
[image: Cover: Your Cheeky Guide to the Roman Empire: History, Trivia, and Tales, Including Caligula, Marcus Aurelius, Aqueducts, Assassinations, and More, by Dr. Peta Greenfield & Dr. Fiona Radford. Hosts of The Partial Historians Podcast.]




[image: Your Cheeky Guide to the Roman Empire: History, Trivia, and Tales, Including Caligula, Marcus Aurelius, Aqueducts, Assassinations, and More, by Dr. Peta Greenfield & Dr. Fiona Radford. Hosts of The Partial Historians Podcast. Ulysses Press.]






[image: ]

To Dr. Bruce Dennett, a man who was unrelentingly generous with his time, knowledge, and enthusiasm for history. Having inspired hundreds with his humor and kindness, he passed away suddenly as we were finishing this book. He made the world better by having lived in it.
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Grand buildings. Draped fabric. Mighty warriors. Uncomfortable undergarments. Stinky fish sauce. These are just some of the things that may come to mind when you think about the Roman Empire, as apparently many of us do.

But Rome was a much more complicated place. Unless you have spent a ridiculous amount of your life studying this civilization (you won’t regret it if you do!), the standout moments are likely the famous people and periods you’ve seen in movies. Nero watching Rome burn in Quo Vadis (1951) is an iconic image but probably not true. Russell Crowe taking down Commodus in Gladiator (2000) is epic, but we can only wish it had been so easy to get rid of a challenging emperor. It’s understandable to have these images as touchstones. Some fantastic films and television series are devoted to ancient Rome. We would be remiss not to recommend HBO’s Rome (2005–2007) to you for a visceral exploration of the life of Julius Caesar and the rise of Augustus.

When you think about the fact that Rome existed in some shape or form for over 1 thousand years, and ended up covering territory from Africa to Britain to Mesopotamia, you realize that there are millions of stories to tell about the ancient Romans.

Don’t panic, we have not compiled all of those stories here. In this book you will find our favorite stories. The stories worth recounting to friends… and the more open-minded folks in your family. The spicy stories that the Romans would have wished you didn’t know about them. And the amazing stories that draw attention to just how similar to ourselves the Romans were, and just how different. Be warned that the subject matter is far ranging—some of these tales contain violence and sexual assault, both of which were prevalent in the ancient Roman world. Use your discretion and care.

Read this cheeky guide cover to cover or dip in and out of the topics that catch your eye. There’s a glossary to help, and between that and your curiosity, you can’t go wrong.

Welcome to Your Cheeky Guide to the Roman Empire (and even some of the cool bits that happened as they were building it).

Timeline
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	753 BCE
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	Traditional foundation date of Rome; Romulus and Remus




	715–672 BCE
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	Numa, the second king




	534–509 BCE
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	Tarquinius Superbus, the last king




	509 BCE
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	The start of the Republic




	495–493 BCE

	[image: ]

	The first plebeian secession




	c. 450 BCE

	[image: ]

	Lucius Siccius Dentatus




	c. 439 BCE
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	Spurius Maelius




	390 BCE
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	Invasion of the Gauls




	c. 230 BCE
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	Tuccia, the Vestal Virgin




	204 BCE
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	Claudia Quinta and the Magna Mater




	138–78 BCE
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	Life of Sulla




	103–71 BCE
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	Life of Spartacus




	c. 108–62
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	Life of Catiline




	53 BCE
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	Marcus Licinius Crassus dies




	44 BCE
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	Assassination of Julius Caesar




	c. 50–20 BCE
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	The tomb of Eurysaces the Baker built




	40 BCE
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	Fulvia dies




	27 BCE
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	Augustus rules in Rome




	15 BCE
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	Death of Vedius Pollio




	2 BCE
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	Julia the Elder exiled




	1 CE
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	The Common Era begins




	8 CE
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	Julia the Younger exiled




	9 CE
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	The Battle of Teutoburg Forest




	14 CE
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	Augustus dies; Tiberius becomes emperor




	33 CE
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	Jesus crucified
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	37–41 CE
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	Caligula emperor




	41–54 CE
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	Claudius emperor




	41–48 CE
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	Messalina empress with Claudius




	68 CE
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	The emperor Nero dies




	69 CE
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	The Year of the Four Emperors




	69–79 CE
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	Vespasian emperor




	72–73 CE
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	The siege of Masada




	79 CE
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	Vesuvius erupts




	117–138 CE
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	Hadrian emperor




	161–180 CE
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	Marcus Aurelius emperor




	193 CE

	[image: ]

	The Year of the Five Emperors




	198–217 CE
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	Caracalla emperor




	218–222 CE
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	Elagabalus emperor




	253–260 CE
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	Valerian I emperor




	c. 240–c. 274 CE
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	Life of Zenobia




	312 CE

	[image: ]

	Constantine and the Sign of the Cross




	421 CE
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	Galla Placidia




	476 CE
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	The emperor Romulus Augustulus deposed




	Post 476 CE
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	The Roman Empire continues in the East
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Names, places, and other weird Roman things. This is not an exhaustive list, but it covers some of things we mention quite frequently in this book.


	AEDILE:

	A low-level political position. Early aediles were thought to be connected with administration relating to temples, but they were later most famous for funding lavish public games. On the cursus honorum (path of honors), the aedileship is a step above the quaestorship.

	AGNOMEN:

	An agnomen is an individual name that was awarded to someone for some reason. It could be a bold deed or a standout military success. You couldn’t pass on your agnomen to your children. It was yours and yours alone. For example, Gnaeus Pompeius Magnus (Pompey the Great) was offered the agnomen “Magnus” for being an absolute military unit as a young man. Publius Cornelius Scipio Africanus was offered the agnomen “Africanus” for taking down the Carthaginians.

	AUGUR:

	An augur was a kind of priest. They were trained to observe environmental phenomena and to draw inferences about the will of the gods. One of the key ritual acts for augurs was observing and interpreting the flight of birds (known as auspicium).

	
CENSOR:

	The role of the censor was to count the population of Rome. So far, so easy. The power of the censors (because there were usually two of them) was to decide who sat in which financial strata of Roman society. That means you could be rich, but if your wealth took a hit or you were considered morally questionable, the censors might boot you out of the senate. Boo!

	COGNOMEN:

	The cognomen is an additional name that was often used to distinguish branches within the extended family, or gens. In the example of Marcus Tullius Cicero, Cicero is the cognomen (additional family name).

	CONSUL:

	Once Rome rejected the kings, they developed a system of power-sharing between two men for the top magisterial job. Consuls had the power to lead armies and to make laws. It was a highly coveted position and most often occupied by the elite. On the cursus honorum, the consulship is the step above the praetorship and it is considered the highest step.

	CONSUL SUFFECTUS:

	Sometimes a consul would unexpectedly die while in office (or expectedly if they managed to lose on the battlefield or catch a plague). Rome always wanted two consuls in power to avoid single-man rule. This meant putting a new consul in power. A replacement consul was known as consul suffectus.

	CURATOR:

	Not the folk you might find in a museum or art gallery. The ancient Roman curator was a political or legal appointment. The tasks allocated to curators varied across the thousand years but were generally seen as beyond the purview of the traditional magistrates. As Roman society and rule became more complicated, the roles for curators also became more expansive.

