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Note on Spelling of Roman 
Personal and Place Names

The language spoken by most citizens of the Roman state shifts from Latin to Greek during the events narrated in this book. I have found it impossible to use a standardized form of transliteration for Roman names without confusing readers. In general, I have chosen the spelling that I think is most familiar. I use English names for the people or places that are already well known and speak about “Rome” instead of “Roma” and “Constantine” instead of “Constantinus” or “Konstantinos.” I use Latinized spellings of Greek or Latin names when these are well known to English speakers, as in the case of the emperor “Alexius Comnenus” instead of “Alexios Komnenos.” When the name is unfamiliar to readers, however, I do not generally Latinize Greek names or render Latin names into English.
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Rome, c. AD 330 (after G. Droysen, 1886)
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Constantinople, c. AD 1204 (above), with detail of the Great Palace area (below; after Müller-Wiener, 1977)
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Introduction

The Two Millennia  of the Roman State

This book answers a simple question that is never asked. How did the Roman state survive for nearly 2,000 years?

The Roman polity began in the eighth century BC as a Latin-speaking, polytheistic monarchy set on seven hills above the Tiber River in Central Italy, and it ended in the early thirteenth century AD as a Greek-speaking, Christian empire centered on Constantinople just as the gunpowder age was dawning in Eurasia. In its two millennia, nearly everything changed about the Roman state and the world around it. And yet the state itself endured. Why?

We do not think to ask that question because the history of the Roman state is so long, the sources available to tell it so abundant, and the characters it features so diverse that historians tend to specialize in only certain periods of time. Scholars have traditionally divided Roman history into four periods: early Rome (from roughly the eighth century BC until about 300 BC), the middle and later phases of the Roman Republic (300 BC–31 BC), the high empire (31 BC–AD 180), and the late empire (AD 180–AD 395).

Until 395, Roman history is the unified study of a Roman state that, at its largest extent, stretched from Morocco to Mesopotamia and from Saudi Arabia to Scotland. In 395, this vast empire separated into an eastern Roman administration, centered on the city of Constantinople, and a western Roman administration, based in Italy. This division was never intended to be permanent, and legally, both the eastern and western empires remained a single state. A law issued in Constantinople in AD 439, for example, applied to the entire empire, and bore two names: that of the eastern emperor, Theodosius II, and that of the western emperor, Valentinian III.

The fates of the two halves of the empire diverged in the fifth century AD as Rome lost territory in the west while retaining its land and people in the east. These divergent futures often invite scholars and students to focus on either the west or the east. Those working on the west attempt to explain how the Roman west transformed into the post-Roman world of early medieval Europe. Those working on the east continue looking at the Roman state, but, conventionally, they are no longer called Roman historians. Instead, most people now call them Byzantinists, and traditionally they define their period of study as one that begins with the dedication of Constantinople in AD 330.

The people that we now call “Byzantines,” however, would not have understood that name.1 They called themselves Romans. They called their state Romanía. And they called their language—which we now call Greek—Romeika.2 Their history is Roman history, and, until 1204, the state they lived in was the same one that birthed Brutus, Julius Caesar, and Marcus Aurelius. Even though the Romans living at the end of that era had no doubts about their connection to the state that Romulus had supposedly founded some 2,000 years before their own time, their Roman polity is not studied today in a fashion that emphasizes this link.

On one level, this is completely understandable. The history of the Roman Empire in the thirteenth century AD is reconstructed using long narrative histories that are supplemented by personal letters, speeches, illustrated manuscripts, coins, jewelry, and personalized lead seals that once secured shipments of goods. We can worship in the same churches that Romans used in that period, see artworks Romans commissioned, and interact with objects bearing the names of the Romans who created them.

None of this is possible for the eighth century BC. There are no reliable texts for this period, because Romans did not yet have an alphabet. There are no buildings left, because the earliest Romans built flimsy structures out of perishable materials. And the precious few objects that survive cannot be tied to any individual people whose names we know. These immense differences in surviving sources mean that historians working at the beginning of Roman history and those working at its end ask different sorts of questions and tell different sorts of stories. It is easy to throw up one’s hands and say that the vastness of Roman history makes a unified narrative impossible.

And yet there are important reasons why we should try to tell the entire Roman story without divisions. The different periods of Roman history that we have created are convenient for us, now, in the twenty-first century, but they do not reflect the experience of the Romans who lived through the events we describe. No Roman woke up in 300 BC and thanked the gods that she had made it out of early Roman history and entered the Middle Republic. And no one from the medieval Eastern Roman Empire would understand the modern decision to strip their recent ancestors of their Romanness and call them Byzantines on the day Constantinople was dedicated in AD 330. Most of the people we call Byzantines not only never lived in Constantinople, but never visited the city. To them, the use of that name as we apply it today would seem incomprehensible, at best, and insulting, at worst. It would be as if someone in a lunar colony in the thirty-sixth century decided that everyone who had lived in the western United States had stopped being Americans and started being Angelenos after Los Angeles became the second-largest city in the United States on April 7, 1984. If we remember that date at all, it is as the answer to an obscure trivia question, not an epoch-defining moment. If we would not accept that sort of distortion of our own identities by someone in the future, we should not do it to people in the past.

Telling the entire history of the Roman state, from beginning to end, allows us to get closer to the experiences and expectations of the Romans who lived in it, because in doing so, we do not artificially divide their lives into units they would not recognize. More importantly, when we acknowledge that the history of the Roman state spans two millennia, we can begin to see what features made it so enduring.

The Roman state survived for so long, in so many different conditions, because of the willingness of Romans to adapt to the world around them by incorporating new ideas and new approaches to every aspect of their personal and political lives. Romans did not invent representative democracy, or monotheism, or the concept of citizenship, but they did figure out how to make these ideas work on a larger scale than anyone in the ancient world had previously thought possible.

