. Moreover, faced by currency collapse, price inflation
         and overwhelming attacks on both main fronts –involving the permanent loss of the upper Rhine-Danube re-entrant – Gallienus
         was also obliged to concede virtual independence to a large eastern princedom under Odenathus of Palmyra. Odenathus’ widow
         and successor Zenobia conquered all Rome’s oriental provinces; and the emperor of Rome now controlled only the precarious
         central strip of an empire which seemed to be in full disintegration.
      

      
      And yet, at an incalculable expense of human resources and human happiness, the long haul towards military recovery had begun.
         Despite the fearful disasters of his reign – and a dubious reputation as a cultured Hellenist who was not sufficiently anti-Christian
         – Gallienus started to stem the tide by establishing a new mobile cavalry army with which he apparently won a major victory
         over the Goths. After him, in a period which witnessed the successive deaths of the two greatest teachers of the age, Plotinus
         the Platonist and mystic in Campania and Mani founder of the Manichaeans in Persia, three emperors of the Danubian peasant
         stock which now formed the backbone of the army, Claudius II Gothicus (268–70), Aurelian (270–5) and Probus (276–82), directed
         almost miraculous feats of strategical skill and endurance which eliminated the menace on the northern frontiers.4

      
      In order to achieve this result, Aurelian took the exceptional step of stabilising his frontier by deliberately and permanently
         evacuating a province (trans-Danubian Dacia). Yet he brought back under his rule the western and eastern ‘empires’ that had
         defected. At the same time he sought to revive official paganism, in the face of its Christian and other competitors, on the
         basis of the Sun-worship which had become an almost monotheistic cult, with the stern faith of Mithraism as its offshoot.
      

      
      Carus (282–3) restored the situation on the eastern frontier. Then his sons adopted the practice, sometimes resorted to earlier,
         of dividing the empire on a geographical basis,5 and this arrangement was placed on what was intended to be a permanent basis by Diocletian (284–305). While himself ruling
         the eastern provinces from Nicomedia (Izmit), he raised Maximian, an Illyrian peasant like himself, to be his co-Augustus in the west, based on Mediolanum (Milan); Rome was
         no longer an imperial capital. Furthermore, this was to be a Tetrarchy, in which each emperor had an imperial coadjutor intended
         to be his heir— Galerius in the east, and Constantius I Chlorus in the west.
      

      
      Diocletian, who combined Roman conservative patriotism with unflinching systematic insight into power-structures and long-term
         planning, gathered together all the threads which were tending towards absolutism, and formalised his autocratic government
         with ceremonial reminiscent less of Augustan Rome than of Sassanian Persia. The accompanying hieratic art, too, had moved
         a long way from classical ideals. It was housed in palaces of unprecedented splendour, architectural originality and expense.
         Greater cost still fell on the crushingly taxed citizens of the empire when Diocletian’s analysis of imperial obligations
         caused him not only to institute a large-scale expansion of the civil service but to double the size of the army. The requirements
         of this huge force were provided by converting the exactions in kind, which had been a feature of the previous century, into
         a regular system. The methods employed to collect these materials, extortionate though they were, at least showed everyone
         where they stood, because the empire’s needs were publicly announced each year in the first known annual budgets of history.
         But Diocletian, confronted like his predecessors with galloping inflation, showed the weakness of the ancient world in economic
         theory when he failed to control rising prices by his currency reform or his unprecedented edict enforcing maximum prices.
      

      
      In rapid progression towards a totalitarian state, Diocletian decided to rally the peoples of the empire behind the traditional
         gods, and his desire to make their worship obligatory led him to the severest of all persecutions of the Christians (303).
         This outlasted the abdication of Diocletian (305) by eight confused years, during which the Tetrarchy broke down among a welter
         of joint, competing occupants of the throne.6 But Galerius, who had abetted or instigated Diocletian’s persecutions, called the anti-Christian campaign off from his deathbed
         (311). Although his successor Maximinus II Daia (d. 313) then undertook a further attempt to reinforce paganism as a counterweight
         to Christianity, Constantine the Great, hitherto a determined adherent of Sun-worship, declared that his conquest of Italy
         from Maxentius (312) had been achieved under Christian auspices. Then, intensifying his dedicated, if theologically somewhat
         muddled, endeavours to Christianise the empire, he transformed the church from a national enemy into a heavily subsidised
         state religion subordinate to the emperor, with superb new churches for its worship.
      

      
      Meanwhile Constantine, a man of impetuous, wide-ranging energy who was convinced of his god-sent mission, suppressed his eastern coruler Licinius, and thus became the sole survivor of six
         rival emperors and the only occupant of the throne (324–37). He completed a massive reorganisation of the army on more mobile
         lines than hitherto, stabilised all frontiers and still further expanded the bureaucracy. Constantine’s tightening of the
         authoritarian, autocratic and theocratic state is echoed in the transcendent immobility of his statues, which proclaim the
         death of humanism.
      

      
      Since the emperor had to be within reach of the Danube and Euphrates frontiers and the resources of the eastern provinces,
         which by now far exceeded those of the west, Constantine selected Byzantium on the Bosphorus as his capital, renaming it Constantinople
         (324–30). After the empire had become permanently partitioned by a north-south line running west of Singidunum (Belgrade)
         (395), its western regions disintegrated into new German countries and ceased to have their own emperor (476). But the eastern
         territories, retaining the name of the Roman empire, continued the rule of Rome from Constantinople for nearly a thousand
         years after the last emperor had ruled in Italy.
      

      
      
      The Sources of Information

      
      The ancient sources of information for this tangled, confused succession of events are very numerous indeed, and one of the
         historian’s principal problems is to detach what is important from a mass of detail. And yet all these sources are too fragmentary
         to be adequate. ‘The period is like a dark tunnel, illumined from either end, and by rare and exiguous light wells in the
         interval.’7 Those words were written about the central half-century of the epoch (235–84), but even the illumination from either end,
         though perhaps bright in contrast with the obscurity in the middle, is only fitful and flickering.8 Knowledge of what happened has to be built up by a process of jigsaw puzzle and inference far more difficult than reconstructions
         of the earlier world of Rome or the later empire of Constantinople.
      