	
CURSUS HONORUM:

	
Cursus honorum roughly translates as “path of honors.” This is a sequence of political and military roles that Roman men could work through to grow their power and influence. It was often harder for non-elite Roman men to make it through the tough competition, and women were not permitted to hold any of the offices. The major steps on the cursus honorum were: quaestor, aedile, praetor, and consul.

	DICTATOR:

	In times of extreme crisis (whether it be a problem with the gods or a problem with war), the Romans sometimes opted to put one man in charge temporarily to resolve the situation. If he was a good dictator, he would step down as soon as the crisis had been dealt with.

	EQUESTRIAN:

	Much like equestrians today, this group in society was defined by their ownership of a horse. A horse was/is expensive to own, so Roman equestrians were part of the elite. But equestrians weren’t considered as prestigious as patricians, which could lead to tensions!

	ETRUSCANS/ETRURIA:

	Etruria was the area north of Rome and extended all the way to the Alps. The people who lived in Etruria were called Etruscans. They were the preeminent culture in Italy long before the Romans, and there are plenty of cultural quirks that the Romans shared with the Etruscans. Did they get along? Not really.

	FASCES:

	The fasces were bundles of rods tied together that functioned as a makeshift cudgel. The fasces were carried by lictors (bodyguards) that accompanied Roman magistrates like praetors, consuls, and dictators. When the lictors were outside the pomerium, the fasces were fitted with an axe blade to signal the military authority of the magistrates.

	FLAMEN:

	The flamen was a type of Roman priest. There were several types of flamens, each of whom attended to a particular god. For example, there was the flamen Martialis, or “the flamen of Mars,” and the flamen Dialis, or “the flamen of Jupiter.” Flamens were considered quite senior among the many priests of Rome, probably second only to the pontifex maximus.

	FORUM:

	The central meeting place of Rome. It was conveniently in a valley between a number of hills. Romans lived on the various hills to avoid the Tiber flooding, and meeting in the valley was a great idea (unless it was flooding). The forum is a wondrous place even today, so if you get the chance to visit, do it!

	FREEDMAN/FREEDWOMAN:

	The slave trade was a large feature of the ancient Roman economy and many enslaved people lived brutal lives engaged in anything from mining to construction (with no pay and no health and safety). It was possible to be manumitted and such people were known as freedmen or freedwomen.

	GENS:

	The gens was the extended family that a Roman belonged to. This was a significant organizing feature of Roman society. Your gens would be how people understood their relationship to you and could lead you to be characterized in a certain way. For example, the Claudii gens had a reputation for being traditionalist and stubborn.

	IMPERATOR:

	Imperator was first of all an acclamation that the troops made about military generals that really impressed them with their courage or success. The term later evolved into a designation for Augustus and his descendants. It is the basis of the modern term “emperor.”

	LEGATE:

	A legate designates a low-level official. Legates could be assigned a role as an envoy on diplomatic duties; they could be a low-level military official; and they may be assigned administrative duties. Got a small job you need doing? Get someone to be your legate.

	LICTORS:

	Lictors were the bodyguards of important magistrates like a praetor, consul, or dictator, and sometimes also of priests. They had an important role in making magistrates visible in public. You could spot a magistrate coming by the lictors who carried the distinctive fasces. They could also be called upon to move people out of a magistrates’ way or beat people up. You have been warned.

	MAGISTER MILITUM:

	Also known as “master of the soldiers.” The meaning and scope of the role of magister militum evolved during the later Roman Empire, with a variety of gradations emerging over time. It essentially referred to a military commander who worked for an emperor (hopefully not against them!), but their force could be large or small, could have a narrow geographic scope, or be responsible for the military operations in an entire region.

	MILITARY TRIBUNE:

	Military tribunes were mid-level military officials. It was considered an appropriate position for people from the elite and a great training ground for learning how to lead in a military context before seeking higher political or military positions.

	
NOMEN:

	Nomen translates as “name” and refers to the extended family group, or gens that a person was part of. You might think of the nomen as similar to a Scottish clan name. In the example of Marcus Tullius Cicero, Tullius is the nomen (gens name).

	PATRICIAN:

	The patricians were the elites of the elites in Rome. They came from highly prestigious families, though the exact criteria of what made these few families so prestigious is an open question (one theory we like is that they may have been the original priestly caste). Patricians tended to monopolize all the power positions in Rome, much to everyone else’s disgruntlement.

	PLEBEIAN:

	The plebeians were the non-elite population of Rome. This doesn’t necessarily mean that they were all poor. Some were rich, some were merchants, some were urban dwellers, some were farmers. They were a vastly larger category of Rome’s population than the patricians or the equestrians. And they often had to fight for representation.

	POMERIUM:

	The pomerium was the border that distinguished the urban area of Rome from the rural areas beyond it. This had implications for what rituals could be performed where, and at what point you could openly carry weapons of war. Sometimes the Romans expanded the pomerium.

	PONTIFEX MAXIMUS:

	The pontifex maximus was the leader of the college of priests known as the pontifices. The pontifex maximus is sometimes called the chief priest of Rome because their role was to oversee public religious expression—a bit like the head of quality control. If things didn’t seem right with the gods, it was the pontifex maximus who led the investigation.

	
PRAENOMEN:

	Praenomen is the first name of a person. In Rome it was very traditional to name the first son after their father and then find alternative first names for any subsequent sons. In the example of Marcus Tullius Cicero, Marcus is the praenomen (first name).

	PRAETOR:

	The praetorship was a military and political position. Praetors could lead armies, but they were considered subordinate to the consuls. Praetors also had an important role in civic life, looking after the organization of the judicial system. On the cursus honorem, the praetorship is the step above the aedileship and a step below the consulship.

	PRAETORIAN GUARD:

	The original function of the praetorian guard was to defend and protect the praetorium (the tent of a military commander in the camp). The praetorian guard evolved under Augustus into a standing force stationed in Rome. They were considered an elite body of troops and over time tended to be better paid than regular soldiers. Did they get involved in imperial politics? You betcha.

	PREFECT (OF THE GRAIN, ETC.):

	A prefect is an official appointed by a magistrate (such as a praetor or consul), with a specific area of responsibility for a defined period of time. They served as a delegated authority. What roles could be fulfilled by prefects changed over the course of Roman history. Some were administrators, some were military officials that commanded certain troops.

	PROCONSUL:

	A magistracy that followed a consulship. As Rome’s territory and influence expanded in the republic, they needed a way to get more military leaders who could serve for an extended period of time (not just the year allocated to the consul). Welcome to the proconsulship! In the role of proconsul, the powers of the consulship were extended and could be exercised in an assigned province.

	THE PUNIC PEOPLES:

	The Punic peoples were connected with the earlier Phoenician peoples and lived in north Africa. An important Punic city was Carthage (modern Tunis), which was founded in the ninth century BCE. The Punic trade network extended across the Mediterranean.

	QUAESTOR:

	A quaestor was a financial and military position. Quaestors were in charge of the state treasury and this could extend to the military fiscus. The quaestorship was an elected position and the first step on the cursus honorum. Successful quaestors could go to stand in the election for the aedileship.

	REX:

	Rex is the Latin term for “king.” The Romans hated kings because Rome had experienced some really terrible kings in their early history. We might have a whole book on those kings because they are pretty fascinating!