From the very beginning of their society, Romans “gladly received all strangers and made them citizens” while offering newcomers opportunities to succeed in ways that their own homelands did not.3 Romans were unique among ancient and medieval societies in their willingness to grant large numbers of foreign-born people full membership in their political, religious, and economic life. This was true even of slaves, who received Roman citizenship when they were freed. While restrictive citizenship laws meant that other ancient societies, such as Athens or Sparta, could not easily grow their citizen bodies, Rome constantly expanded the ranks of its citizens, until, in AD 212, every free man, woman, and child in its vast empire received the rights and assumed the obligations of a Roman citizen. There were perhaps 60 million of them.

Romans did not just incorporate others by making them Roman. The Roman state also facilitated processes through which Roman life evolved to make use of the technology, ideas, and talents of these new Romans. It accepted new gods, adopted new ways of fighting, implemented new agricultural practices, and made use of new medical practices. New Romans continually infused their adopted polity with a vitality that older, less open societies in the ancient and medieval worlds never matched.

Although the long-term history of the Roman state reflects a national character defined by resilience, adaptability, and an uncommon willingness to modify fundamental elements of Roman identity, Rome was also a profoundly conservative society, in which tradition moderated and calmed the pace of change. Romans welcomed the contributions of newcomers, but their state worked best when the push of the new was restrained somewhat by the pull of the old. Often, as this book will show, Roman reactionaries behaved in a fashion that seems ridiculous to us. It is hard not to laugh when senators in the early second century BC bemoaned the collapse in public morals that they believed had followed the introduction of pedestal tables from Greece. Surely all would be well with the world, they suggested, if only all Roman tables had four legs.4 In other cases, however, Roman conservatives had a point. Rome certainly would have been better off if emperors like Nero had listened to some of the figures who tried to slow their efforts to remake the empire.

Rome’s long-term success depended on its repeated ability to (mostly) strike an appropriate balance between change and tradition. Rome offered protection and a playing field with predictable rules on which talented newcomers could pursue their ambitions, but these attractive qualities merely catalyzed a long process through which Romans and non-Romans grew to trust and understand each other. Both Romans and non-Romans had to believe that the accommodations and sacrifices they made contributed to the long-term success of the community that they hoped to build together.

This point brings another essential ingredient of the Roman recipe for a long political life into focus: time. It took decades, and in some cases centuries, for this kind of trust to develop. When the process moved at its own pace, the state became stronger as its old and new members joined with each other. When Romans and non-Romans rushed to embrace each other too quickly, however, the relationship could seem insincere or transactional. In the worst cases, the two sides became wary of one another amid fears on the part of one that the other was simply using it to achieve its own short-term goals. These suspicions could even lead to bloodshed. Sometimes, as when the dictator Sulla massacred 6,000 Samnites whose recently granted Roman citizenship he refused to recognize, the deaths were caused by Romans unwilling to accept their new countrymen. In other cases, as when Goths were placed on the front lines of a bloody battle in 394, the new Romans turned against leaders they felt were using them as human cannon fodder. Fortunately, these disasters were strikingly rare. The state usually provided both old and new Romans with the time, security, and prosperity they needed to grow together.

There are two other elements of our story that I need to clarify before we start. The first is a seemingly simple question of definition. What is the Roman state? For the purposes of this book, I mean the political entity that took shape in the city of Rome, probably during the eighth century BC, and persisted without interruption until it was destroyed when the Fourth Crusade captured Constantinople and dissolved its government in AD 1204.

Both the beginning and the end points require some explanation. I chose to begin in the eighth century both because this roughly corresponds to the traditional date Romans used for the foundation of their city and because that date is consistent with some of the earliest archaeologically attested activity on the site of Rome. It is, of course, hard to say with any certainty what political life was like in Rome in the eighth or even most of the seventh century BC. That Rome was poor, lightly populated, and not terribly sophisticated. And yet, when the lights do begin to flicker on around the turn of the sixth century, we see robust political structures and institutions consistent with a monarchy that governed an aristocratically dominated society. I can’t say for sure when these state structures first developed, but they were firmly in place when our sources begin to shift from mythological tales about wolves suckling foundlings to narratives of plausible historical events. If Romans say, and archaeology confirms, that some sort of political community existed on the Palatine then, I am willing to go along.

What can we say about the continuity of this state? Rome, after all, begins as a monarchy, becomes a republic, and then, for the last 60 percent of its history, is ruled by emperors. These changes in the Roman constitution do not, however, represent the end of the Roman state. There are a few good reasons for this. First, there is well-documented continuity in state institutions following these radical shifts in the nature of Roman government. So, for example, assemblies like the Comitia Centuriata, founded by the king Servius Tullius in the sixth century BC, continue meeting and performing roughly the same functions after the Republic replaces the monarchy. And after Augustus becomes emperor, in the first century BC, Rome retains the same legal system and many of the offices it did under the Republic.

Second, no Roman governing structure was so ossified that it resisted change. The Roman Republic repeatedly adapted and changed its constitution to such a degree that no one alive in 509 BC would have recognized the Republic as Cicero understood it 450 years later.5 And yet no one would say that the Roman state ended at any point in this period. The empire also changed immensely between Augustus and its end in 1204. Even the monarchy, the most poorly attested of the Roman eras, evolved dramatically in the period of the final three kings, the only moments where we have anything like a semi-reliable narrative. Constitutional evolution, and even revolution, does not end a state.