      
      The most serious deficiency is the absence of any comprehensive account by an ancient historian of distinction. The earlier
         years are to some extent covered by surviving portions of the account written in Greek by Dio Cassius of Nicaea (Iznik) in
         Asia Minor. A senator and holder of high office, he wrote a history of Rome from its beginnings to AD 229, in eighty books. But for the last hundred and eighty-three years (except for incomplete versions of the two final books)
         we possess his history only in the form of an eleventh-century compendium,9 and that too is lacking at times. Dio Cassius was a contemporary and eyewitness of events after 18010; he is anecdotal and reminiscent and undetached, and that is both his value and his weakness. Herodian, a Hellenized Syrian, wrote an eight-book history of the years 180–238.
         Repetitive, pompous, superficial and inaccurate, he has preserved a certain amount of street-corner gossip and gives us a
         third-century view of the passing of the Antonine Golden Age. There are also other Greek historians of later times who incorporate
         a good many isolated facts and events that would otherwise be lost.
      

      
      The Latin Historia Augusta, ostensibly the work of six authors supporting the senatorial aristocratic tradition, is a collection of lives of emperors
         from Hadrian to the accession of Diocletian (117–284), though the sections from AD 244 to 253 are missing. Several of the biographies purport to be dedicated to Diocletian and Constantine, but internal evidence
         suggests that the work, at least in the form in which it has come down to us, is later than their age by half a century, or
         a century, or even two centuries. Although this indication that the ostensible authorship is false makes the whole work highly
         unreliable as a historical source, the major second-century lives in the Historia Augusta include in haphazard form much material, not found elsewhere, which may tentatively be regarded as factual. Probably this
         goes back in large part to Marius Maximus, the author of a sequel to Suetonius’ Twelve Caesars, who has been identified as one of Septimius Severus’ generals. The Historia contains a disproportionately long biography of Severus Alexander (222–35) which may be a remodelled account of the life
         of Julian the Apostate (361–3); and most of the other third-century lives, especially those of the more transient figures,
         seem from what contemporary evidence we can collect to be stuffed with fiction, including alleged documents that are manifestly
         forged.
      

      
      The last great doctor, Galen, speaks for himself, at great length. He writes in Greek; and so, except for the marvellous Latin
         of Apuleius, do the novelists. The outstanding philosophers Marcus Aurelius and Plotinus—the latter in his Enneads, published by a pupil Porphyry— likewise use the Greek language. On religion, pagan and Christian alike, there are innumerable
         authors in a variety of languages, the outstanding historical work on the Christian side being the Ecclesiastical History written in Greek by Eusebius (260–340).11 An immense amount of historical information can be disinterred from the Digest of Justinian, of which a large proportion was derived, with or without modification, from jurists of Severan times. The thirteenth
         book of the so-called ‘Sibylline Oracles’ throws light on eastern events in the third century.
      

      
      Papyri, revolutionising our comprehension of the history of the ancient novel and illustrating almost innumerable aspects
         of public and private life, have been found in Egypt in their thousands.12 Archaeology and art provide their usual abundant aids, and epigraphic evidence of bewildering quantity and variety includes the military calendar of Dura Europos (Feriale Duranum), more than sixty fragments of Diocletian’s Edict of Prices found in thirty-two different places, and the Sassanian inscription
         of Shapur I in the Kaaba of Zoroaster (Naksh-i-Rustam), which counterbalances equally propagandist Roman accounts of Romano-Persian
         hostilities and, in particular, the inscriptions on imperial Roman coins. For this is the epoch, above all others, in which
         the designs and circulation and mintage of coins (augmented by commemorative medallions) have a far-reaching significance
         which spans the fields of politics, publicity, war, economics, religion and art. Occasionally coins even depict and name self-styled
         Augusti and the relatives of Augusti whose very names are otherwise totally unknown.13 ‘It is beyond doubt that in the coins lies a treasure, partly won, partly awaiting further study as a condition of its full
         exploitation; a treasure which, failing new discoveries of inscriptions or manuscripts, offers almost our only chance of penetrating
         the thick darkness that still envelops so much of the history of the third century.’14

      
   
      
      II

      
THE LATER ROMAN STATE


   
      
   



CHAPTER 2

      
      THE MILITARY ACHIEVEMENT

      

      Crisis within the Empire

      
      Between the accession of Marcus Aurelius in AD 161 and the death of Constantine the Great in 337, approximately eighty men bore the title of emperor (Augustus), either
         at the capital or in some other part of the empire. Between 247 and 270 alone thirty emperors were proclaimed. Therein lay
         one of Rome’s most grievous and expensive problems. Distinctions between emperors on the one hand, and usurpers or pretenders
         on the other hand, are misleading, for most of the emperors who managed to assert their claims to the throne were just as
         much usurpers or pretenders as those who failed to do so.
      

      
      The old custom by which emperors were created by the senate had become a threadbare farce. Throughout the period that body,
         though still deeply respected, only made two or three attempts to take the lead in establishing the successions, in each case
         with exceedingly impermanent results.1 For emperors were now almost invariably created by one of the armies. When the new Augustus had been acclaimed by his troops,
         he usually wrote to the senate informing them of his appointment and requesting senatorial approval. Under threat of coercion,
         the senate agreed, willingly or otherwise according to circumstances. The motives of the armies were selfish; they hoped for
         the huge gifts which on these occasions were extravagantly provided (p. 49). Since local recruitment was prevalent, they were
         stronger in parochial esprit de corps than in patriotism. Accordingly, with the backing of the large civilian populations of their areas, they declared new emperors
         with deplorable frequency; and the ruler whom they superseded was almost always killed.
      

      
      This totally unstable situation regarding the succession paralysed the empire’s defence system, with correspondingly grave
         results for its economy. There were constant, costly civil wars; time after time a military effort on the frontiers had to
         be called off because emperors felt obliged to defend or assert themselves against a rival Roman army commander. ‘What’, as
         Herodian demanded, ‘was the use of barbarians being annihilated when greater slaughter took place in Rome itself and in the
         provinces?’ Germans and Persians were, of course, well aware of this situation: how far they acted in collusion with one another is not known, but inevitably they exploited Rome’s internal
         preoccupations.
      

      
      On certain occasions, when the troops themselves took the initiative, the commanders had little alternative to assuming the
         purple, since refusal of the offer would have meant immediate assassination. Occasionally, too, a leader seized power in order
         to fulfil a local and urgent need to shore up a frontier. But nearly always the lure, however obviously impermanent, was the
         throne of the Augusti. The result is to be seen today in the extraordinarily large number of different persons portrayed on
         the coinage. For after a man had been declared emperor, wherever he might be, he had to reward his supporters by an immediate
         issue of money.
      

