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    Uniting panoramic narrative with cool inquiry, The History of the Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire follows the paradox by which a civilization’s organizing energies—law, discipline, wealth, and faith—sustain expansion yet, through complacency, strain, and transformation, become sources of fragility, as external challenges and internal adaptations continually redefine what Rome is, who belongs within it, and how long its institutions can reconcile ambition with endurance, moving from the confident high empire to an evolving late antiquity and beyond, where centers shift, languages mingle, and the meaning of conquest, sanctity, and civic duty is tested by time.

Edward Gibbon’s The History of the Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire is a landmark of narrative history and historiography, issued in six volumes between 1776 and 1788 during the European Enlightenment. Written in English with a wide range of classical and ecclesiastical sources, it surveys the Mediterranean and European world shaped by Rome, beginning with the high empire and extending to the fall of Constantinople in 1453. The work renders antiquity and the medieval centuries contiguous rather than isolated, and it exemplifies the eighteenth-century ambition to produce a comprehensive, critically argued account of the rise, transformation, and eventual dissolution of imperial power.

Reading this book is to engage a confident, urbane voice that balances grand narrative with close analysis. Gibbon guides readers through campaigns, councils, and courts while pausing for reflective essays on institutions, customs, and belief. His style is measured, rhetorical, and precise, with an ironic undercurrent that invites scrutiny rather than complacency. The extensive notes converse with ancient historians, legal compilations, and church writers, modeling source criticism while enriching the story. The result is both a continuous chronicle and a dialogue with the past, a work that rewards slow reading, attention to transitions, and a willingness to follow digressions that illuminate the larger design.

At its core, the history explores how states rise on habits of discipline and fall through altered incentives, overstretch, and shifting allegiances. Gibbon considers the interplay of civic virtue and luxury, the evolution of law, the management of frontiers, and the fortunes of armies and administrators. He examines the cultural and religious transformations that reconfigured social bonds and political aims, without reducing events to a single cause. The narrative shows how leadership, institutions, geography, and contingency together shape outcomes, allowing readers to see decline not as a sudden catastrophe but as a complex, adaptive process unfolding across regions and generations.

For contemporary readers, the book matters because it clarifies patterns that recur whenever large systems confront change. It illuminates how empires navigate diversity, absorb or resist new ideas, finance security, and maintain legitimacy amid pressure. It demonstrates that strength can mask vulnerability when institutions cease to renew themselves, and that cultural synthesis can be a resource as well as a challenge. Beyond its subject, the work models habits of historical thinking—skepticism toward easy explanations, careful use of sources, attention to scale—that help readers assess public narratives, institutional reforms, and debates about identity and belonging today.

Approaching the complete six-volume edition means accepting breadth as a virtue and digression as method. Gibbon’s long arcs are punctuated by vivid set pieces and quiet assessments, and the notes form part of the argument rather than a mere supplement. Readers benefit from tracking chronology and geography closely, allowing the story’s shifts between Rome, Constantinople, Persia, and various successor polities to accumulate into a coherent picture. The prose invites deliberation: its cadence rewards patience, and its judgments encourage dialogue. Treating the work as both literature and analysis reveals a study that is rigorous, humane, and persistently alert to nuance.

The legacy of Decline and Fall lies in its synthesis, its stylistic control, and its enduring provocation. It helped define standards for sourcing and narrative coherence in large-scale history and sparked debate about the interpretation of religion, governance, and cultural change. Modern scholarship has revised, expanded, and contested many particulars, yet the book remains a touchstone for thinking about power, continuity, and rupture. To read it now is to converse with a foundational voice while practicing independent evaluation, recognizing both the insight and the limits of an eighteenth-century vantage, and discovering how the past can illuminate the stakes of the present.
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    Edward Gibbon’s The History of the Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire, published in six volumes between 1776 and 1789, offers a sustained inquiry into how a vast imperial order unraveled and transformed over more than a millennium. Framing his account with careful use of sources and extensive annotation, Gibbon combines political, military, religious, and cultural history in a continuous narrative. He examines institutions, leadership, fiscal systems, and frontier dynamics, while weighing the influence of belief, ideology, and custom. The work’s guiding question is not a single cause but a web of pressures—internal and external—that altered Roman power, identity, and cohesion from the high empire to its medieval heirs.