But conquest does. And this is why I believe the Roman state ended in AD 1204 and not the conventionally recognized date of 1453. As you will see when we reach the Fourth Crusade, the Crusaders’ capture of Constantinople represents a rupture that is quite different from the Roman-led revolutions that shifted the monarchy to a republic and then a republic to an empire. The Crusaders took Roman territory and, instead of respecting the legal and institutional systems in place, they imposed their own, foreign ways of doing things. They did not adapt the existing Roman state. They destroyed it and replaced it with something very different. Roman sources themselves say this explicitly. After Constantinople fell, free Romans remained—but they lived in a constellation of various Roman-run states that were set up in the Balkans and in Asia Minor to resist the Crusaders. All of them eventually developed into their own statelets, and ultimately, one of these Roman-run kingdoms, based in the city of Nicaea, managed to reconquer Constantinople in 1261. This was the political entity extinguished by the Ottomans in 1453. It was undeniably a Roman state, but it had no direct institutional link to the Roman state that had been founded on the Italian Peninsula in the eighth century BC. That connection had been severed by the Crusaders.

There is one other matter to address before we start our story. Because the narrator’s perspective matters greatly in shaping a story’s telling, I want to be explicit about the choices I have made. I firmly believe that individuals matter in history, and particularly, in Roman history, but so do the systems in which they operate. When Romans themselves spoke of their state, they usually agreed with Cicero that it was “the property of the people,” who were “a multitude joined to one another by a consensus about law and the common good.” 6 Romans never lost the sense that their polity needed to act in a fashion that reflected its citizens’ consensus about what was lawful and what was good for all.

Strong political institutions, and, eventually, a durable and trustworthy legal system, helped Rome remain connected to this citizen consensus. These structures often restrained the bad impulses of people and channeled their energies in appropriate directions, but Roman history is not just a history of its systems. It is instead dominated by a dynamic process through which these systems sometimes bent to the will and ideas of individuals. Roman systems fostered stability, but people, not systems, were the drivers of change in Rome. Individual Romans were the ones who pushed their fellow citizens to think in new ways about what should be lawful and good by changing outdated elements of their legal, political, religious, or military systems. They were also the ones who sometimes overreached and needed to be checked.

The history of the Roman state, then, is really a history of the Romans who shaped it as well as the institutions that guided and channeled their labor. By that measure, every person discussed in this book belonged to the Roman elite at some point in their lives. But the dynamism of the Roman state ensured that the people who belonged to the elite at any single moment came from both aristocratic and more humble backgrounds. Many of the men and women who ended their lives among the powerful and privileged began their lives as slaves, foreigners, peasants, internal migrants, and people forcibly displaced from their homes. While this is, in one way, a story focused on the elites who shaped the Roman state, it is just as much a story about the opportunities Rome presented to people born in poverty. This difference in perspective often derives simply from whether one is paying more attention to a figure’s social standing at the time of death or to that same individual’s social standing at birth.

This is as true of women as it is of men. While there were usually (but not always) limits on the sorts of public roles Roman women could play in their state, they understood what those limits were and how to regularly exercise the financial, symbolic, and political resources they possessed to change the direction of the state around them. Not only were these opportunities available to them, but women across Roman history understood how to use the real power they possessed to shift policy in the ways they wanted. Roman women were neither invisible nor powerless, nor were they without agency. And they certainly were not, as some male authors in the early empire assumed, waiting in the shadows until they could do something treacherous. Women were always active in the operation of the Roman political system, though in ways that were different from men and not always noticed or understood by the men writing histories. This means that I am not always able to speak at length about how Roman women influenced events in this narrative. But, even if the evidence for their activities is now sparse, we need to remember that they were there and their input mattered—even if it was not always documented.

Roman history, then, is the story of a very, very durable political entity that lasted for nearly twenty centuries, but it is also filled with charismatic, compelling, and inspiring people. This book will tell both stories—that of the state, and those of the eighty generations of Roman men and women who sustained, challenged, and changed it.






Part 1

From Romulus 
to Hannibal





Chapter 1

Foundations

800–615 BC

Any comprehensive history of the Roman state must begin by acknowledging how unlikely Rome’s achievement would have seemed to contemporaries at the time of its birth. The Mediterranean basin is filled with much older societies than that which emerged in Rome. Egypt urbanized, unified, and created a state more than 2,500 years before the site of Rome even had permanent buildings. Areas of Palestine, Syria, and Mesopotamia also urbanized and created sophisticated polities thousands of years before Rome. Even the Greek world was more than 1,000 years ahead of the Romans in developing political structures, systems of writing, and extensive trade networks.

As difficult as it may be for us to imagine, Central Italy remained an extremely backward land of pastoralists and itinerant herdsmen, without much evidence of fixed sites of habitation, through 1200 BC. The Italian Peninsula at that time was heavily forested and sparsely populated, with nothing more permanent than scattered hilltop settlements that probably housed less than 100 people each. These settlements slowly expanded until, by 900 BC, a few of them may have contained more than 1,000 people. Metal tools and signs of increasing agricultural production also point to the emergence of a more intensively farmed and thickly settled peninsula around that time.1

But Italy still had a long way to go. While finds of Mycenaean pottery in Southern Italy suggest there was trade linking the peninsula with the Greek world in the Bronze Age, there is little indication that the Italians had much to offer these Greek traders beyond raw materials.2 Indeed, there is no evidence of any sort of finished Italian products making an impact in Greece. To whatever degree this exchange happened, it consisted of people from the economically and technologically advanced east trading with an underdeveloped Italy.

Rome was not even one of the first cities to develop on the relatively backward Italian Peninsula. The first signs of habitation in what is now the city of Rome are some graves dating to around 1000 BC.3 By the late 800s BC, some small villages, of perhaps 100 or so people, had developed atop the Palatine, Capitoline, and Quirinal Hills. By the early 700s, population growth seems to have led the villages to blend into one another, with the settled area expanding down the hills to include the lowland area between the Palatine and Capitoline Hills—the area we know now as the Roman Forum.