      
      One of his early concerns thereafter was to try, usually in vain, to establish some arrangement about the succession to the
         throne, in the hope of creating confidence and warding off the almost inevitable blow. There were two ways of doing this.
         In the first place, like Septimius Severus, Philip, Decius, Valerian and many others, he could rapidly bring forward and promote
         his own son or sons or some other close relative, so that if the emperor himself died there might be a chance of a smooth
         take-over within the family. The armies, in theory, liked a dynastic succession of this kind, although their emotional loyalty
         to the heir often wore off quickly if he proved parsimonious, or too juvenile and inexperienced to make an effective commander.
         The senators, on the other hand, preferred a second method by which the ruler nominated and adopted a suitable, competent
         heir from outside the family. For then they could be consulted, and the man proposed for the succession would be some worthy
         member of their own order—whom they might continue to influence. This adoptive solution was scarcely available to men conducting
         rebellions on the frontiers. But in Rome, during the stable second century, such methods had been employed to produce four
         successive emperors of exceptional talent, the last of them being Marcus Aurelius. A century later, Diocletian was a convinced
         adherent of the doctrine that the emperor should ignore the claims of birth and choose the best man available as his heir,
         and his elaborate arrangement of the Tetrarchy was based on this principle. Yet the rulers of both periods were to a large
         extent making a virtue of necessity, owing to the lack of sons of their own; and in both periods again they took the precaution
         of bringing their adoptive heirs into their own families by marriage.*

      
      After the first of these series of adoptions, Marcus Aurelius designated his son Commodus as his successor. Indeed, following
         the precedent by which he himself had possessed an imperial colleague (Lucius Verus), he even elevated the young man to be a fellow-Augustus,
         relying on experienced henchmen to support his claim to the succession. Commodus was the first ruler whose legitimacy and
         consequent divine favour were derived from his ‘birth in the purple’. Coins and medallions stress his special nobilitas, and when he married in 177 his father issued a medallion dedicated to father and son alike as dynastic founders (PROPAGATORIBVS IMPERII). The youth turned out to be very erratic, or at least so anti-traditional that disaster was inevitable. But whether or not
         Marcus ought to have known that this would be so, the rejection of his son’s claims in favour of someone else would almost
         certainly have involved one of the civil wars which were to proliferate so disastrously around future successions.
      

      
      The murder of Commodus (192) created just such an occasion. The praetorian guard, recalling Its initiatives in the previous
         century, sponsored two successive emperors who were both killed within five months.2 But meanwhile the provincial armies were taking a hand, and, although the praetorian guard continued on occasion to seek
         the throne for its commanders,3 this legionary initiative set the pattern for a century. In the Civil Wars of AD 68–9 the legions of Spain, Germany and Syria had put up their rival candidates. In 193 there were similar assertions by the
         armies of the Danube provinces, Syria and Britain.4 After four years of bloodshed and expenditure, the Danubian candidate, Septimius Severus,* was victorious. On becoming established as emperor he took precautions against future usurpations (like his own) by limiting
         the total regular force under any one provincial governor to a maximum of two legions.
      

      
      The Danubian armies were by far the largest in the empire, and during the recurrent civil strife of the third century it was
         their candidate, more often than not, who gained the throne. A turning-point was reached in 235 when a Danubian unit on the
         upper Rhine successfully proclaimed a Thracian ex-ranker, Maximinus I. The Danube armies also put forward the usual quota
         of would-be rulers who failed to establish themselves.5 But in addition to these a whole series of emperors who successfully asserted their claims were themselves Illyrians, originating
         from Danubian and Balkan territories. Decius, born in this area to a family of Italian origin, had a short reign full of disasters.
         But Claudius II Gothicus (268–270), Aurelian, Probus, Diocletian and Constantine, all of Illyrian peasant family, were men
         of exceptional force and military talent who, against all probabilities, staved off the collapse of imperial defence (pp.
         33 ff).
      

      
      The vital frontier provinces, which bound together the western and eastern parts of the empire, were Upper and Lower Pannonia,
         comprising eastern Austria, western Hungary and northern Yugoslavia. Farther east, Moesia extended to the mouth of the Danube.
         These were the regions which now produced not only the most able Roman emperors but the best Roman soldiers; and a great many
         of these soldiers served in the large armies which manned their own territories. Fortunately, they were filled with the frontiersman’s
         intense Italian, Roman patriotism. They had in their hearts an image of eternal Rome as the inseparable associate of their
         own homeland—their defence of the Danube frontier simultaneously protected Italy and their own country.
      

      
      In Pannonia, which supported the bulk of this responsibility, the process of Romanisation had not extended very far beyond
         the upper class in the towns; and the territory was scarcely Hellenized at all. Before the Romans took over, it had already
         been launched on a modest economic development, and its artistic monuments continued to show strong regional characteristics.
         And yet the coinage of Decius, honouring the two Pannonias and the Genius of the Illyrian army, tells how conscious of their
         specific Roman role and contribution these peoples and soldiers had become. From their stock came few senators, but it produced
         the officers who were the most powerful element in the army, and with the backing of their compatriots some of them became
         outstanding emperors of Rome.
      

      
      The Rhine armies were now smaller and less important than the armies of the Danube. But they had to meet terribly severe German
         raids (p. 32), and they felt neglected by Rome in favour of the Danube legions, and impeded from carrying out their vital
         task of defence. It seemed to these officers and soldiers, in a time of grave crisis, that the only solution was to have an
         emperor of their own. And so they supported Postumus, governor of one of the German provinces along the river, in a rebellion
         against Gallienus, whose son was put to death by Postumus at Colonia Agrippina (Cologne) (259/60). This revolt was only one
         among many, but it had particularly far-reaching repercussions. Postumus was joined not only by Gaul but by Britain and Spain,
         and for a time he even controlled parts of north Italy.6 For fourteen years western Europe was a large separatist state, confronting Rome in a cold war which broke occasionally into
         open hostilities.
      

      
      Gallienus issued gold medallions to his own officers and friends, explicitly on account of their loyalty against Postumus
         (OB FIDEM RESERVATAM). Postumus for his part inaugurated his coinage with a few specific references to German aspects of Hercules – whom he adopted
         as his divine patron – and with a description of himself as Restorer of the Gauls. This was aimed at increasing Gallic self-consciousness, but thereafter the coins show no trace of a
         nationalist policy; a later issue calls him Restorer of the World. Postumus saw himself as thoroughly Roman, and at Augusta
         Trevirorum (Trier) –one of the German business cities that had replaced cities farther from the front as political centres
         – he set up his own consuls and senate, independent from those of Rome. Racked by external and internal strains, the empire
         was breaking up into separate parts. Gallienus’ coin-type ‘Peace Everywhere’ and Postumus’ traditional ‘Happiness of the Age’
         are both extraordinary examples of wishful thinking.
      