Gibbon begins with the empire under the Antonines, presenting a benchmark of administrative capacity, legal development, and provincial integration. He surveys the mechanics of rule—professionalized armies, a complex bureaucracy, and city-based elites that mediated imperial authority across diverse regions. Frontier defenses, road networks, and steady tax revenues sustained order and exchange. Yet he notes structural vulnerabilities, including the problem of succession, the political leverage of the soldiery, and the uneven distribution of burdens among subjects. This opening establishes the institutional baseline against which subsequent disruptions, reforms, and accommodations are measured throughout the narrative.

With the death of Marcus Aurelius, Gibbon traces the instability that follows: contested accessions, the ascendancy of the Praetorian Guard, and the militarization of politics. The third century brings civil wars, rapid imperial turnover, economic dislocation, and pressure from resurgent Persia and migrating peoples along the Rhine and Danube. Epidemics and debasement of currency deepen the crisis. Gibbon highlights restorative efforts—Aurelian’s campaigns and administrative repairs—culminating in Diocletian’s reorganization. The tetrarchy, tax reforms, and enlarged bureaucracy impose order at significant social cost, demonstrating how coercion and centralization could rescue but also burden the state, even as religious policy becomes more intrusive and contested.

From Diocletian’s settlement, Gibbon proceeds to Constantine, whose victory in civil war reconfigures imperial authority and patronage. He recounts the founding of Constantinople, the growing public role of Christianity, and the convening of councils to mediate doctrinal disputes and institutional cohesion. The new capital anchors an eastern center of gravity, while western structures adapt unevenly. Gibbon follows competing imperial agendas, the complex ties between bishops and emperors, and efforts to police orthodoxy. He also narrates the reign of Julian and its religious experiment, then Theodosius’s consolidation, foreshadowing a more formal administrative differentiation between eastern and western courts with lasting political and cultural consequences.

The western provinces occupy Gibbon’s attention as frontier pressures intensify. He recounts federate arrangements, major battles that reveal vulnerabilities, and the movement and settlement of Goths, Vandals, and other groups within imperial borders. Episodes such as the sack of Rome and the loss of North Africa expose fragile logistics and fiscal capacities. Gibbon considers military recruitment, the role of field generals, and the negotiation of authority with barbarian leaders. He tracks the growing prominence of bishops and monastic networks, the preservation of legal habits, and the redefinition of Roman identity, culminating in the formal end of western imperial rule while Roman traditions continue under new powers.

Turning to the eastern empire, Gibbon emphasizes its resilience and adaptation. He examines Justinian’s ambitious program: reconquests in Africa and Italy under Belisarius and Narses, a comprehensive codification of law, and major architectural projects that articulate imperial ideology. These achievements carry heavy financial and demographic costs, compounded by plague and protracted wars. Religious controversies—especially disputes over Christological formulations—strain social cohesion and provincial loyalties. Gibbon treats the eastern state as a complex fiscal-military organism, capable of recovery and innovation, yet encumbered by the very mechanisms that preserve it, setting the stage for further transformations in the Mediterranean world.

Gibbon then traces new forces reshaping the Near East and Mediterranean: the rise of Islam and the early caliphates. Rapid conquests remove key provinces from Byzantine control, confronting the empire with altered strategic and economic realities. He outlines how the caliphal states organize power and how Byzantium adjusts its defenses and administration. Meanwhile, in the Latin West, post-Roman kingdoms consolidate, and the Frankish ascendancy culminates in imperial title and renewed ties between secular rulers and the papacy. Gibbon assesses the evolving authority of bishops and monks, the articulation of legal and educational traditions, and the shifting balance between spiritual claims and temporal governance.