The growth of these settlements should not blind us to their extremely primitive nature. They were villages filled with mud and clay huts erected around wooden posts stuck in holes drilled in the rock. In fact, we have an extremely good idea of what these huts would have looked like. Some eighth-century postholes have been found on the Palatine Hill, and contemporary burial practices in and around the site of Rome involved putting the ashes of the dead into hut-shaped clay vessels that are scale models of structures that match the layout of those Palatine postholes.4 The inexpensive nature and poor quality of the grave goods enclosed in these burial urns reinforce our impression of an early Roman society in which everyone shared a similar level of poverty, at least relative to the larger and much more sophisticated urban centers of the eastern and southern Mediterranean.

The site that would become Rome had great potential, however. Its seven hills occupied defensible high ground above the spot where western Italy’s main north-south coastal artery intersected with the Via Salaria, the ancient route joining the Italian interior to the sea. The Isola Tiberina, an island in the middle of the Tiber River just west of the Capitoline Hill, offered a natural point for travelers to cross the river. Since the era’s small seagoing ships could go no farther up the river, Rome served as a natural port where traders could offload their wares to Italian merchants and consumers who could in turn easily transport them east, north, and south. At the same time, as a port located upriver from the Mediterranean, Rome avoided the risk of naval attack.5

It is impossible to say when the settlements on the Palatine, Capitoline, and Quirinal Hills merged or when they began to call themselves Rome, but it is certain that Rome developed because these settlements expanded until they overlapped with one another. In the first century AD, the antiquarian Pliny described how Rome’s “structures spread out so that they added many other cities to it,” and he identifies two places, “Saturnia, on the site of the present city of Rome,” and “Antipolis, now the Janiculum, forming part of Rome,” as distinct polities that “have passed away” because Rome subsumed them.6 The Capitoline, Aventine, Quirinal, and Viminal Hills, all of which would eventually be part of the canonical list of Rome’s seven hills, do not appear on the list.7

The historical record also distinguishes between the community centered on the Palatine and another based around the Quirinal Hill. Romans had two distinct sets of priests, the Salii Palatini, associated with the Palatine, and the Salii Collini, connected to the Quirinal. Romans called themselves both Romani and Quirites, a term derived from the Quirinal Hill, and identified Castor and Pollux, the twin sons of Zeus, who are also called the Dioscuri, as the guardians of the state. Although the details about how the two hills joined one another are murky, their pairing echoed through Roman memory for centuries.8

The stories that Romans told about the foundation of their city also emphasize both territorial expansion and the incorporation of other groups. Unlike, say, Athenians, Romans never claimed to be a homogeneous people tied to one spot of land. They believed that they were a diverse, polyglot community founded by immigrants who came to the hills beside the Tiber and established a society that integrated people from surrounding areas.

Romans so prized their society’s unique talent for incorporating others that their foundation myths grew into a nearly unintelligible tangle of overlapping and often contradictory events highlighting the roles played by multiple groups of people in the city’s creation. Our fullest surviving Roman discussions of the foundation of the city come from the first century BC, more than seven centuries after the settlements in the Roman hills began to converge upon one another. These stories are not at all historical, but they reflect important truths about the innate characteristics Romans believed their society possessed.

Dionysius of Halicarnassus, a Greek speaker living in Rome at the end of the first century BC, wrote that Romans grew “from the smallest nation to the greatest . . . by sharing the rights of citizenship with all who had been conquered by them in war,” by “permitting all slaves who were freed by them to become citizens,” and by including in their state all men “from whom [they] might gain an advantage.”9 Dionysius explained that Rome’s capacity to get the best out of its heterogeneous population began when a Greek expedition led by Evander, a son of the god Hermes, established the first settlement on the Palatine more than sixty years before the Trojan War.10 A few years later, Hercules pastured cattle on the future site of the Circus Maximus and gave some of his soldiers leave to settle on the Capitoline Hill.11 Then, after the fall of Troy, the Trojan hero Aeneas, a son of Venus, led his people to Italy, settling not on the site of Rome itself, but in the nearby city of Lavinium. Aeneas’s son Ascanius then founded the city of Alba Longa in the Alban Hills outside of Rome. The twins Romulus and Remus, the legendary founders of Rome, were descended from the ruling house of this city.12

The story of Romulus and Remus represents the best known of the Roman foundation myths.13 They were the twin sons of Rhea Silva, a descendant of Aeneas and the daughter of Numitor, the deposed but rightful king of Alba Longa. When Numitor’s brother Amulius seized the throne, he forced Rhea Silvia to become a Vestal Virgin, and as such she was forbidden from having any intercourse with men. One day, when she was gathering water from a spring sacred to the god Mars, the divinity seized and raped her before revealing his identity to her and promising that the twins he sired would be great warriors.14 When the twins were born, Amulius ordered them to be left in the wilderness so that they would die of starvation or be adopted by someone who would not know their identities. They were discovered beside the Tiber River at the foot of the Palatine Hill and nursed by a Lupa, traditionally understood as a female wolf (though, as Dionysius and other authors note, this Latin word also means a prostitute).15 A herdsman named Faustulus took the boys in, named them Romulus and Remus, and raised them as his own. After tending his flocks for some time, the twins learned their identity, returned to Alba Longa with armed followers, overthrew Amulius, and placed their grandfather back in power.16 He tasked them with leading a group of people back to the site where the wolf had nursed them in order to colonize it, and the twins and their followers set off for the area that would become the city of Rome.