	ROMAN EMPIRE:

	The Romans had an empire before they had emperors, so this can be a confusing phrase. When the Romans started to expand their influence beyond their own people, you can argue it began to develop into an empire. If you follow the more “emperor = an empire” line, then things are a little more (but not precisely) clear cut. Augustus is usually considered the turning point. He was the man whose career fundamentally changed Rome by ushering in the Julio-Claudian emperors. Did Augustus call himself an emperor? Of course not! That would have been too dangerous. But by 27 BCE, Augustus had a lot more power and influence than anyone else.

	ROMAN REGAL PERIOD:

	The regal period is considered a semi-mythic period of Rome’s history. This is in part because the archaeological evidence is difficult to trace and, when we have it, it doesn’t suggest Rome was a great power. The traditional dates for the regal period are 753–509 BCE. If you want to start a heated discussion at a party, just ask what people know about the Roman kings!

	ROMAN REPUBLIC:

	The Romans claimed that they expelled the kings for terrible behavior and decided they needed a better system of rule. This involved men having to share power, be voted in through elections (they weren’t super democratic), and to step down after a year in a particular role. This arrangement continued in some form between 509 BCE and started to really crumble around about the time of Augustus. By the time Tiberius became emperor in 14 CE, there were republican structures of governance, but it really was an imperial system.

	ROSTRA:

	The rostra can be found in the Roman forum. It was a raised podium that allowed speakers to reach a gathered crowd. It was called the rostra because it was made from the beaks of ships. A single beak of a ship was a rostrum, and a bunch of beaks were rostra. So not only was the rostra a place that allows you to stand up and be seen and heard by the multitudes, but also it was a military victory monument to boot.

	THE SENATE:

	They functioned as an advisory body and represented the cream of the crop when it came to Roman men. Entry to the senate was based on a few factors: your wealth (gotta have that cash), your illustrious career (not on the cursus honorum? Get out of here), and the social mores of the time period (were you on the right side of the civil war? Please, join the senate).

	THE SEVEN HILLS OF ROME:

	Let’s be clear, there are more than seven hills in Rome, but these hills were significant to Rome’s development, and the phrase “seven hills” seems to have stuck. The seven hills were the Capitoline (a place of temples and a defensive citadel), the Aventine (thought to be home of the plebs), the Palatine Hill (where Augustus ends up having a house), the Caelian Hill, the Esquiline Hill, the Quirinal Hill, and the Viminal Hill.

	TRIBUNE OF THE PLEBS:

	The tribune of the plebeians (or tribune of the plebs for short) was a special political position that could only be held by plebeian men. Their role was to give voice to the position of the plebeians in political matters. They also had a protective role and their body was considered inviolable. So in times of trouble, a plebeian could run to the protection of a tribune of the plebs. And, yes, sometimes, things got that bad.

	VESTAL VIRGINS:

	The Vestal Virgins were a college of six priestesses who fell under the responsibility of the pontifex maximus. They were significant for their visibility, as their home was right near the forum, and famous (or infamous) for the requirement to retain their virginity throughout their minimum thirty years of service.








Chapter 1 [image: Image] ARMED AND DANGEROUS [image: Image]


This chapter considers military exploits that did not go to plan for the Romans. While Rome might be famous for its military machine, sometimes the machine malfunctioned…


The Fall of Crassus

Marcus Licinius Crassus (c. 115–53 BCE) was one of the most powerful Romans in his day. A political animal and insanely rich, he lived during the late republic and was the third member of the so-called First Triumvirate (a loose alliance with Julius Caesar and Pompey the Great). It sounds like he had a lot going for him, right?

Crassus did live a fortunate life, and his career would have been the envy of many a Roman. Yet, his experiences also illustrate that old adage: money can’t buy you happiness. Having to compete with men whose achievements not only towered over their time, but also over ALL time, meant that our Crassus sometimes had to duel with the green-eyed monster. And he wasn’t really wrong. The late republic was littered with talented politicians and over-mighty generals. Almost everyone has heard of Julius Caesar. Many know of Pompey the Great. Crassus usually gets the bronze medal.

Those who know him probably encountered Crassus in a film or TV series about the gladiator turned rebel, Spartacus. Yes, he’s the guy who finally stopped the slave war (more on that later!) Even then, Spartacus usually gets all the attention! Enslaved people… they have all the luck.

Now before you go feeling sorry for this rich dude, we need to remember a couple of things. First, we have to be wary of hindsight with Crassus. Just because he’s not quite as well-known now as two of the most famous Romans in history does not mean he was not ridonkulously well-known and powerful in his own lifetime. He was older than Caesar and was more established and influential for much of their relationship. For most of his career, he was in an enviable position and no one had any idea it would end in defeat, so that certainly would not color their view of him.

Second, rivalry and competition were at the heart of elite Roman political life. You gotta hustle to get that consulship, that censorship, that campaign! Crassus would have expected this, and it drove him to achieve.1 If you were to believe his biographer Plutarch (although we wouldn’t recommend it in this instance), the great irony was that this drive to achieve would lead to his demise, and in such spectacular fashion that his failure remained a sore point for generations. This was the original “Don’t mention the war” situation.2

You’re probably wondering, “Which war shouldn’t I mention? How can you expect me to be tactful without the proper information?” Slack, we are. After all, Crassus was involved in a few notable conflicts in his lifetime and did well in all of them. He fought successfully for Sulla and then there was the aforementioned kicking of rebellious butt against Spartacus. True, the Romans did not get terribly excited about campaigns against enslaved peoples (like, it’s almost too embarrassing to even talk about), but he at least won. He’d done Rome a solid.

Even with this respectable military experience, Crassus was no Pompeius Magnus3, and Plutarch would have us believe that Crassus knew that he never would be, so he decided to throw himself into politics with manic fervor. Maybe there’s a little truth to that, but as we’ve said, any self-respecting Roman would play the game. And Crassus was very, very good at it. He was out kissing babies before breakfast! Or the Roman equivalent, which was doing favors, lending people money (cough, cough Caesar), representing people in the courts, no matter the case (which is something elite Romans did; they had the rhetorical training), and shaking hands and taking names! We like to imagine him as the Roman version of Nick Naylor in Thank You for Smoking (2005).

In 56 BCE, the members of the First Triumvirate had a reason to come together and help each other out again. Power Rangers, it’s morphin’ time! Caesar was off in Gaul and needed his command there to be extended, and Crassus and Pompey wanted to hold the consulship again, which they would do in 55. They were powerful enough to make this happen (or else).

Being consul meant that Crassus was able to secure his next dream job: governor of Syria for the extra-long period of 54–49 BCE. As the chocolate sauce on this delicious deal, he received extra legions, and the cherry on top was the ability to make war (or peace!) all on his ownsome. Didn’t need no rubber stamping from nobody!

Why Syria? Because it was the portal to the magical kingdom of Narnia. Wait, that should be Parthia. The Parthian Empire encompassed vast territory on the eastern borders of Rome. Unlike a slave war, taking on the Parthia could be filled with GLORY, and you stood to make a dime or two. Lucullus and Pompey had done very well for themselves in the east. Now it was Crassus’s turn, and this was not because he was unusually avaricious. It must have been obvious that he was planning something; indeed, Pompey and the previous governor of Syria (Gabinius) may have been plotting a campaign already! Parthia was ripe for the picking, as the brothers Mithridates III and Orodes II were fighting for power, and Gabinius had already agreed to help the former. So Crassus pulled a Speedy Gonzales, got out of Italy, and left for Syria, even though there was a terrible storm raging when his ships were due to depart.