      
      The uncomfortable dilemma of the central emperor was clearly illustrated by the concluding stages of his relationship with
         this Gallic empire. In order to hold Postumus off while at the same time maintaining readiness against external threats, Gallienus
         had set up a mobile strategic force at Mediolanum (p. 39). But this was such an impressive army that its general was a security
         hazard. Indeed, its very first commander, the capable Aureolus, deserted from Gallienus to Postumus, and was subsequently
         proclaimed emperor himself (268); and in the same year the next commander of the corps, Aurelian, was one of the leaders of
         a successful plot to murder Gallienus. An emperor could not command everywhere, and an effective military unit must mean a
         dangerous rival. The failure to find a solution to that internal problem was one of the principal reasons why the empire seemed
         doomed to succumb to its external enemies.
      

      
      After Postumus’ last successor Tetricus had come over to Aurelian during the decisive battle between their armies (274), there
         were unpleasant aftermaths of these troubles in Gaul. Under Probus two further revolts broke out. Moreover, as had also happened
         a century earlier, hordes of desperate and destitute men – expropriated peasants and fugitives, and the army deserters who
         had abounded for nearly a century – banded together under two chiefs who may have had wider ambitions (285–6).7 These gangs were crushed by Diocletian’s colleague Maximian. But immediately afterwards a more serious breakaway in the same
         western provinces almost repeated the pattern established by Postumus. Carausius, a naval officer of humble sailor origin
         from the lands of the Rhine-Scheldt estuary, was entrusted by Maximian with the defence of Britain against German pirates,
         but set himself up as independent emperor there Instead (286/7–293/4).8 He defeated Maximian and secured some measure of reluctant official recognition, which he celebrated on coinage showing himself
         as co-ruler of the whole empire. Carausius also temporarily controlled north-eastern France, but lost Gesoriacum (Boulogne)
         to Maximian’s lieutenant Constantius I Chlorus, and was then killed and succeeded by his own chief minister Allectus. Three years later, Cosistantius brought Britain back into the empire.
      

      
      Although Carausius, desiring to trade with Frisia and the Rhineland, struck a coin of much better silver than had been seen
         in the central empire for many years, this British separatist state, like the government of Postumus, favoured slogans which
         were pronouncedly Roman in style. Carausius was hailed as Restorer of Britain, but there is no nationalist sentiment. A very
         large proportion of his coins celebrate the Imperial Peace (PAX AVG.) ; and he was no doubt proud of his ability to keep invaders out of Britain. Yet, even if such local rulers had their successes
         against the barbarians, these internal dissensions within the empire, requiring precautions and battles by one Roman army
         against another, could only add to the enormous and unprecedented burden of imperial defence.
      

      
      The east, garrisoned by a Roman force second only to the Danube army in size and effectiveness, was not slow in putting forward
         emperors of its own choice. Avidius Cassius, governor of Syria and virtual ruler of the east, who at a time when such rebellions
         were unusual rebelled against Marcus (175), was the protégé of his Syrian compatriots in the eastern armies; and after that
         revolt the emperor indicated that in future no man should govern the province of his origin. Another Syrian nominee was Elagabalus
         (218–22). Thereafter a number of emperors were proclaimed by these eastern garrisons,9 including Philip, who was himself the son of an Arabian sheikh (244). Further claimants were backed by the archers of Osrhoene
         (Mesopotamia), at home or on the other fronts where they were serving.10

      
      But the most vigorous, longstanding and dangerous of these dissident movements was sponsored by that other recruiting-ground
         for eastern bowmen, the oasis city of Palmyra (Tadmor). Palmyra was strategically placed because it possessed valuable wells
         and access to a winter tributary of the Euphrates, and was located at a desert crossroads between Syria and Mesopotamia. By
         the first century BC it had captured the trade between those two countries, and was organising and protecting caravan routes straight across the
         desert. Annexed by Rome in c. AD 17, the town was subsequently linked by road to the Euphrates (75), and throve on the collection of frontier dues. Since early
         in the second century it had been occupied by a strong Roman garrison. Septimius and his family staked a good deal on Palmyra.
         The place was raised to the status of a Roman colony, but the loss of military independence which this change officially entailed
         meant more rather than less power for Palmyra, since henceforward many of its quasi-autonomous formations of mounted archers
         were stationed not far from their own city, as important elements in the imperial forces along the Parthian frontier.
      

      
      When Parthia was superseded by the more formidable Sassanian power (p. 23), the part played by Palmyra in the Roman defence
         system became indispensable. Psychologically, however, its role was equivocal. It is true that Palmyra favoured certain Greco-Syrian
         trappings of architecture and costume which looked towards the empire. But its vigorous artistic styles, with their rigid
         hieratic frontality foreshadowing Byzantium, show a more natural orientation towards Parthian and Sassanian Babylonia and
         the urban centres of that country, such as Seleucia (Tell Omar) which stood on the Tigris opposite the capital of Ctesiphon
         (S.E. of Baghdad) and was the third greatest city in the world. Artistic parallels to Palmyra are also to be found farther
         east still, for example at Shami in the Persian mountains north of Susa.
      

      
      So, culturally at least, Palmyra was more closely related to the eastern than to the western power. Another reason for good
         relations with the Sassanians was political: namely their new domination of the river mouths on the Persian Gulf, which endangered
         Palmyrene trade. So when Shapur I overran Rome’s eastern provinces and captured Valerian (p. 25), the chieftain of Palmyra
         Odenathus (Odainath) made approaches to the invader (c. 260). But Odenathus encountered a contemptuous rebuff. This was one of Shapur’s mistakes which, despite all his successes,
         he had good reason to regret. For henceforward Odenathus staunchly supported the Romans. Indeed, in the desperate situation
         in which Gallienus found himself, the defence of the whole region was very soon in Odenathus’ hands. Supported by his Palmyrene
         and Osrhoenian archers and by heavy cavalry, he was even strong enough to advance upon the Persian capital and then to repeat
         the attempt. The vacuum created by Rome’s preoccupations elsewhere gave Palmyra the opportunity to assert its control from
         the Taurus mountains to the Red Sea. Moreover, Odenathus was virtually in charge of the entire Roman armies of the east. As
         a challenge to Persia, he was even allowed by Gallienus to call himself King of Kings.11 Moreover, to the annoyance of Roman provincial governors – who regarded him as a barbarian – he was also awarded the titles
         of Corrector of the Orient, Leader of the Romans and Imperator.