Tensions between the boys surfaced almost immediately. Romulus wanted to establish the city at the Palatine and name it after himself. Remus preferred a different site, a location that later bore the name Remoria. The twins first asked Numitor to decide who should lead the colony, but their grandfather instructed them to request guidance from the gods by observing the behavior of birds. The two brothers fell into deeper conflict when the auspices indicated that the gods favored Romulus, and eventually Romulus killed his brother. He then propitiated the gods and established his city, Rome, on the Palatine.17

Dionysius emphasizes that Romulus’s Rome drew together the various peoples who had previously settled in the area. It included the people who had accompanied “Evander and the Arcadians, who settled round the Palatine hill”; the “Peloponnesians, who came along with Hercules and settled upon the Saturnian hill”; and “those who left Troy and were intermixed with the earlier settlers.”18 This framing allowed Dionysius to tie together multiple traditions about Rome’s foundation into one relatively coherent story supporting his view that Rome represented a diverse community that drew upon the strengths of its various constituents to become greater than any of them could become alone. He hoped his reader would “forever renounce the views of those who make Rome a retreat of barbarians, fugitives and vagabonds, and let him confidently affirm it to be a Greek city.”19 Left unsaid was the fact that a reader who accepted this argument must also accept that Greeks in Dionysius’s own time stood not as outsiders in Rome but as fundamental participants in the community of Romans from the very beginning of Roman history.

Few Romans would have agreed that Rome was a Greek city, but they shared Dionysius’s belief that their community grew stronger through the incorporation of others. Livy, a first-century BC contemporary of Dionysius who wrote a massive history of Rome in Latin, describes how Romulus populated his new city by opening it up as a refuge for bandits, escaped slaves, and other “rabble.”20 This rabble was overwhelmingly made up of single men, but Romulus devised a plan to even out the population. He invited many of the city’s neighbors to attend a festival for Neptune; they came, and, during the event, the unmarried Roman men seized the single women, most of whom were Sabines, and forced them into marriage.

It was common in the ancient world for conquering men to seize young female captives, but these acts of war usually resulted in the enslavement of the young women. Romulus instead reassured the women that they “would have the full rights of marriage, a share in the community’s possessions, Roman citizenship,” and natural-born children. Although they were captured, the Sabine women were not captives. They were now fully and completely Romans.21

Romulus’s extension of citizenship “greatly mollified” the (entirely fictional) Sabine women, but their family members reacted as actual humans would, by persuading the Sabine ruler, Titus Tatius, to attack the Romans. Romulus defeated their forces, colonized two of their cities, and offered Roman citizenship to the families of the Sabine women whom the Romans had forcibly married. Then, as the war neared a bloody climax, the Sabine women themselves intervened and arranged a truce, through which Romulus and Titus Tatius agreed “not only to make peace but to make one state from two,” in which they “shared the kingship but transferred all power to Rome.”22

Historians like Dionysius and Livy needed to craft a narrative that joined the diverse traditions Romans knew about their early city and make them comprehensible. But ordinary Romans were often more concerned with the shrines and monuments that commemorated this history. Livy describes the establishment of a cult to Hercules on the site where Evander once encountered the demigod. Dionysius mentions a shrine at the site where the wolf suckled Romulus and Remus that included an ancient “statue . . . that represents a she-wolf suckling two infants,” as well as a hut on the Palatine, “called the hut of Romulus,” that was kept “as nearly as possible in its original condition.”23

For Cicero, the tale of a Roman community that grew through agglomeration, conquest, and integration meant that Rome’s success “was not based upon the genius of one man, but of many,” and that many had ruled it collaboratively “over a long period of several centuries and many ages of men.”24 Cicero, too, believed that it all began with Romulus, who he said ruled alongside the Sabine king Titus Tatius. According to Cicero, Romulus “chose a royal council of the most eminent men” to advise him after Tatius’s death, eventually formalizing their role by creating a body of elders called the Senate, a word derived from senex (Latin for “old men”). This body enabled him to build a consensus backing the “many wars he waged against his neighbors.”25

Romans believed that this pattern of collaborative deliberation and incorporation of meritorious outsiders in Rome’s ruling circles continued after Romulus’s death. At that point, the Senate instituted the interregnum, “a new plan that had never before been heard about in all other nations,” through which senators each took turns running the state for five days at a time until a new king was selected. This was done, Cicero claimed, because “our ancestors, rustics though they were, even then saw that royal virtue and wisdom, not ancestry, ought to be sought” when choosing a ruler, even if that meant “passing over their own citizens and choosing a foreigner as their king.”26

Numa Pompilius, the Sabine whom later Romans identified as Rome’s second king, balanced the warlike Roman character that Romulus had instilled with a concern for the political conditions that would allow Roman society to function without internal conflict. According to Cicero, he “implanted in them a love for peace and tranquility” by issuing laws and “establishing all branches of our religion . . . markets, games, and all sorts of festivals.” These efforts “turned the minds of men who had become savage through their passion for war towards benevolence and kindness,” and fostered “the stability of the state.”27 Romulus had given Rome the energy and drive to conquer an empire, but Numa instilled the virtues that Romans would need to rule it.

Cicero believed that the next three Roman kings had personalities that fostered the development of other key Roman national characteristics. Tullus Hostilius, the third of Rome’s legendary kings, was as warlike as his name suggests, but he also continued to foster civic life by building infrastructure and instituting laws about the just conduct of war. Ancus Marcius, the fourth king, who also had Sabine roots, expanded Roman territory until it reached the sea, founding the port city of Ostia at the mouth of the Tiber. Ultimately, Cicero concludes, “it is quite clear that every king contributed many good and useful things” by introducing key elements of Rome’s national character.28

The deliberately crafted stories of Rome’s legendary origins retold by eloquent authors in the first century BC sensationalize the mundane history of a few small, poor communities perched on hillsides above the Tiber as they expanded and developed political and sacred institutions. This was not, as Cicero and his contemporaries believed, a process driven by heroic individuals who imparted their character on the new state. It instead grew out of the talents of the tens of thousands of men and women who lived in this expanding Roman community in the hundreds of years before history tracked it. Their names and deeds are lost, but they are Rome’s true founders.