The Parthians were as mighty as Rome, but they operated differently, being more feudal in nature. The Arsacid dynasty was in power and they ruled through might over people from diverse backgrounds. Well, THAT the Romans would get. It should be noted that in typical ancient world fashion, our sources for this conflict are skewed. We really only have the perspective of Greco-Roman writers as the Parthian Empire came to an end in the third century CE, thanks to the Sasanians, and, well, bye bye source material. They were NOT fan-girling all over the Parthians. So take off your shoes and tread carefully with us from this point.

Would Parthia have been expecting an invasion on the side of the new governor? The two mighty powers had only started making definite contact with each other at the turn of the century, and although there was a little tension, it seems some sort of alliance was made. In spite of some challenges to the largely peaceful relations between them over the decades, there had never been direct conflict. The largest clash before Crassus had happened under Pompey’s command, as both Parthia and Rome had their eyes on the recently weakened Armenian empire. It was probably during discussions for a new alliance in this time period that an understanding was reached about the boundary of their respective territories. The Euphrates River was chosen, so the Romans knew that if they crossed that river, they were cruisin’ for a bruisin’.

In 54 BCE, Crassus did just that with a force of around 40 thousand men. They may not have been the absolute best that Rome had to offer, as he was competing with Pompey and Caesar’s campaigns in Spain and Gaul for the top soldiers. Crassus’s ultimate aim was probably to capture the major cities of Seleucia-on-the-Tigris and Ctesiphon, and annex Mesopotamia. Rome’s ally, Mithridates III, had already stirred the pot in Parthia by reigniting the civil war with his brother in 55 BCE.

Initially, his campaign had a mediocre beginning in Mesopotamia. He won a victory near Ichnae against a Parthian satrap named Silaces, who managed to get away and inform the king about these Roman activities.4 When the Parthians sent an embassy to Crassus to ask, “What the hell, man?!,” he made no effort to hide his plans.

Some towns were willing to side with the Romans, especially the Greek ones that dated back to Alexander the Great’s escapades. By the end of the campaign season, Crassus was able to say that he had captured territory, established some garrisons, and could return to Syria for the winter. He had a secure base in northern and western Mesopotamia for the next year, when he would move into Babylonia.

Was this good enough for ancient writers Plutarch and Dio Cassius? Erm, try again, Crassus. They were decidedly unimpressed that Crassus did not press his advantage before the Parthians were fully prepared. The least he could have done would be to winter in the region! Clucking bell, what kind of commander was he?

However, it was not until the winter of 54 BCE that he received an important special delivery from Gaul. An enthusiastic Caesar had sent Crassus’s eldest son Publius, along with one thousand auxiliary cavalry. The Armenian support also had not arrived until the winter, so it is understandable that Crassus was being cautious prior to that. The delay also bought Crassus some time to work on the money—do what you do best!



The Final Campaign

Unfortunately, whilst Crassus was busying himself with money matters, Mithridates III died in the civil war, but he had been a useful distraction for Crassus. Now Orodes II could focus entirely on the Romans and the Parthians had two armies ready to face the Romans.

When the next campaign season rolled around, Crassus had to decide which path he would take. If he went north through Armenia, and then headed into Mesopotamia, the Armenian king Artavasdes II offered him additional forces immediately, no waiting: 16 thousand cavalry and 30 thousand infantry. Crassus opted to take the direct route south and follow the Euphrates. He would not return.

The Greco-Roman sources start to paint with the darkest colors from this point. Because they knew how this would all end, they found it hard to be positive about Crassus in general, but this was the real turning point, when it all went disastrously wrong.

Crassus allegedly encountered an Arab chieftain named Ariamnes. He trusted this man as he was believed to be pro-Roman and had been treated well by Pompey. Crassus made the mistake of listening to this man’s advice instead of what his own officers were telling him. He started to lead his men away from the river and into what Plutarch describes as a sandy, barren wasteland, making them thirsty, hungry, and depressed (no doubt also the name of a new reality show coming to your screens soon).

It was at this choice moment that Crassus discovered his reinforcements from Armenia were never coming. King Orodes II had taken the larger force and was attacking Armenia, and rather than sending help, the Armenian king sent Crassus a message encouraging Crassus to come to his aid. Crassus was furious at the lack of support from his supposed ally and resolved to press on.

There had been signs that Crassus should never have embarked on the Parthian expedition: curses, storms, fog, lost horses, lightning, standard bearers unable to lift their standards, dropped sacrifices. And the worst one of all, Crassus accidentally put on the wrong toga. We know, you won’t be able to sleep for a week after hearing that one. Doing whatever any terrible general would do, Crassus ignored the warnings to TURN BACK BEFORE IT’S TOO LATE!

To add insult to what would soon be a serious injury, Crassus continually ignored the advice of his commanders, particularly his quaestor (the money man), Gaius Cassius Longinus. Longinus tried to reason with Crassus, “Like, how about you stop listening to this Ariamnes guy as he’s clearly leading us into an open plain where we can be surrounded?”

The Roman scouts came to report that they were about to encounter a sizable enemy force and that they had only narrowly escaped with their lives. This terrified everyone, including Crassus, who was so flustered that he could not decide what formation to choose. Should he go for the Crouching Tiger, or Hidden Dragon? No, it has to be the Kill Bill.

As they neared the foe, the Romans encountered the Balissus stream. At last, water! The officers suggested staying by the water source overnight to rest and refresh, but Crassus’s son urged his father to press on. Even though they had been traipsing through this dry, sterile landscape, the army was ordered to sip and snack as they marched.




A Different Perspective

Quick everyone, escape from the negativity vortex! Our sources are sucking us in! Crassus was not blameless here, but there is some scapegoating going on. We can speculate that the survivors, particularly officers like Cassius, would have had a vested interest in controlling the narrative. Here’s a hot take: if you want to be remembered well by history, don’t lose a gigantic campaign. It was far easier for the Romans to pin the loss on Crassus and his failures as a commander than to admit that maybe, just maybe, his opponent, the Parthian general Surenas and his men were better. Crassus was an old man, a greedy man, a jealous man. He listened to the wrong people, took the wrong route. He moved too slowly, he moved too quickly… he was a terrible, horrible, no good, very bad leader.

For ancient biographical sources like Plutarch, the lives of subjects were used to deliver moral lessons. These are the people you should try to be like, and this is how they behaved. These are the people and habits to avoid. Crassus was a man who had everything, but his vices of avarice and envy led him to destruction, and what’s worse, this dealt a serious blow to the Roman people.


“To the wise [Crassus was] an example of foolish ambition, which would not let him rest satisfied to be first and greatest among many myriads of men, but made him think, because he was judged inferior to two men only, that he lacked everything.” (Plutarch, Life of Crassus 27.4.)



Therefore, we need to be wary of these long lists of signs and bad decisions. Some of the details are patently untrue. For instance, Crassus did not lead the Romans into a barren wasteland, but kept to a route near sources of water and towns that contained Roman garrisons. It’s difficult to prove, but it is highly suspicious that a slick operator like Crassus would suddenly become so gullible.