In the medieval centuries, Gibbon charts recurring contention over images and authority in the Byzantine church, periodic recoveries under reforming emperors, and the long rivalry with neighboring powers. He follows the crusading movement and its mixed consequences for the East, including commercial entanglements with Italian maritime cities and the establishment of a Latin polity in Constantinople. The empire contracts and reconfigures amid foreign encroachments and internal fissures. Western Europe witnesses changes in feudal relations, law, and commerce, while scholarship and ecclesiastical structures evolve. Gibbon connects these developments to the gradual reorientation of Mediterranean networks and the diminishing material base of Byzantine sovereignty.

The concluding stretch situates the shrinking Byzantine state within a landscape shaped by rising regional powers. Gibbon recounts the steady advance of the Ottomans and the final capture of Constantinople in the fifteenth century, presenting it as the culmination of protracted structural strains and strategic shifts. He closes by assessing what endured—Roman law, administrative forms, and Christian institutions—and how they influenced later polities and thought. The work’s lasting significance lies in its synthesis of diverse causes into a long, comparative perspective on imperial change, inviting readers to consider how societies maintain resilience, why they fracture, and what legacies persist beyond political collapse.
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    Edward Gibbon composed The History of the Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire between 1776 and 1789, at the height of the European Enlightenment. Born in 1737, educated briefly at Oxford and later in Lausanne, he moved within Anglo-Swiss and London intellectual circles. The project’s impulse dated to October 1764 in Rome, when, contemplating the ruins of the Capitoline Hill, he resolved to narrate Rome’s long transformation. He wrote in English for a commercial reading public centered in London’s publishing houses, drawing on the institutions of Parliament, salons, and learned societies that sustained debate on antiquity, religion, commerce, and political power.

Britain’s political climate informed Gibbon’s themes. The Seven Years’ War had expanded British imperial power, while the American War of Independence (1775–1783) exposed strains within a vast empire. Gibbon served in the House of Commons from 1774 to 1782 and held a post at the Board of Trade until its abolition in 1782, observing debates about taxation, military expenditure, and administrative reform. Such experience sharpened his interest in the relation between civic virtue, fiscal capacity, and military discipline—issues central to Roman history. Contemporary anxieties about corruption, luxury, and decline colored how educated Britons assessed ancient precedents for stability and decay.

Enlightenment historical writing provided Gibbon with models and targets. He inherited from Montesquieu’s Considerations on the Causes of the Greatness of the Romans (1734) an interest in institutions and climate, from Voltaire’s universal histories a cosmopolitan scope, and from David Hume a skeptical, secular tone. He rejected providential explanations in favor of causes grounded in human motives, law, and material resources. The expanding apparatus of notes, source citations, and chronological tables reflected new expectations for evidence. Classical erudition was joined to philosophical analysis, producing a narrative that aimed both to entertain and to instruct a wide, literate audience across Britain and the Continent.

Gibbon’s method rested on systematic engagement with primary sources. He read Greek and Latin authors such as Tacitus, Ammianus Marcellinus, Procopius, and Zosimus; consulted antiquarian compilations by Du Cange, Muratori, and Tillemont; and mined ecclesiastical collections and councils for evidence. Continental scholarship, accessible through his French and through libraries in Lausanne, Paris, and London, broadened his base. He cross-checked chronology, military terms, coinage, and administrative titles, and he used extensive footnotes to signal disagreements and authorities. This apparatus anchored sweeping judgments in documentation, reflecting the period’s maturation of critical philology and the increased availability of printed editions, travel accounts, and numismatic catalogues.