Chapter 2

The Roman Revolution  of Servius Tullius

615–535 BC

The collections of huts that made up earliest Rome began to look more like an established city at the end of the seventh century BC. Romans had started to accumulate wealth by farming cash crops such as olives and grapes, and had begun to manufacture higher-quality pottery using potters’ wheels.1 By 625 BC, Romans had paved the low-lying area between the Capitoline and Palatine Hills and turned it into the Roman Forum, which would serve as a marketplace and the center of Roman political and religious life.2

While parts of the city of Rome began to take a distinctive physical form, the people who lived in Rome remained a heterogeneous mixture of native-born Romans and immigrants from around Italy. There is little written evidence of any sort for this period, but the tiny fragments of writing we possess reveal a dynamic Roman community that readily adopted attributes of the multilingual, multicultural Italy in which it sat.

Romans proved particularly receptive to Greek influences. The first Greek settlers arrived in Southern Italy around 770 BC, and by the turn of the sixth century there were so many Greek settlements in the southern parts of the Italian Peninsula that the region came to be called Greater Greece. The Greek presence sparked significant changes in Rome. The Latin alphabet was rapidly derived from the Greek one, so that, as Rome grew, so, too, did a Roman culture of literacy.

Later Romans took pride in their ancestors’ ability to adopt and perfect the phalanx, a military formation pioneered in the Greek world that consisted of multiple lines of heavily armed, tightly bunched soldiers, called hoplites, each carrying a large shield and a long spear. Each infantryman’s shield protected half of his body and half of the body of the man standing next to him, and the long lines advanced slowly and in unison until they clashed with the enemy. As long as no soldier broke formation, the well-protected line was very difficult to defeat in a frontal engagement. The Romans, who had first encountered the phalanx when their enemies had used it against them, had immediately recognized its effectiveness. An anonymous later Roman historian wrote, “We then changed our armament and replaced it with theirs, [and] organized our forces in this way against theirs.” The Roman soldiers, he said, were then “victorious when fighting in this fashion against men who had long been accustomed to phalanx battles.”3

Not only did the phalanx make the Roman military more formidable, but it also revolutionized Roman society. Evidence from sixth-century Greece shows that the mutual trust ensuring that every infantryman in a phalanx remained in position also fostered a communal spirit that transformed political life. Before the development of the phalanx, battles had often been won by well-equipped, wealthy aristocratic warriors, like the heroes celebrated in Homeric poetry. But the long spears and tightly bunched infantry formations typical of a hoplite phalanx offered few opportunities for individual heroics. The wall of spears prevented even the bravest warrior from regularly engaging in single combat, and it so frightened horses that cavalry were reduced to trying to outflank the phalanx. Cohorts of well-trained infantry, not aristocrats, now won battles.

Most hoplites were middle-class or upper-middle-class people who had enough money to pay for their own military equipment, and their growing importance changed the political dynamics in Greek cities. Across the sixth century BC, angry hoplites toppled many of the hereditary aristocracies that governed Greek cities and installed men the Greeks called tyrannoi, or “tyrants.” These rulers were often popular figures who “won the citizenry’s confidence by slandering the elites,” and they tended to bring political power to hoplite soldiers “by destroying . . . and banishing” the old ruling class.4

Many Greek tyrants operated from a similar playbook. Greek cities often separated their citizens into political or religious tribes ostensibly bound by some ancient kinship. Tyrants frequently reformed the tribal structure of the city in order to destroy the kinship and religious ties that had supported the aristocratic dominance of the previous regime. Tyrants also revised the citizen rolls, created new voting assemblies, and conducted censuses, to be sure the political power was distributed to those who could afford to serve in the phalanx. Many of them undertook large infrastructure projects that reflected the economically vibrant society their rule fostered. Ancient authors suggest that tyrants even shared tips with one another about how to manage their cities.5

The reigns of Tarquinius Priscus and Servius Tullius, two of  Rome’s last three kings, unfolded as Rome struggled to adapt to the changing military and political conditions unleashed by the hoplite revolution. Unlike the first legendary kings of Rome, both Tarquinius Priscus and Servius Tullius were historical figures. Roman tradition holds that Tarquinius Priscus, whose birth name was Lucumo, ruled from 615 to 579 BC, but it is far more likely that he lived in the middle of the sixth century.6 The descendant of a Greek exile who had fled Corinth and settled in the Etruscan city of Tarquinii, Lucumo  had inherited his father’s estate and married a native of Tarquinii named Tanaquil. When he and Tanaquil became frustrated by the lack of opportunity in Tarquinii, Tanaquil “got the idea of leaving Tarquinii,” and “Rome seemed to be the most promising place” for them. It was a city made up of “a new people where nobility could be quickly acquired and based on merit,” and, as Dionysius of Halicarnassus puts it, “the Romans gladly received all strangers and made them citizens.”7

When they arrived in Rome, Lucumo bought a large house and announced that his name was now Lucius Tarquinius Priscus, a Latin name combining a version of his old name, Lucumo, and a reference to his origins in Tarquinii. He “easily received citizenship” and became “an intimate associate of King Ancus Marcius.” Then he campaigned for election to the kingship when Ancus died. After pointing out that “he was the third foreigner to aspire to the kingship,” and emphasizing that he had lived in Rome “for the greatest part of the stage in one’s life when men serve their city,” Tarquin “was made king by the unanimous vote of the people.”8

Tarquinius Priscus ruled Rome in a fashion that suggests his awareness of the revolutionary currents sweeping Mediterranean society. He immediately doubled the size of the Senate to include a host of new families and established the Roman equestrian order (often called the “Roman knights” by modern scholars).9 Livy writes that Tarquinius Priscus chose to elevate the social status of these new elites “because he was thinking as much about strengthening his own position as he was about enlarging the state.”10 These moves solidified the king’s authority at a time when he feared the political upheaval that had become endemic in sixth-century Italy and Greece.