      
      But then Odenathus, turning back from Babylonia to face a Gothic invasion of Asia Minor, was murdered (266/7); and his gifted
         and erudite widow Zenobia (Bat Zabbai), with the leading Greco-Syrian scholar Cassius Longinus as her chief minister,12 set out to achieve total independence. Indicating her admiration for Cleopatra, she seized Egypt, and most of Asia Minor
         fell into her hands.13 Zenoia’s possessions extended from Mesopotamia to a point almost within reach of Europe. Then, either just before or just after the accession of Aurelian (270), she disclosed her new plans. Although anti-Roman
         elements must have been in the ascendant at Palmyra, her son, who had inherited his father’s titles, was in Roman fashion
         declared Augustus, and she herself became Augusta. Even the Palmyra that now, as a new power, refused to serve Rome any longer could not get clear of the Roman track on which
         it had so long been running.14

      
      When Aurelian was seen to have accepted the challenge, Zenobia’s propaganda attempted a last minute compromise: her coins
         give her son his old titles only, and show Aurelian on the other side. But it was too late for such diplomacy, for Aurelian,
         proclaiming himself Restorer of the East, recaptured Asia Minor and Egypt, and defeated the queen’s leading general outside
         Antioch and Emesa. Palmyra itself fell to him, rebelled, and fell again. Zenobia, together with Tetricus (the last breakaway
         ruler of the west), was kept to walk in golden chains in Aurelian’s Triumph. Her city was devastated. To the inconvenience
         of Rome, which now had to do the work of the caravan police, Palmyra relapsed into the desert village it once had been, until
         Diocletian made it into a Roman palace city (p. 104).
      

      
      Between the years 266 and 274 the Roman empire had been divided into three independent parts, with separate rulers at Augusta
         Trevirorum in the west and Palmyra in the east, while the metropolitan emperor controlled only what lay between the two. Although
         the western and eastern rulers made contributions to external defence, their threat to the central power seemed to Aurelian,
         even at a time when every effort was needed on the frontiers, to necessitate his expensive expeditions, first against Zenobia
         and then against Tetricus. When reunification had with great difficulty been achieved, he at last set out against Persia,
         which had fortunately been suffering from internal dissensions and therefore did little to help Zenobia. But on the way, like
         so many before and after him, he succumbed to the dagger of an assassin.
      

      
      There had been many rebellions and usurpations before, and they continued, particularly in Egypt where Greek or Hellenized
         writers had long been attacking Rome’s injustice, tyranny, avarice, weakness and bad government, calling its emperors uncultured,
         lecherous Jew-lovers.15 But in many other provinces, too – and often without any such anti-Roman overtones – similar accounts of subversions and
         fleeting imperial aspirations could be recorded. Few territories were without their own splinter movements and candidates
         for the throne. This chaotic, anarchic situation, which Diocletian sought to prevent by doubling the number of provinces and
         multiplying official emperors (p. 68), was a paralysing handicap the Roman government had to suffer inside its frontiers, while simultaneously
         facing outwards in order to shoulder the massive and ever-increasing burden of the military activity conceived necessary in the interests of imperial defence.
      

      
      
      Crisis on the Frontiers

      
      Defence measures were needed on many borders, but the only major foreign power among Rome’s enemies had long been its eastern
         neighbour. Until the third century AD semi-feudal Iranian Parthia, under its ruling house the Arsacids, controlled Iraq and Persia and, more loosely, some of the
         lands to Persia’s north and east. The Parthians adjoined the Roman empire along the Euphrates, and this, too near the Mediterranean
         for comfort, was the most sensitive part of Rome’s oriental frontier.16

      
      Although actual hostilities, accompanied as they were by vast expense, only occupied about one-sixth of the time, the relations
         between the two empires were perpetually strained. The Parthians raided Syria, and Rome, where there was always a militaristic
         party urging emperors to behave like Alexander the Great, launched a considerable number of invasions into Parthian territory.
         Sometimes these were disastrous; at Carrhae (Haran) Crassus lost his army and his life (53 BC). Sometimes, on the other hand, the expeditions appeared to be successful. For example Trajan captured the Parthian capital
         Ctesiphon and Seleucia across the Tigris (AD 115) (and even presented the Parthians with a monarch, REX PARTHIS DATVS, p. 22). But such successes, though very costly in men and money, were always short-lived in their effects. The only lasting
         solution would have been the total destruction of one of these powers by the other, and this was beyond the bounds of military
         and financial possibility.
      

      
      The general aim of Roman policy was to control the northern dependencies of Parthia. For a long time the major bone of contention
         was the huge mountainous land of Armenia, which without clearly defined frontiers extended to the north of Mesopotamia as
         far as the Caucasus, while its western flanks around the upper Euphrates adjoined the extremities of the Roman empire. Each
         of the two empires, for centuries, invaded Armenia and fomented internal revolutions there, so as to have a puppet monarch
         who would serve its policy and prestige; and each also continued to feel that an Armenia belonging to the other was a dagger
         pointing at its own heart. But in spite of all these exertions neither side ever achieved its purpose for more than fleeting
         durations. Diplomatic settlements, such as those attempted by Augustus and Nero, had to be cautiously handled, because important
         sections of public and aristocratic and military opinion in Rome required not an equal settlement but victory. The designs
         of imperial coins make it clear that glory weighed more heavily than practical advantage. Indeed, an emperor who proved unable or unwilling to pursue large-scale frontier
         warfare might soon be killed by his own side, as the fates of at least three emperors showed.17 And so attempts at a diplomatic solution were rare, cautious and impermanent in their results.
      

      
      Meanwhile it was becoming evident to Roman leaders that the key to the conquest of the Armenian highlands and to the elimination
         of Parthia as a major power was Mesopotamia. By this was meant not the whole land between the Euphrates and Tigris but its
         north-western region, which now comprises parts of Iraq and Asiatic Turkey. That area, which had been colonised extensively
         by the heirs of Alexander the Great, formed an important political and commercial link between Syria and the deserts beyond.
         Furthermore, its occupation would enable Roman forces, first, to advance half-way to the leading Parthian cities without leaving
         their own possessions, and secondly to invade Armenia from two sides instead of from one. Accordingly Trajan annexed the country
         as a new province of Mesopotamia, and took over Armenia, not in accordance with normal policy as a puppet kingdom but as a
         further Roman province. This convinced imperialist also annexed Assyria (Adiabene) beyond the Tigris, and gave the southern
         part of the land between the rivers a puppet ‘King of the Parthians’. His intention was that these should be protective outpost
         areas beyond the main lines of defence. But when Trajan died, Hadrian decided that such annexations were no solution to the
         problem, and reverted to the old idea of a buffer state of Armenia ruled by a pro-Roman monarch. Another client-king was to
         be supported on the throne of Mesopotamian Edessa (Urfa), the capital of Osrhoene immediately beyond the Euphrates. Hadrian
         may have been right to decide that the permanent control of Mesopotamia would be too expensive to be practicable. For Parthians
         could move upstream to invade the area with the protection of the desert on their right, but it was hard for Romans, who were
         not in possession of the Persian mountain ranges beyond, to maintain the occupation of such a province. Nevertheless, since
         Hadrian did not feel able to relinquish control altogether, his decision meant a reversion to the constant nagging warfare
         of previous centuries.
      