What is beyond dispute is that the Romans encountered the Parthian forces on the plains near Carrhae, and Crassus was in for a surprise. He would have been expecting some Persian archers on horseback, some light infantry, and the cataphracts (armored cavalry). At their roots, the Parthians were warrior horsemen. He had probably imagined that the Romans would endure an assault from the archers, and once they had fired, the Romans could move in, where their superior numbers and fighting abilities would prevail. There was nothing from past conflicts in the east to suggest that this would not be the case.

With Orodes II in Armenia, Crassus was facing one of his generals, Surenas. Surenas was one of the wealthy aristocrats of Parthia, who had been becoming powerful over the previous sixty years.5 These elite families were part of a Council of Elders, who got to say yay or nay to the king. Surenas had raised his men from his own estates and was footing the bill, a bit like Crassus! Nonetheless, he had far fewer bodies on the battlefield, and it has been theorized that Orodes might have been using Surenas to soften the Romans up a bit before the king faced them himself. Victory may not have been expected. If that was the case, both he and Crassus underestimated this man.

One of the most important factors in this campaign was not how awful Crassus was, but how knock-you-down, smack-you-on-the-ass fantastic Surenas was. Surenas comes across in Plutarch as the Timothée Chalamet of Parthia “Nor was Surenas an ordinary man at all, but in wealth, birth, and consideration, he stood next the king, while in valor and ability he was the foremost Parthian of his time, besides having no equal in stature and personal beauty” (Plutarch, Life of Crassus 21.6). Although this meant that he looked devastatingly handsome whilst he ripped Crassus’s dreams to shreds, Plutarch claims it was his wisdom that was the real problem. Another good lesson for us all: brains over beauty!

What made Surenas oh-so-wise? He opted for the unexpected. When the Romans first saw the Parthians, it did not seem like they had a large, intimidating force, but that was because Surenas had ordered some of his men to cover their armor with robes and skins, and position them so the Romans could not easily tell how many men they were fighting or what type of soldiers they were facing. Spot the Parthian! How fun.

Surenas changed the way the Parthians fought for this encounter, which he could do as a noble warlord. He devised a strategy that would play to Parthian strengths and allow them to avoid getting too close to the Romans. Surenas brought no infantry (foot soldiers) with him, bringing instead nine thousand horse archers and one thousand cataphracts. Normally, his archers would be in trouble once they had fired their arrows, but Surenas had also brought one thousand baggage camels carrying extra arrows to the front lines, allowing for quick refills. He had ensured the battleground allowed his archers freedom of movement and made the most of their speed. Even the arrows appear to have been specially designed to do extra damage. The Romans were shocked to see how easily the arrows penetrated their defences.

Crassus’s eldest son charged at the enemy, taking a chunk of the cavalry with him, and was separated from the main army. The Parthians encircled them, and they were cut to pieces. Two Greeks tried to persuade Publius to flee to Ichnae, a nearby city under Roman control, but like any true Roman, he would not leave his men. Too badly injured to commit suicide, his shield-bearer had to kill him. Other elite men had to die the same way. Approximately 500 were taken prisoner, and the Parthians beheaded the corpse of Publius.

Crassus could not see what was happening and at first, he felt positive. But soon the reality became apparent. Crassus had to decide whether he was going to rescue his eldest son or prioritize the campaign. He was about to move to his aid when he was reunited with Publius. The Parthians had impaled Publius’s head on a lance and brought it to Crassus, taunting him with it. Allegedly, the Romans were unusually chilled to their core by the sight of Publius, instead of being fired up with a mania for vengeance. Crassus did his darndest to rouse them, reminding them that they were ROMANS dammit! They were conquerors! Their empire was built on the army, they hadn’t just lucked their way into being a major force. Now FIGHT, FIIIIIIGHT!

It did not do the trick. As the battle wore on, it was clearly to the detriment of the Romans. The cataphracts broke the Roman lines and the archers swooped in to do their work. As dusk approached, the Parthians backed off—too much killing really takes it out of you—offering Crassus a night to grieve and perhaps consider his options. They had clearly won the battle, but would they win the war? A surrender would really help Surenas out. As long as Crassus was out there, the Romans could rebuild their army and Surenas would not be able to surprise them a second time.

The Romans were so shattered that they could not rouse themselves to bury their fallen comrades or even help the wounded. They knew there was no return. According to the Greco-Roman sources, they also knew that Crassus was the man to blame. Even though he was the reason for their present suffering, he was still their commander, and they wanted to hear from him in this moment of crisis. But he was lying on his own, in the dark, in silence.

A decision had to be made, and Crassus was useless. Cassius and Octavius, one of his legates, had to make the call. They decided to retreat as quietly as possible, which meant leaving the wounded behind. The noise made by the injured when they realized they were being abandoned alerted the Parthians to what was happening, but why rush after them in the dark? They weren’t going to get too far…

The retreat ended up being more deadly than the battle, and better leadership may have led to fewer fatalities. The wounded trying to follow and the confusion of the nighttime retreat meant that only a small portion of the cavalry managed to make it to Carrhae. They paused long enough to report that a battle had taken place before continuing their flight to Zeugma. This cohort would survive but would forever be tainted for leaving their general behind. The commander of Carrhae, Coponius, instinctively knew that the Romans must have been in serious trouble. He set out with reinforcements and managed to rescue some of the remnants of the army.

Once the new day dawned, the Parthians followed the trail. Anyone left in the Roman camp, which may have amounted to four thousand men, was killed. As they journeyed toward Carrhae, any Romans who had become disoriented were slaughtered. Four cohorts were discovered and surrounded. In recognition of their valor, the Parthians allowed the twenty survivors from this encounter to leave for Carrhae.

At Carrhae, Surenas planted the idea that a truce was possible, if they could just pretty please hand over Crassus and Cassius, all wrapped in a bow. Actually, make it chains. Crassus did not trust this offer. If he could make it to Syria, he would be powerful enough to launch a fresh campaign. The Romans had planned a secret escape from Carrhae, with a different commander leading groups of survivors. Once again, they were betrayed by someone they trusted, who leaked news of their departure.

Cassius managed to evade the Parthians and eventually led 500 of the cavalry back to safety in Syria. Octavius and 5 thousand men managed to reach the mountains at Sinnaca where they were fairly protected from cavalry. Crassus and his cohorts were not as fortunate. After becoming stuck in a marsh, they tried to find safety on a hill, where the Parthian cavalry would be less effective, but their position was not secure. Octavius went to his defence.

The Parthians let some of their prisoners join the Romans to spread the false information that they had been fed. They reported that Orodes II wanted to treat Crassus leniently, as he wanted friendship with the Romans. In order for this to happen, Crassus needed to meet with Surenas and agree to terms.

The Romans were overjoyed to hear Surenas’s offer, but Crassus was suspicious and not rushing to accept any proposals. He wanted to wait longer and then make a break for it, but his men would not hear of it. Surrounded by desperate men who were increasingly aggressive, Crassus felt he had no choice but to comply. Nobly, he instructed his officers that, should he not return, they should report that it had nothing to do with treachery within Roman ranks, but was down to the faithless behavior of the Parthians.

There were still Romans who felt loyalty to Crassus; the commanders Octavius and Petronius and a small group of soldiers accompanied him to the meeting. Surenas declared a truce, as promised, but said that they needed to draw it properly in writing by the river Euphrates. He knew how much the Romans loved paperwork. During the negotiations, a scuffle broke out. Octavius and Petronius were killed. Crassus was slain, potentially by a Parthian named Pomaxathres. Regardless of who killed him, his corpse was beheaded and his right hand severed.