Tarquinius Priscus also protected himself by building ties to a powerful warrior named Servius Tullius. Servius, who Roman authors claim was the son of a slave woman named Ocresia, was even more of an outsider than Tarquinius Priscus.11 Roman tradition holds that Servius came to the attention of Tanaquil, Tarquinius Pricus’s wife, when his head supposedly burst into flames while he slept and stopped burning when he woke.12 According to Cicero, Tarquinius and his wife “regarded Servius as a son” and “took the greatest care to educate him.”13 They employed him as the top royal adviser and arranged for Servius to marry the king’s own daughter. Servius demonstrated such military skill and “understanding of public affairs” that “the Roman people believed there was no difference whether Tarquinius or [Servius] Tullius looked after political life.”14

These Roman stories work hard to explain why Rome’s penultimate king began life as a slave. But the reality of Servius’s rise in Rome was more historically interesting than the story about his burning head.15 Rather than being like a demigod who grew up at the Roman royal court, Servius Tullius belongs to a group of militarily skilled sixth-century Italian adventurers who moved with their armies from place to place seeking power and wealth.

Our best evidence for Servius’s career as a soldier of fortune comes from a cluster of stories preserved in both Roman and Etruscan sources, the most extensive of which survives in a speech delivered by the first-century AD Roman emperor Claudius. Before he unexpectedly became emperor, Claudius spent much of his time studying and writing about Etruscan history. In AD 48, he used his knowledge of Servius Tullius’s past to defend the inclusion of Roman citizens from southern Gaul in the Senate. This was, Claudius claimed, consistent with the Roman pattern of including outsiders as “fellow citizens” that stretched back to Servius Tullius. Servius, Claudius claimed, was “born from the captive woman Ocresia, if we follow our sources,” but, “if we follow the Etruscans,” he was “the most faithful of all of the companions of Caelius Vivenna,” the commander of a famous group of adventurers. When Caelius was defeated, Servius Tullius “left Etruria with what remained of Caelius’s army,” “occupied the Caelian Hill,” “changed his own name because his name was Mastarna in Etruscan,” and then “obtained royal power” in Rome.16

Other ancient sources confirm elements of Claudius’s account. Dionysius of Halicarnassus agrees that the Caelian Hill was named for Caelius after it was occupied by his followers.17 References to Caelius and his brother Aulus Vivenna show up on a host of artifacts from Etruria. The most notable of these, a painting in a tomb dating to the fourth century BC, depicts a battle scene featuring figures labeled Avle and Caile Vipinas, Macstarna, and Cneve Tarchnunies Rumarch—Etruscan spellings of names rendered in Latin as Aulus and Caelius Vivenna, Mastarna, and Gnaeus Tarquinius of Rome.18 While the painting’s details do not precisely match Claudius’s speech, it does confirm the emperor’s view that sixth-century Rome welcomed outsiders and integrated them into its ruling class when their talents and assets could benefit the state. Romans welcomed Tarquinius Priscus because of his great wealth, and they received Servius Tullius because he came with an army that he willingly deployed to help the city. In each case, these additions brought “the greatest advantage to the state.”19

Whatever the circumstances that brought Servius Tullius to Rome, he quickly built a strong connection with Tarquinius Priscus and Tanaquil, probably by using the troops he commanded to support the king. This allowed him to eventually seize power after the sons of Ancus Marcius orchestrated the assassination of Tarquinius Priscus.

The assassins seriously wounded the king, but he was rushed into the royal palace by Tanaquil while barely alive. Tanaquil then took control of the situation. She closed the palace off, called Servius Tullius, and helped him secure power by giving a speech in which she exhorted Romans to obey Servius until Tarquin could heal. Tarquin in fact died and, once Servius had sufficiently “strengthened his position,” he appeared with an armed guard and claimed the throne. He was the first king to take power with neither an interregnum nor an endorsement from the Roman aristocracy.20 And, while Servius now ruled in Rome, he also understood that Tanaquil had made this possible.

Roman historians describe Servius taking a series of carefully calculated actions to reinforce Roman support for his regime while simultaneously rewarding Tanaquil for her help. He sponsored a public funeral for Tarquin and arranged for the two sons Tarquin had with Tanaquil to marry his own two daughters, an unmistakable move intended to lay the foundation for a royal dynasty. Servius also asked for and received a vote endorsing his assumption of royal power from an assembly of the Roman people, a crucial step toward building a coalition of soldiers and poorer citizens that could blunt any possible aristocratic challenges to his regime. He then rewarded his supporters with a program of populist economic reforms that forgave debts, distributed public land to the poor, and removed the administration of justice from Roman aristocrats.21

The new king further entrenched his power by overhauling the architecture of the Roman state. He remade the tribal structure, extended citizenship to all who lived in Roman territory (including freed slaves), coordinated the first census of the city, created a new assembly in which voting blocs were organized by economic class, and expanded the physical boundaries of the city of Rome.

Servius’s tribal reform reflected a new way of thinking about what it meant to belong to the Roman political community. Many Greek tyrants replaced old, aristocratic-dominated tribes with new ones, but Servius’s reform went further by redefining Roman tribes geographically. He separated the city of Rome into four regions, assigned one tribe to each region, and then divided the countryside into districts (pagi) that he attached to urban regions. At some point, either under Servius himself or under his successor, Tarquinius Superbus, these pagi began to break off into tribal districts themselves, until, by the end of the sixth century BC, the Roman polity included four urban and at least fifteen rural tribes.22

Servius’s census systematically measured the property Rome’s individual citizens owned in a fashion that was both more comprehensive and more complicated than the efforts undertaken by tyrants and political reformers in the Greek world. By the mid-sixth century, the citizens of most major Greek cities either held their wealth in coins with a defined value, minted by their cities, or had the capacity to calculate the approximate monetary value of their property. Servius Tullius’s Rome, however, minted no coins. Romans instead stored their wealth in bronze nuggets that lacked a standard size, shape, or value. These items were weighed and valued for their bronze content alone. Thus Servius Tullius’s census agents decided to use the as, the notional equivalent of one pound of bronze, as a standard assessment unit, and then defined the wealth of Rome’s citizens in the pounds of bronze their property was worth.