      
      When Parthia launched one of its periodical coups d’état in Armenia, the governor of Marcus Aurelius’ Anatolian frontier province Cappadocia was defeated and killed, and Marcus felt
         obliged to send his colleague Lucius Verus to direct a series of large-scale campaigns (163–6). As before, the Parthian capital
         met with destruction, and Edessa was re-established as a protectorate. It was probably at this stage that the Romans captured,
         fortified and garrisoned Dura (Salahiye), situated on the Euphrates a little below its tributary the Khabur. This originally
         Greek but now largely Parthianised town, a melting-pot of many languages and artistic styles, now became the southern frontier
         post of Rome’s Mesopotamian province.18 However ultimately inconclusive, the fighting had at least brought a peace which lasted for nearly thirty years.
      

      
      Hostilities broke out again when the Parthians, profiting by Roman civil war, invaded Mesopotamia in 195. Three years later
         the Romans, under Septimius, sacked the enemy capital yet again, and, although he could not capture the Arab desert-fortress
         of Hatra, the province of Mesopotamia was reannexed. At least four settlements of Roman exsoldiers were planted in order to
         hold the region down. The historian Dio Cassius, though no enemy to Septimius, criticised these expensive efforts at conquest.19 But Caracalla, obsessed by a desire to rival Alexander the Great, took the opposite view. These ambitions also gave him the
         idea, original for a Roman emperor, of marrying the daughter of the Parthian king, Artabanus v. But that monarch did not fancy
         the suggestion, which consequently became one of history’s might-have-beens. Caracalla reverted to the usual plans for conquest,
         assisted, in this case, by the kidnapping of the kings both of Edessa and of Armenia. Caracalla crossed the Tigris into Assyria,
         but before the campaign could develop further he was murdered (217). His successor Macrinus presented the Armenian diadem
         to Parthia’s nominee; this was so pacific and sensible that it probably contributed to his desertion by his own troops, and
         subsequent execution.
      

      
      But now there occurred, to Rome’s lasting disadvantage, one of the decisive events of the age. During the previous century
         Parthia had been declining in strength. The process was accelerated by its warfare against Rome, and particularly by the invasion
         of Septimius.20 Such recurrent crises weakened the hold of the Parthians over their feudal dependencies. Among these was Persepolis, whose
         prince Ardashir (Artaxerxes), ruler of a large area extending from the Persian Gulf to Isfahan, now invaded Parthia and overthrew
         Artabanus v,21 setting up throughout the entire empire his own Sassanian dynasty, named after his grandfather Sassan (223/6).
      

      
      The capital of the new régime was still Ctesiphon, but its holy city was at ancestral Istakhr near Persepolis. Nearly eight
         centuries earlier, when the glorious Achaemenid Persians had displaced the Medes, the centre of power had shifted from northern
         Iranian tribes to southern princes; and now the pattern repeated itself. Sassanians were eager to emphasise this ancient inheritance,
         and yet their institutions and culture also took over a great deal from their immediate Parthian predecessors. But the new
         state was far more formidable than Parthia. In spite of continuing Greek influences, the abandonment of Greek models for the new empire-wide coinage was a sign of intensely
         nationalistic policies.22 Centralisation was greatly increased, both in the powerful, intolerant state church and in the government. The Sassanian
         monarchs built up a stable bureaucracy and, while respecting the ancient families, created a new and powerful class of lesser
         nobles directly dependent on the crown.
      

      
      Establishing closer and more fruitful relations with the peoples of outer Iran, they saved the Greco-Roman world from the
         nomad hordes compelled to remain outside their far-off northern and eastern frontiers. Like the Romans, they were subject
         to barbarian pressures on their borders; and like them again, they were from time to time immobilised by internal dissensions.
         Nevertheless their heightened efficiency confronted Rome with a military threat at least as dangerous as anything that the
         very largest concentrations of Germans could provide, and probably more perilous still because of superior Persian coordination.
         For the Sassanian army, reinforcing the traditional mail-clad horsemen by recruitment from new nobles, was the most up-to-date
         attacking force of the age. The Romans paid it the compliment of imitation (p. 39), but they had lost the chance either of
         reducing their eastern neighbour to insignificance or of bringing it to a workable settlement. Rome’s eastern military activities,
         hitherto something of a luxury, had now become a grimly urgent and immensely expensive necessity.
      

      
      For the Sassanians were not only powerful; they were also aggressively inclined to expansion. Claiming the restoration of
         the ancient Persian frontiers, they interpreted this to require the absorption of all Roman territory as far west as the Aegean
         sea. Such was the menace which the young Severus Alexander, by no means a military expert, had to encounter. Although the
         desert fortress of Hatra, which was now garrisoned by Roman troops,23 held out against the Sassanians, Ardashir overran Mesopotamia (230), and there were mutinies among Rome’s eastern garrisons.
         Severus Alexander attempted an ambitious three-pronged invasion. Suffering severe casualties from the climate, his armies
         were less than successful. Yet their losses were matched by Persia’s, and the Mesopotamian province was temporarily reannexed.
         But only six years later, in the time of Maximinus I, it was overrun again, and Nisibis (Nüsaybin) and Carrhae fell into Persian
         hands.
      

      
      The full, unprecedented burden which would now fall upon Roman armies began to be clear when Shapur I (Sapor) (?239–70) was
         crowned with the provocative title of ‘King of Kings of Iran and non-Iran’. Next to Hannibal, Shapur was the most dangerous
         enemy Rome ever had. In addition to yearly raids into the Roman provinces, he launched three major campaigns, the first in
         the time of Gordian III (242/4), the second at some date between 250 and 256, and the third which brought the reign of Valerian to an end (259 or 260). Shapur’s account
         of what happened, engraved in three languages at Naksh-i-Rustam near Persepolis,24 differs from anything we learn from the scrappy accounts of Greek or Roman writers. But his claim to have captured thirty-seven
         cities is probably justified. The Mesopotamian towns that fell into his hands included Carrhae, Nisibis (?c. 254), Dura (255/8),25 Edessa (c. 260) and Hatra. Shapur recorded a major victory over the Romans at Barbalissus south-east of Aleppo. Moreover,
         not only Mesopotamia but also Armenia was lost to Rome. Shapur even captured Antioch, certainly once and possibly twice,26 and in retaliation for Trajan’s ‘king given to the Parthians’ he set up a puppet Roman emperor there. He even took Caesarea
         (Kayseri) in Cappadocia, devastating both Asia Minor and Syria with a roughness which suggests that, despite his claims, he
         did not intend their permanent annexation. This ferocity discouraged the enemies of Rome from welcoming Shapur’s leadership.
         Although he was reputed to be brave, liberal and interested in the things of the mind and spirit, he made mistakes; another
         was his rejection of the proffered assistance of his strongest potential ally in the region, Palmyra (p. 19).
      