Gibbon’s religious context was marked by confessional polemic and an established Church wary of heterodoxy. Personally, he converted to Roman Catholicism in 1753, then returned to Protestantism after study in Lausanne under a Calvinist tutor, an episode that sharpened his interest in doctrinal history. His chapters on the early Church’s growth and institutions provoked immediate controversy for their ironic tone and emphasis on human causes. Clerical critics challenged his use of sources; he replied in A Vindication (1779), defending his citations and method. The exchange exemplified an Enlightenment contest over ecclesiastical authority, toleration, and the proper evidentiary standards for sacred history.

European scholarship on the Islamic world and the Near East also shaped Gibbon’s narrative. He drew on George Sale’s English translation of the Qur’an (1734), on antiquarian syntheses such as d’Herbelot’s Bibliothèque orientale, and on travel literature and diplomatic reports produced during sustained contact with the Ottoman Empire. These materials informed his treatment of the Arab conquests and Byzantium’s later centuries, situating Rome’s successor states within broader Eurasian dynamics of trade, theology, and war. His approach reflected Enlightenment curiosity about comparative civilizations and the era’s reliance on intermediated sources, while attempting to align accounts of Islam and the East with the same critical scrutiny applied to classical texts.

The work’s publication history mirrors the period’s vibrant print culture. Volume I appeared in 1776; Volumes II–III in 1781; and Volumes IV–VI in 1788–1789, issued by London publishers William Strahan and Thomas Cadell. Reviews in organs such as the Monthly Review and the Critical Review signaled its prominence, and translations quickly circulated on the Continent. Gibbon revised across editions, clarifying notes and strengthening references. The long narrative arc, joined to extensive apparatus, rewarded serial reading and library circulation. Controversy over religion increased visibility, while classicists and antiquaries praised the scale of synthesis, ensuring the history an enduring place in scholarly and public debates.

Decline and Fall distilled eighteenth-century concerns into a monumental case study. It interrogated how institutions, military organization, fiscal systems, and belief could sustain or undermine a vast polity, avoiding miraculous causation while emphasizing contingency and governance. The prose’s irony and the footnote’s argumentative force exemplified the Enlightenment’s fusion of elegance and erudition. Appearing amid imperial war and revolutionary upheaval, the history implicitly tested Britain’s and Europe’s trajectories against Rome’s experience. In doing so, it offered both caution and critique, using the Roman past to assess contemporary claims about progress, toleration, and power, and to define the historian’s secular, evidence-based authority.
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    Edward Gibbon (1737–1794) stands among the most influential historians of the Enlightenment. A British scholar and man of letters, he is best known for The History of the Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire, a six-volume work published between 1776 and 1788. Its breadth, style, and critical apparatus reshaped historical writing in the English language. Gibbon’s Rome was not merely a stage for grand events; it was a vast subject explored through sources, argument, and irony. His synthesis of narrative and analysis—grounded in classical learning and skeptical inquiry—set a durable standard for secular, evidence-based historiography and for literary excellence in historical prose.

Gibbon’s formative education combined English institutions with Continental tutelage. He briefly attended Magdalen College, Oxford, but his most decisive intellectual training occurred in Lausanne, where rigorous study, especially under a Calvinist pastor, honed his command of classical languages and historical method. Early reading in Tacitus and other ancient authors joined with Enlightenment models such as Montesquieu, Hume, Voltaire, and Bayle to shape his approach. He absorbed their comparative, critical habits while retaining a distinctive narrative voice. His first significant publication, the French-language Essai sur l’étude de la littérature (1761), announced his ambition to unite erudition with elegant form and to address a European republic of letters.

Gibbon’s early adulthood mixed scholarship with public service and travel. Militia duty during the Seven Years’ War era acquainted him with administration and discipline, while Continental journeys broadened his historical horizons. A visit to Rome in 1764 supplied the catalytic moment he later described: among the ruins, he conceived a comprehensive history of the empire’s fortunes. He spent the following years amassing notes, collating ancient and ecclesiastical sources, and refining a plan that balanced grand narrative with documentary scrutiny. This preparatory labor—multilingual, archival, and comparative—prepared him to tackle a subject whose temporal span and geographic range surpassed most historical enterprises of his day.