The details of Crassus’s end were probably passed on by the few Romans who had accompanied him and managed to escape back to the hills. Perhaps Crassus’s body parts were used by the Parthians as proof of his death when they invited the rest of the Romans to hand themselves over. Some did surrender at this point; others tried to escape in the night, but few were successful. It’s always hard to be confident about the numbers involved in ancient accounts but there is no doubt that it was a disaster, with 20 thousand dead and 10 thousand taken prisoner.

Surenas knew how to celebrate a victory. He organized a kind of mock triumph, during which Crassus’s remains were paraded through the streets. And in case that wasn’t enough, they mocked Crassus’s manhood whilst they were at it.

Surenas wanted to make sure the king got to see Crassus’s severed head and hand. King Orodes II and Artavasdes II (Armenia) patched everything up with a marriage between their children. Both men were apparently very well-versed in Greek culture, and so it happened that a performance from Euripides’s play the Bacchae was part of the celebrations for the alliance.6

It so happened that Crassus’s head was brought to Orodes II during this play and became a prop, and one of the actors took on the role of Pentheus’s mother after the murder. Pomaxathres, the man who actually killed Crassus, was present, and decided to take over. Method acting, indeed.

The Parthians were delighted by this display, which is understandable. At more of a distance, it seems that no matter what view you take of Crassus, he probably did not deserve to finish his life as a theater prop.


“With such a farce as this the expedition of Crassus is said to have closed, just like a tragedy.” (Plut. Vit. Crass. 33.4)



Dio Cassius records an additional detail about Crassus’s head. In mockery of his greed, the Parthians poured molten gold into his mouth. Believe it or not, this was not an original idea.




Scarred for Life

It is no wonder that Carrhae became seared into the Roman subconscious. It had been a minute since they had been defeated so badly in a war that they had started. The tragedy is undeniable. And not just for humans. The description of the battle indicates that horses were often targeted as a way of bringing down the rider. In wars that involve cavalry, we all too often forget the immense suffering and damage that human conflict inflicts on other living creatures and our planet.

Aside from the death and devastation of this defeat, there were other, less immediately obvious, consequences. Without Crassus, the tenuous balance of Roman politics was thrown off. Pompey and Caesar soon found themselves in an epic slappy-fight that set the final phase of the republic in motion.

The Romans could not forget about Crassus and Carrhae, but nor could the Parthians. They were the ones who got invaded. Having Rome right there in Syria was clearly a liability. However, the Parthians were not able to capitalize fully on the victory in 53 BCE. In spite of his lack of sympathy for Crassus, Plutarch took great delight in relating that Orodes II would have Surenas executed for being too darn awesome not long after Carrhae. You can’t just let smoking hot, crazy successful, powerful generals be out there, walking around.

We wish we could say that was the end of the conflict between Rome and Parthia, but that’s just not how stories that involve large empires tend to work.






Varus, Give Me Back My Legions!

Gaius Julius Caesar Octavianus Augustus was an astonishingly successful man. Nobody expected a sickly teenager to become the most powerful politician in Rome. And yet this is exactly what happened. The young Caesar defeated the assassins of his great-uncle, Julius Caesar, eliminated his major rivals in the civil wars, and then maneuvered his way into being the preeminent politician in Rome, a position that he held until his death.

Although Augustus achieved so much that he decided he needed to brag about it on some columns, some notable mishaps took place on his watch. One of these was the loss of Publius Quinctilius Varus’s legions in Germania.

Germania bordered Gaul in the north of the empire. Caesar had campaigned for years against the Gallic tribes and established the Rhine River as the northern border, marking a divide between the Gauls and the Germanic tribes. We don’t have time to debate the validity of this decision. What we need to note is that the people who lived in both regions shared culture and language but were not a united political entity. One thing that does unify all of the peoples in both regions is that a lot of our information about them comes from their enemies—the Romans! What a scary thought.

Through a mixture of force and treaties, the Romans under Augustus were angling to extend Roman control along the Elbe and the Danube River. Augustus was successful with the latter, but as we shall explain, the Elbe proved far more difficult.

Thanks to campaigning done earlier in Augustus’s reign from 12 BCE, particularly by his stepsons Tiberius and Nero Drusus, Germanic tribes between the Rhine and Elbe had become all too familiar with Roman presence in the area. Using a mixture of careful observation, battles, resettling tribes, treaties, exploiting problems between tribes, and favorable treatment for the elite, the Romans made progress over the Rhine. They established permanent garrisons. It was increasingly looking like the Romans were ready to make it an official province. It’s time for you to graduate from annoyed to suppressed, Germania.

In 5 CE, Tiberius had been gearing up for a huge conflict against the Marcomanni tribe, optimistically seen by his fanboy, the writer Velleius Paterculus, as the only thing standing in the way of total conquest. Assisted by legate Sentius Saturninus, Tiberius was about to depart when he had to pull the plug on the campaign at the last minute to deal with a rebellion in Pannonia. The Marcomanni got a treaty instead of a war.

Even though Pannonia was in a tizzy, Germania remained peaceful under Sentius’s steady hand. However, as Florus (2.30) so wisely observed, “… it is more difficult to retain than to create provinces; they are won by force, they are secured by justice… the Germans had been defeated rather than subdued, and under the rule of Drusus [Tiberius’ brother] they respected our moral qualities rather than our arms.” In other words, if you want to keep your conquests, you’d better treat people nicely.

So, most of the Germans had accepted the Romans, for now. Some saw the advantage in collusion, some had been forced, and some may not have seen any other choice. Whatever the situation, living alongside the Romans meant that some of the tribes were starting to pick up Roman customs. But they had not abandoned their own culture, and they could still remember a time when they answered to no one (Dio Cassius 56.18).

By 7 CE, Sentius was getting on in life, so a younger man was sent to the almost-province. Enter Varus, stage left (da da daaaaaa). Varus was from an old noble family, but their fortunes had taken a dip when his father had sided with the assassins of Caesar. Schwoops. Augustus proved willing to forgive the next generation. Varus was awarded a consulship, which he held with Tiberius, Augustus’s stepson, in 13 BCE, and he married one of the daughters of Agrippa (Augustus’s BFF). Talk about a comeback kid!

Varus served as proconsul in Africa and legate in Syria before he was appointed as a consular legate in Germania. He was not untried, and Augustus may have thought that his experience in administration was just what Germania would be needing. Would Varus be the man who got to make the provincial status Instagram official? There are hints in the sources that he was too much of a keen bean in this respect, pushing too hard and too fast in the way that he collected taxes and tried to impose Roman justice.

The historian Dio Cassius (56.18) thought that slow and steady would have been much more appropriate: “… so long as they were unlearning these customs gradually and by the way… under careful watching, they were not disturbed by the change in their manner of life, and were becoming different without knowing it.” It may not have even been what Varus did, more how he did it.

Time to introduce the hero, or the villain, of our story, depending on your perspective! Amongst Varus’s aides was a twenty-six-year-old man from the Cherusci tribe, Arminius. Arminius was from the upper echelons and was therefore one of the people the Romans had tried to entice to buy into their system. He had been raised in Rome, commanded auxiliary units for Tiberius, and awarded Roman citizenship. And he wasn’t just an ordinary citizen, he was made part of the equestrian order. This made him more elite than most Romans, although he reportedly later called these sorts of incentives “the cheap rewards of servitude” (Tacitus, Annals 2.9). His brother, Flavus, was still in the Roman army (and would remain there). Come to the dark side, my little Cherusci….