      
      Five Persian reliefs carved on the mountainsides of Fars show three Roman emperors in various degrees of defeat and degradation.27 Roman coins, on the other hand, continued at intervals to report victories. But the young Gordian 111, as unqualified for
         warfare as Severus Alexander before him, lost his life in Mesopotamia during a Persian campaign (244). Shapur, on one of his
         monuments, shows Gordian in a prostrate position, implying he fell in battle; or his own troops may have lynched him. There
         was also a strong suspicion that Philip, his praetorian prefect and successor, was responsible for his death. In any case
         Philip did not fight on. He arranged to retain the Mesopotamian province, but tacitly abandoned Armenia and paid Shapur a
         considerable sum of money. Although there were advantages in this course, Mesopotamia was not easy to hold without Armenia,
         and it was a penalty of diplomacy that the Persians chose to regard his action as implying recognition of their claims; the
         relief which shows Gordian as fallen displays Philip as a suppliant. But far worse was the fate of Valerian, who fell into
         Shapur’s hands. The traditional story tells of a Persian trap, though there remains the alternative possibility that he was
         taking refuge from his own mutinous army. Together with many soldiers who were settled by the Persians and made to work for
         them, Valerian remained permanently their prisoner. This event, the most inglorious in all Roman history, is emphasised over
         and over again in Persian propaganda. Valerian’s son Gallienus either did not succeed in rescuing him or did not try. His father’s name and memory were obliterated from the records.
      

      
      After the death of Shapur, the Sassanians retained Armenia and Mesopotamia, but internal troubles caused their impetus to
         weaken. For example, they took little effective advantage of Palmyra’s breakaway from Roman rule (p. 20). When Palmyra had
         been brought to heel, the emperor Carus recaptured the Mesopotamian province and seized the enemy capital, but soon succumbed
         to lightning or more probably conspiracy (283). Then the Persian king Narses (293–302) declared war against Rome, defeated
         Diocletian’s lieutenant Galerius, and recovered Mesopotamia.28 However, a subsequent important victory by Galerius in Armenia, which resulted in the capture of Narses’ wives, forced the
         Persians to abandon the newly gained territory and sue for peace. The treaty confirmed Rome’s claim to the region, not quite
         as far as the precarious old southern frontier of Dura but down to Circesium (near Bassira), which still remained the border
         in Mohammedan times. The Romans had temporarily regained the superiority, and Narses was obliged to recognise their spheres
         of influence in Armenia and the Caucasian lands to its north.
      

      
      Still, however, the settlement was not permanent. The old tug of war was renewed, though now with the larger Roman forces
         which the strength of the Sassanian power necessitated. Shapur II (310–79), a strong monarch after a period of internal confusion,
         was provoked by Armenia’s conversion to Christianity into occupying the country, but soon lost it again to a young relative
         whom Constantine placed on the Armenian throne. But this new policy of keeping the country directly under the imperial dynasty
         was not successful, and the struggle over both Armenia and Mesopotamia continued. Armenia was partitioned (384/7), but in
         the seventh century each territory fell to the Moslem Arabs, who succeeded to the control of Sassanian Iran and of the eastern
         parts of the Byzantine empire – gravely weakened as they were by a relationship of cold war, sometimes breaking into open
         hostilities, that had lasted for seven centuries.
      

      
      The frontier was heavily guarded. Along the desert border, which ran through Palmyra and Bostra to Petra, Diocletian built
         or reconstructed powerful forts with square towers and posterns, served by new roads and arms factories.29 Farther to the north also, where the land between the great rivers was divided between Romans and Sassanians, there were
         powerful Roman defences. A massive earthwork extended, with some interruptions, for 470 miles. The Persian side, too, had
         elaborate fortifications; this was a sealed-off barrier between two worlds. And yet the peoples on either side of the boundary
         had a great deal in common – and wherever the line was fixed the same would have been true. Indeed the emperor and king themselves would have recognised many similarities in the elaborate etiquettes of one another’s courts, and
         during rare moments of comparative friendliness they spoke of one another as Brothers. Yet each side rejected peaceful relations
         (with their possibilities of a luxury trade that Palmyra, Petra and Alexandria would have welcomed), in favour of this prolonged
         confrontation.
      

      
      While the Parthians were ruling, there had been an element of the war-game in this; campaigns trained the Roman troops and
         gave the emperors honorific titles and applause. But when the Sassanian monarchy came to power, the war-game turned to deadly
         earnest. Even after Rome’s traumatic experiences at the hands of Shapur I had subsided into the old bickering for Armenia
         and Mesopotamia, the fact that the enemy had become so much more powerful cost the Romans, for evermore, huge and unprecedented
         sums, both in ordinary everyday defence and in the much larger expeditionary forces which were periodically needed to maintain
         and stabilise the position.
      

      
      These were the largest armies which Rome ever mustered. In order to attain such a size, they had to be supplemented by troops
         from the northern frontiers. But, whenever an emperor felt obliged to call such forces away from the Danube and the Rhine,
         the tribes beyond those rivers could take advantage of their withdrawal and confront the Romans with war upon two fronts at
         once.
      

      
      Apart from two advanced bulges or bastions-the Agri Decumates beyond and between upper Rhine and upper Danube, and Dacia on
         the other side of the lower Danube – the principal northern boundary of the empire consisted of those two rivers.30 Facing the easterly reaches of the border were independent Dacians, a people of Thracian origin, and tribes belonging to
         the large Iranian group of the Sarmatians – effective archers, and creators of the superb animal art of the steppes which
         is particularly evident in this area. Beyond almost all other points on the frontier, as also in many regions within its limits,
         the inhabitants were Germans. These were to be found across the whole western length of the river barrier, from Aquincum (Budapest)
         to the mouth of the Rhine.
      