The king used this count to identify the Romans who individually had the resources to pay for the military equipment required for service in the phalanx. While Romans would eventually be divided in a complicated system of 193 census classes, called centuries, Servius’s initial division seems to have been much simpler.23 The Romans who could equip themselves for infantry service belonged to one group, and those who could not formed another. All told, it seems that Rome could now field some 6,000 soldiers, grouped into a unit of 60 “centuries” that would eventually become the basis of the famed Roman legion.24

After Servius classified the Roman population by wealth, he created an assembly called the Comitia Centuriata that gave greater weight to the votes of the men who qualified for service in the Roman phalanx than to the votes of those who did not qualify because they had less wealth. The effect, Cicero later noted, was that, “while no one was prohibited by law from exercising their right to vote, [Servius] valued more the vote of those on whom the interests of the state depended the most.” The Comitia Centuriata, which met in the Campus Martius (the field of the Roman war god, Mars), and voted on whether or not Rome would go to war, embodied the shift in power from kings who based their authority on the hereditary Roman aristocracy to Servius’s new regime empowered by Rome’s citizen infantry.25

Servius Tullius’s reform of Roman social and political structures occurred at the same time that he was expanding Rome’s physical dimensions. He absorbed the Quirinal and Viminal Hills north of the Forum, and he constructed an earthen berm and trench fortification system to block attackers from coming through the natural flatland northeast of the Quirinal, Viminal, and Esquiline Hills.26 He then had the sacred boundary of the expanded city marked with consecrated boundary stones, an act that has led modern commentators to opine that he was “a second founder of Rome.”27 By the time of Servius’s death in or around 535 BC, Rome was bigger, better organized, and more powerful than it ever had been before. It is no wonder that Romans associated Servius Tullius, the Roman king who had been born a slave, with Fortuna, the Roman goddess of good luck.28






Chapter 3

Counterrevolution and the  Dawn of the Republic

535–494 BC

Servius Tullius redefined nearly every aspect of Roman life following his illegal seizure of power in the mid-sixth century BC. The city grew in size and beauty, its citizenship expanded, and its political life became more inclusive. Under Servius’s direction, Rome developed into the sacred and secular center of Latium, the Central Italian region in which it was located. Roman citizens now belonged to tribes defined by where they lived. The government had a record of how much property they owned, and it had a better idea of its citizens’ capacity for infantry service. Perhaps most importantly, Servius empowered the Roman infantry to participate in decisions about whether and where Rome would fight. Prior to Servius’s reforms, Roman kings had been chosen by the Roman aristocracy and checked by tribal structures that reinforced aristocratic predominance. No longer. Servius now ran Rome as a king whose power rested on the support of a wide group of citizen soldiers.

But Rome remained a small society, and Servius still needed to work closely with two influential groups that had reason to dislike his regime. The first group comprised the members of the old Roman aristocracy sidelined by Servius’s political reforms. The second consisted of relatives of Tarquinius Priscus who felt that Servius had seized power that they might have claimed. While Tanaquil’s support evidently remained firm for the rest of her life, other family members became impatient.

Servius did what he could to placate these figures, but it was not enough. Ancient authors describe his last days unfolding amid dramatic family intrigue. He fell victim to a plot supposedly hatched by his daughter Tullia, who was married to Tarquinius Priscus’s son Arruns, and her brother-in-law Lucius Tarquin, Arruns’s brother and the husband of Tullia’s older sister. Tullia began conspiring with Lucius only after growing angry at Arruns’s unwillingness to join with her in seizing power. She and Tarquin agreed to do away with their spouses—their own brother and sister—then marry each other and work together to overthrow Servius Tullius.1

The plot unfolded brutally. Tarquin understood that many of the members of the old Roman elite resented the reforms Servius Tullius had undertaken and appealed to them individually, with pitches tailored to their specific interests. He promised riches to ambitious young men looking to start their lives. He suggested to the older men that he would restore the kingship to the noble heights it had enjoyed under his father, Tarquinius Priscus. When he felt he had built enough aristocratic support, he led armed men into the Forum, summoned the Senate, and delivered a speech attacking Servius Tullius’s lowly birth, illegal seizure of power, and his “promotion of the lowest sort of people to power.”2 Servius arrived to rebut the charges. But when it became clear that the king retained significant popular support, Tarquin had him murdered. Sources differ about whether assassins killed Servius in the street or Tarquin threw him down the stairs of the Senate House, but all agree that Tullia later ran over her father’s body with her carriage on a street that came to be called the Street of Wickedness.3

This was, Livy wrote, “a crime worthy of a Greek tragedy,” so heinous that it generated “hatred of the kings that would hasten the coming of liberty.”4 It is unclear how many details in Livy’s story of betrayal, impiety, and patricide one can trust—especially when a scheming woman is made the central villain in the tale.5 Livy’s dramatic assessment of the coup and its soap-opera-like plot twists may simply reflect the misogyny of his time. However, Servius Tullius likely did lose his life in a coup, probably sparked by the combined grievances of Tarquin and the Roman hereditary aristocracy to whom Tarquin appealed. It is possible, perhaps even likely, that Tarquin really did claim that his overthrow of Servius (whose very name evinced his servile origins) would purge the state of the undesirable mob of new citizens that the deceased king had empowered. Such things were sometimes promised by those who overthrew Greek tyrannies—and it would not be surprising if Roman aristocrats nursed similar grievances.

If Tarquin made such promises, he did not deliver on them. The new citizens remained Roman, Servius’s new tribes endured, and Tarquin retained Servius’s Comitia Centuriata, the assembly of the Roman infantry that voted on issues of war and
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