The first volume of Decline and Fall appeared in 1776 to immediate attention. Readers praised its luminous prose, panoramic architecture, and learned footnotes, which often carry as much argumentative weight as the main text. Gibbon’s opening vision of the empire at its zenith gave way to a long account of transformation and fragmentation, presented through cause-and-effect chains rather than moralizing abstractions. He tested traditions against primary evidence, weighed probabilities, and cultivated an ironic temper that questioned heroic simplifications. The book’s scholarly range—classical, Byzantine, legal, and ecclesiastical—signaled a new ambition for English historiography and made the enterprise both a literary event and a methodological model.

Acclaim arrived with controversy, particularly over Gibbon’s chapters on early Christianity. Critics charged him with irreligion and partiality; he answered in A Vindication of Some Passages in the Fifteenth and Sixteenth Chapters of The History of the Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire (1779), defending his citations and inferences. He continued the project steadily: further volumes followed in 1781, with the final trio in 1788. During these years he also served in the British Parliament, though without seeking a prominent speaking role. The dual rhythm of public duty and private scholarship underscored his commitment to a historical vocation guided by sources rather than by political expediency.

Gibbon spent substantial periods in Lausanne while completing Decline and Fall, finding in its quiet and learned circles the conditions for sustained work. The last volumes consolidated his reputation for magisterial scope and stylistic control. After returning to England in the early 1790s, he died in 1794. Posthumously, his autobiographical writings were assembled as Memoirs of My Life and Writings (1796), offering insight into his methods, reading, and character. These papers, alongside miscellaneous works and correspondence, enriched the portrait of a scholar who carefully managed evidence, revised meticulously, and cultivated a prose that aimed at clarity, cadence, and intellectual poise.