      
      The principal gods of the Germans were concerned with war. Yet these peoples were also familiar with agriculture and stock-raising31 and, although lacking in town-life and liable to internal dissensions, had worked out orderly systems of administration which
         gradually reached a certain size. Such governments were controlled by kings or groups of leaders, who were more or less dependent
         on the Assembly (Thing) of their tribe. Tacitus expressed the view that the freedom of the Germans was a deadlier enemy to Rome than the despotism
         of the Parthians. But this menace only became serious during the second century AD, when the German tribes began to show themselves capable of coordinating their activities in larger confederations or coalitions.
         A good deal of gold came into their hands, partly from individuals who had served Rome, partly through cross-border trading
         relationships, and partly because the Romans liked their frontiers to be fringed by a cordon sanitaire of semi-dependent states which they were prepared, despite the unpopularity of this course in certain circles at home, to
         subsidise.
      

      
      At first, the critical area for the Romans had been the Rhine boundary. In the second century AD the danger-point was the Danube, which now had a garrison of ten Roman legions compared with four on the Rhine. Restlessness
         across the river came to a head in the time of Marcus Aurelius, causing a series of events which permanently transformed the
         empire. For during a long period of relative stability, the numbers of the Germans had outgrown their relatively simple agricultural
         techniques. They were land-hungry and wanted to abandon their marshy forest clearings for richer country within the frontier.
         This was the first time that German tribes had been covetous of Roman territory in order to settle there themselves. Furthermore,
         the frontier peoples were now under pressure from the other side. In the depths of the north, there were convulsive movements
         of population, and huge groups of tribes that had lived round the Baltic were on the trek towards the lower Danube frontiers
         where Sarmatians and free Dacians now dwelt.
      

      
      When the storm first broke in c. AD 166, the initiative was taken by the Marcomanni of Bohemia (Czechoslovakia), who traded more extensively with the world of
         Rome than any of their compatriots, and were also more influenced by its social structure. In the protruding reentrant between
         Danube and Tisza (now part of Hungary and Yugoslavia) which did not belong to Rome, a branch of the Sarmatians likewise moved
         to the attack.32 This was a collusive general threat, and it was not unexpected; the onslaught had long been staved off by local Roman officials.
         But because of major fighting in the east the response of Rome was delayed for too long (p. 22).
      

      
      The fighting in Marcus Aurelius’ reign was more serious than anything of the kind that had occurred before, and it continued,
         under the emperor’s personal direction, for most of the remaining fourteen years of his life. The chronology of the campaigns
         is obscure, but they included two disasters which, according to one interpretation, both took place in the single year AD 170. In the first place, the Germans broke through into the upper Danubian provinces (Rhaetia, Noricum) and into the middle
         Danube area where flat land on the Roman side presented favourable ground for attackers. Crossing the Alps into Italy, they
         burnt the town of Opitergium (N.E. of Venice) and laid siege to Aquileia. Secondly, and perhaps almost simultaneously, a German tribe from the Carpathian region surged across the lower Danube
         and penetrated most of the Balkan peninsula very nearly as far as Athens, for they even plundered Eleusis.33 Marcus’ armies, incapacitated by plague brought back from the east, gradually and painfully regained control, in a long series
         of campaigns which created an almost desperate financial emergency.
      

      
      Marcus now had two principal ideas for dealing with the situation. One was to admit large numbers of Germans into the empire
         as settlers. This would mean that pressure on the frontiers was diminished. The immigrants would also be able to cultivate
         land which, owing to the inadequacy of its own agricultural populations, was going to waste. And they would be available for
         recruitment into the army. This importation of northern tribesmen into the empire was not a new concept; Augustus may likewise
         have pacified a disturbed frontier by admitting 50,000 barbarians, and Nero seems to have settled twice that number. But from
         the time of Marcus the process became more systematic. The settlers, under special supervisory officials, ranked for many
         purposes as free men, but they were assigned to Roman proprietors or the leaseholders of imperial domains, and legally tied
         to their plots of land. The emperors who initiated arrangements of such kinds have been accused of barbarising the empire.
         But these resettlements broke down racialism, and provided cultivators and soldiers whom the later empire needed in order
         to survive.
      

      
      Marcus’ other solution involved annexation. He intended to occupy the Danube–Tisza re-entrant and neighbouring territories
         and convert them into a new province of Sarmatia, thus shortening and strengthening the frontier, which would then rest upon
         the long line of the Carpathians. He also proposed to annex Bohemia, together with parts of Moravia and Slovakia, as a second
         new province called Marcomannia. This would have replaced a long section of the river boundary by the more defensible Sudeten
         mountains, in continuation of the Carpathian line. Such a move would also have prepared the way for additional future annexations
         making the total length of the frontier shorter still. With the same idea in mind, Augustus too had wanted to conquer Bohemia,
         as part of a plan to replace the Rhine-Danube frontier by a less elongated Elbe-Danube line which would have brought the most
         dangerous of the Germans into the empire.
      

      
      Augustus had failed, and so did Marcus. His first endeavour to carry out the plan had to be postponed because of rebellion
         in the east (175),34 and a second attempt was cut short by his death. Perhaps advised by the Bithynian Saoterus to whom these regions must have
         seemed alien and unattractive, Marcus’ young son and successor Commodus, subject to various agreed conditions for peaceful German behaviour, abandoned the whole scheme. Pursuance of his father’s policy might
         have transformed the entire future of central Europe by giving the empire more defensible frontiers and many able German cultivators
         and defenders; and Marcus showed his Romanising intentions when he refused to allow a large group, on whose land he had designs,
         to emigrate northwards into territories beyond his reach (179).35 On the other hand the conquests would have enormously increased the imperial burden of organisation, development and defence.
         And so Commodus and his counsellors decided that annexation was impracticable. This decision was deplored by writers who hated
         the new emperor and liked aggression, but further annexations might well have brought more problems than they would have solved,
         and the expense was more than the imperial resources, already stretched to the uttermost, could afford.
      

      
      However, conditions on the northern frontier remained unsettled, and during the next decades there was pressure from the free
         Dacians living beyond the lower Danube, who had been disturbed by Marcus’ displacements of German tribes.36

      
      Then, under Caracalla, a particularly serious danger came from the more westerly region of the Agri Decumates, in which upper
         Danube and upper Rhine are close to one another. Here, again as a result of Marcus’ wars, various tribes and portions of tribes
         had coalesced into a new sort of formidably close-knit federation known as the Alamanni (Alle Männer), who have given their
         name to the French word for Germany today. After migrating westwards from Brandenburg under pressure from tribes in the heart
         of Europe, they now threatened the upper Danube-upper Rhine re-entrant. Caracalla, favouring the methods of treachery and
         encouraging trouble between one German tribe and another, defeated them on the river Main. Yet he also set a new fashion by
         liking the Germans. He wore their clothes (Caracalla, his nickname, means a German or Celtic cloak), and his murder was attributed, rightly or wrongly, to his preference for the
         German soldiers who were now playing an important part in the imperial armies.
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