In spite of this, Arminius decided to lull Varus into trusting him, then blindside him with a rebellion. Was it the speed of change? The manner? Was it a power grab? Or was it liberty, that seductive minx? The Cherusci had not given in to conquest quickly. Not all of the Cherusci backed Arminius’s sneaky plan. His uncle, Segestes, tried to warn Varus that something was afoot. Varus’s response? “Pish posh! Whatever, Segestes!” Why would a Roman commander ignore such information? Varus knew that there were some unresolved personal issues between these men. Arminius had eloped with Segestes’s daughter (Thusnelda) after he had explicitly been told to keep his hands to himself. This was just Segetes’s trying to get back at him!

Families are complicated at the best of times, but throw in an occupying power, and it gets real messy. Whilst Segestes was not on board, for whatever reason, his uncle’s son, Segimundus, joined Arminius, even though he was another who had seemingly been incorporated into the Roman system.

Varus may have been oblivious to these conflicting loyalties, and so German officers like Arminius remained with him; indeed, were very close with him. Their trusted position meant there was little in the Roman camp that was off limits for them, which was super handy for plotting. Arminius has become a mythologized figure since his lifetime, so he must have had that it factor. As well as some of his own, he talked people from various tribes into backing his plan: the Marsi, the Bructeri, and the Chatti. However, even without charisma as a factor, there were reasons to be hopeful. Arminius was from an elite family, he knew the Roman and German fighting styles, he knew the land, he was intimately connected to the Roman commander…. In a surprise attack, maybe they had a chance.

In 9 CE, Varus decided to move from the summer camp to a more secure base for the winter. This might tell us something about how the Romans were feeling in Germania at the time, or it may just have been a practical decision. He certainly opted for a normal route. This was a big operation as it involved moving EVERYONE. Not just the troops, but all the women and children, slaves, animals, wagons, and anyone else whose work tied them to the camp.

This meant that Varus was at the head of three legions, six cohorts and auxiliaries, plus civilians. Numbers are difficult to estimate, but the army alone would have numbered nearly 20 thousand. Unusually, Varus allowed the group to mix; civilians and the army blending together as they traveled. You can picture a long, slow-moving trail of people trudging along. Not the best idea in a country that was not officially subdued.

Now the only question was, when to strike? In his account, the Roman historian Tacitus mentioned the Teutoburg Forest, which explains why this encounter is sometimes known as the Battle of the Teutoburg Forest. When you hear “forest,” you think darkness, impenetrable trees, the Roman contingent tricked into its depths and then pinned down by treacherous barbarians.

This is not at all what happened in what may more accurately and threateningly be called the Varusschlact (Varus Battle). You can’t beat German if you want to give a sense of foreboding. Hundreds of places have been suggested as the location of the battle. However, the actual site has now been identified (it’s large), sadly due to the crazy number of finds located by archaeologists, including coins (none of which post-date 9 CE) and bones with fittingly violent injuries. A dead giveaway.

Arminius chose a strategic spot for the ambush. As he was NOT chained up for the journey as Segestes had suggested be done, he was able to excuse himself as the Romans approached, saying he was just going to make absolutely sure there was no danger ahead and gather together some more auxiliaries. Nice one, Pinocchio. As the Romans approached the Kalkrieser Berg, there was a point where the path narrowed, with a forested hill on one side and swamps on another. To top it off, the weather was not great and the ground was boggy. And then, the piece de resistance, archaeologists found the foundations of thick turf walls, which the Germans could use to attack the Romans from multiple angles.7 What’s that flying through the air? It’s a really gigantic angry man!

Once the Romans were in place, the tribes fell upon the rearguard and made sure that no retreat was possible. You shall not pass! Presumably a lot of the auxiliary troops sided with their fellow Germans, so they would have been in the Roman lines. Eeep! Germans appeared from behind (and on top?) of the walls. There was zero cover. Nowhere to run, nowhere to hide. The walls made it difficult for the Romans to react, but we are told that Varus and some of the men eventually made it to an open patch of land, where they built a fortified camp. God, you have got to love that Roman training.

We probably should note that the Varusschlact was not one battle; it was a series of encounters over several days. It was also not just Varus who was attacked. All of the major Roman garrisons east of the Rhine were targeted—OUCH. The Germans continued to assault Varus’s camp, and the Romans inside were probably wondering how the hell they were going to get out and make it to a garrison. As word of the successful attack spread, more and more Germanic people joined in. You’re probably thinking, OMG, just RUN! But as time passed, the weather, the location, the injuries, the loss of life, the exhaustion… none of it made escape an easy option. It doesn’t mean that they didn’t try, but it was tricky.

On day two, the Romans left the camp, trying to keep some sort of formation, but the Germans stuck to their guerrilla style of warfare, picking them off in bits and pieces. By day three (or maybe even four), all was clearly lost. Some officers surrendered (disgraceful), some went down swinging (bravo), and some committed suicide. Varus was badly injured, so he chose this route, like his father before him. His body was buried, but Arminius unearthed it, beheaded him, and sent the head to the king of the Marcomanni. He very sweetly forwarded it on to the Romans. Any stragglers were rounded up or handed themselves over. The lucky ones became prisoners. The rest suffered. Would you care to be a) buried alive, b) crucified, or c) sacrificed to German gods? Now, before you go thinking that human sacrifice was just a Friday night for “barbarians,” think again. This was not a regular occurrence.

This grisly end may seem unnecessarily brutal, but were the Romans deserving of better? Julius Caesar had basically committed a genocide on the Gallic tribes. The Romans were invading German land. And when you mention “the ancient Roman army,” people don’t visualize teddy bears, cups of tea, and cuddly wuddly blankets.

We need to appreciate that Arminius and his allies had achieved something major here. They had executed a well-planned and utterly successful assault on THE major power in this neck of the woods. The Romans may not have thought much of it because of the element of Varus’s stupidity and the unsportsmanlike “surprise” involved, but Arminius and the Germans probably deserve a bit more credit than they received from the Romans.

In the wake of the Varian Disaster, the Romans managed to hold the Rhine, but their aspirations beyond it were gone. The only Roman garrison that managed to hold out against the German assault was Aliso, and the soldiers there were probably grateful to quietly bow out when the reinforcements arrived.


Don’t Shoot the Messenger

The Romans were seriously FREAKED OUT by the massacre. Did this mean that Germanic tribes were going to turn up on their doorsteps any minute now? Augustus was usually annoyingly unflappable, but even he was SHOOK. The troops were cut to pieces, the standards were lost… it doesn’t get much worse than that!

In his account, the biographer Suetonius paints a vivid picture of Augustus’s grief:


“In fact, they say that he was so greatly affected that for several months in succession he cut neither his beard or his hair, and sometimes he would dash his head against a door, crying: ‘Quintilius Varus, give me back my legions!’ And he observed the day of the disaster each year as one of sorrow and mourning.” (Suetonius, Life of Ausgustus. 23)



But who gave him the gig, Augustus? Hmmm?

This may seem a bit OTT, but to put it into context, the Roman army at this time consisted of 28 legions. To lose three meant the army had been reduced by 10 percent in one blow. Legions had to be moved to the Rhine for security. Augustus beefed it up to eight legions, borrowing troops from more stable regions. The numbers belonging to the obliterated legions were permanently retired. So rather than unlucky thirteen, it was unlucky seventeen, eighteen, and nineteen.

However, it was not all doom and gloom. In his autobiographical propaganda, the Res Gestae Divi Augusti, Augustus still claimed to have established the province of Germania. That’s the spirit! Military activity in the area did not cease with Varus, although Roman ambitions were more subdued. Tiberius and his adopted son (Germanicus, Augustus’s great-nephew) would both return to campaign, although they never managed to steamroll over the Germans. Germanicus did end up getting a hold of a pregnant and awesomely defiant Thusnelda when she was forcibly handed over by her father Segestes after he had fallen out with Arminius and called on the Romans for a rescue. She was not pleased (Daaa-aaad!), and Arminius was ANGRY. His own wife and child: Roman slaves!

Germanicus was the first Roman to stumble across the remains of Varus’s legions (which he buried), including one of the lost standards (yay!). Some of Varus’s men clearly survived or escaped from the Germans as Tacitus relates that they told Germanicus all about the battles at this moment.

Several years of his efforts in Germania helped to reestablish the Romans along the Rhine, but the Elbe was a river too far. Although Tacitus tries to make out that Germanicus was soooo close to conquering Germania and Tiberius got jealous and canned the operation, that’s not what was going on. There was even almost a spooky repeat of the Varian Disaster with the super-experienced commander Caecina. The Germans were just too difficult, and for what? Ain’t nobody got time for that.




OEBPS/e9781646047222/images/common1.jpg





OEBPS/e9781646047222/images/f0001-01.jpg





OEBPS/e9781646047222/xhtml/nav.xhtml


Contents



		Cover


		Title Page


		Dedication


		Introduction

		Timeline







		Glossary


		Chapter 1: Armed and Dangerous

		The Fall of Crassus


		Varus, Give Me Back My Legions!


		Valerian’s Embarrassment







		Chapter 2: Let’s Get Mythical

		Numa and Egeria


		The Phalluses of Ancient Rome


		Show Me a Sign!







		Chapter 3: We Built This City on Rock and Roads

		Turning on the Waterworks


		Another Brick in the Wall


		The Tomb of the Baker







		Chapter 4: An Affair to Remember

		Livia and Augustus


		Marcus Aurelius, Not Just a Stoic


		Hadrian and Antinous







		Chapter 5: The Rollicking Republic

		Spurius Maelius, Keeper of the Grain


		Better Call Sulla


		Fulminating Fulvia







		Chapter 6: Imperial Hijinks

		Caligula: Too Big for His Little Boots


		Getting Messy with Messalina


		Elagabalus’s Life of Love and Loss







		Chapter 7: Scandals in Sandals

		The Troubled Times of Catiline


		Julia and Julia


		Galla Placidia’s Big Fat Gothic Wedding







		Chapter 8: Animal Tales

		Cave Canem


		Vedius Pollio’s Lampreys and Other Sea Creatures


		Pecking at Politics and Poetry







		Chapter 9: All I Need Is a Miracle

		The Surprising Act of the Vestal Virgin Tuccia


		I Saw the Sign: Constantine I


		Claudia Quinta and the Great Goddess







		Chapter 10: Every Now and Then I Fall Apart

		The First Plebeian Secession


		The Fall of the Julio-Claudians


		The Year of the Five Emperors







		Chapter 11: Dead Time Stories

		Dramatic Deaths during the Decemvirate


		The Last Supper of the Emperor Claudius


		Caracalla: A Fitting End?







		Conclusion


		Further Reading


		About the Authors


		Bibliography


		Copyright







Guide



		Cover


		Start of Content


		Title Page


		Dedication


		Introduction


		Glossary


		About the Authors


		Bibliography


		Copyright








		I


		III


		IV


		V


		VI


		VII


		VIII


		1


		2


		3


		4


		5


		6


		7


		8


		9


		10


		11


		12


		13


		14


		15


		16


		17


		18


		19


		20


		21


		22


		23


		24


		25


		26


		27


		28


		29


		30


		31


		32


		33


		34


		35


		36


		37


		38


		39


		40


		41


		42


		43


		44


		45


		46


		47


		48


		49


		50


		51


		52


		53


		54


		55


		56


		57


		58


		59


		60


		61


		62


		63


		64


		65


		66


		67


		68


		69


		70


		71


		72


		73


		74


		75


		76


		77


		78


		79


		80


		81


		82


		83


		84


		85


		86


		87


		88


		89


		90


		91


		92


		93


		94


		95


		96


		97


		98


		99


		100


		101


		102


		103


		104


		105


		106


		107


		108


		109


		110


		111


		112


		113


		114


		115


		116


		117


		118


		119


		120


		121


		122


		123


		124


		125


		126


		127


		128


		129


		130


		131


		132


		133


		134


		135


		136


		137


		138


		139


		140


		141


		142


		143


		144


		145


		146


		147


		148


		149


		150


		151


		152


		153


		154


		155


		156


		157


		158


		159


		160


		161


		162


		163


		164


		165


		166


		167


		168


		169


		170


		171


		172


		173


		174


		175


		176


		177


		178


		179


		180


		181


		182


		183


		184


		185


		186


		187


		188


		189


		190


		191


		192


		193


		194


		195


		196


		197


		198


		199


		200


		201


		202


		203


		204


		205


		206


		207


		208


		209


		210


		211


		212


		213


		214


		215


		216


		217


		218


		219


		220


		221


		222


		223


		224


		225


		226


		227


		228


		229


		230


		231


		232


		233


		234


		235


		236


		237


		238


		239


		240


		241


		242


		243


		244


		245


		246


		247


		248


		249


		250


		251


		252


		253


		254


		255


		256


		257


		258


		259


		260


		261


		262


		263


		264


		265


		266


		267


		268


		269


		270


		271


		272


		273


		274


		275


		276


		277


		278


		279


		280


		281


		282


		283


		284


		285


		286


		287


		288


		289


		290


		291


		292


		293


		294


		295


		296


		297


		298


		299


		300


		301


		302








OEBPS/e9781646047222/images/f0003-01.jpg





OEBPS/e9781646047222/images/f0006-02.jpg





OEBPS/e9781646047222/images/f0005-01.jpg





OEBPS/e9781646047222/images/f0006-01.jpg





OEBPS/e9781646047222/images/f0004-01.jpg





OEBPS/e9781646047222/images/f0001-02.jpg





OEBPS/e9781646047222/images/common3.png





OEBPS/e9781646047222/images/9781646047222.jpg
YUU GUIDE
e (ROMAN EMPIRE

\m.m

o =

History, Trivia, and Tales, Including

Caligula - Marcus Aurelius - Aqueducts - Assassinations
-_——— andMorg — ———————

DR. PETA GREENFIELD & DR. FIONA RADFORD

Hosts of The Partiol Historions Podcast





OEBPS/e9781646047222/images/f0016-02.jpg





OEBPS/e9781646047222/images/f0016-01.jpg





OEBPS/e9781646047222/images/title.jpg
vnu GUIDE
we((ROMAN EMPIRE

History, Trivia, and Tales, Including

Caligula - Marcus Aurelius - Aqueducts - Assassinations
- and MOrg —m8 M

DR. PETA GREENFIELD & DR. FIONA RADEORD
Hosts of The Partiol Historians Podcast