Gibbon’s legacy endures in the union of critical rigor and literary art. His secular, source-driven explanations of institutional change influenced generations of historians, even as some later scholars challenged his judgments about Christianity and the Byzantine world. The Decline and Fall remains a touchstone for debates about causation, cultural transformation, and the uses of narrative in history. Its footnotes model argumentative transparency; its architecture demonstrates how vast subjects can be made intelligible without reduction. Continually reprinted, translated, and discussed, Gibbon’s work retains contemporary relevance as an exemplar of disciplined skepticism, stylistic ambition, and the cosmopolitan spirit of the Enlightenment.
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Preface By The Editor.
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Gibbon’s work, unrivalled in European literature, occupies the whole era it surveys: students accept it without appeal. Its attraction lies in the subject itself, the vast labor, condensed matter, lucid order, steady accuracy, and a lofty, vigorous style that always grips. Its grand design unites the fall of ancient civilisation with the birth of a new world, making future rivalry impossible. As Guizot[1] declares: “The gradual decline of the most extraordinary dominion…, the rise of two new religions,… the worn-out ancient world and the infant modern one—such a spectacle must compel attention; ‘Un grand destin commence, un grand destin s’achève.
He bridges the abyss between antiquity and modernity, giving the story a unity classical historians enjoyed through narrower scopes. Greek masters confined themselves to Greece; Roman annalists revolved round Rome; modern kingdoms intertwine too intricately for such ease. Gibbon still makes Rome the centre, yet ranges over boundless, shifting frontiers and swarming nations that at first resemble Milton’s “dark / illimitable ocean, without bound… where chaos holds eternal anarchy.” With skill he groups facts by moral or political links, marks successive stages of decay, and lets parallel narratives converge on the waning imperial name.
Unlike the chronological plodding of Tillemont or Le Beau, his narrative advances like a disciplined army: barbarian waves, legal expositions, and doctrinal debates all march toward the same crumbling citadel, so even when the empire shrinks to Thrace and Rome’s name lingers only within its walls, every scene still feeds the double catastrophe. Grandeur alone would be hollow without accuracy, yet he has endured the probes of theology, scholarship, and envy. Guizot testifies: “I consulted financiers, chronologists, divines, jurists, Orientalists, historians of the Crusades; each corrected stray points, yet all adopted Gibbon’s investigations as their starting ground.
After racing through Gibbon’s volumes I felt only the thrill of a lucid story. A slower, phrase-by-phrase audit then made me fiercely critical: whole chapters teemed with careless mistakes, biased color, truncated citations, and omissions that seemed to wound honesty. I judged the entire work with undue rigor. Weeks later I reopened it and read every page, note, and my own marginal comments in order. The same slips and prejudices reappeared, yet I now saw the vastness of his research, the range of his learning, and the intellect that weighs ancient men like ours. Despite flaws, the book remains a noble history few could equal.
Working line by line beside the same chronicles that fed him, I tracked Gibbon across his wide field and ended in frank admiration for his general accuracy. His relentless condensation often squeezes a rambling Byzantine page into a sharp sentence; a stray detail may vanish, and a single campaign can in truth sprawl over years, yet the masterly highlighting of what matters is itself a high art. When his sketch omits shading, blame the limits he set himself. His structure sometimes stores a needed fact in a distant section, but contradictions are rare. His citations, usually scrupulous, compress for pith, not to deceive.
If his facts stand firm, his conclusions invite dispute, for scale and character change with each observer. He seldom hides a datum, yet can magnify vices and dim virtues; the materials for a fair verdict remain open. His philosophical bias is no harsher than theologians’ zeal he displaced. The one pervasive distortion is his estimate of Christianity. Before reading, a safeguard is required: he fuses the faith’s miraculous birth with its later, humanly assisted spread, so the shadow of corrupted centuries darkens apostolic days. "The theologian may indulge the pleasing task…beings," he writes, hinting purity was a myth and pushing believers onto treacherous ground.
Paley, guided by quick insight, faced Gibbon’s sarcasm head-on, sealing his challenge with the cry, “Who can refute a sneer?” Yet the problem ran deeper: throughout the Decline and Fall, Christianity alone is denied the glittering imagery lavishly poured on Goth, Hun, Arab, or Tartar. When Alaric or Attila storms the frontier, narration glows with dramatic life; when the faith spreads, style turns cold, critical, restrained. Momentary flashes of admiration break through, then freeze into austere impartiality, every lapse of believers tracked with biting irony, genuine virtues grudgingly allowed, the diction stately yet bloodless, imagination unkindled.
Had the same generous vision been granted, the panorama might have differed: legendary foliage could have been pruned, leaving early facts plain and strong, yet lit by the eloquence reserved for pagan or Muslim scenes. Post-apostolic miracles might have fallen without sarcasm clinging to those of the New Testament; invented martyrs could have been dismissed while Polycarp and the victims of Vienne stood front and center, their steadfast endurance painted with customary splendor. Benevolence, purity, and self-denial, if labeled philosophy, would have earned blazing praise; owning religion as source, they sink instead beneath the charge of narrow asceticism.
Still, a somber record cannot be laid wholly on an unbelieving historian. Early faith did drift fast from primal simplicity, shed its spirit of universal love, and that sober portrait may warn every later age not to hand fresh weapons to unfriendly annalists. The new edition therefore corrects and supplements. Candid notes mark detected inaccuracies, hoping to balance the slant against rational belief; added material, drawn from texts unknown to Gibbon, broadens the canvas. Accuracy, not polemic, guides the labor, seeking to restore proportion where chill disdain once threatened to distort the monumental historic chronicle.
The project began as penciled margins in a copy: references to critics who exposed slips or offered new insight. Those jottings swelled, soon joined by nearly all the annotations of M. Guizot, whose standing as a Protestant statesman gives weight; his remarks appear intact and bear the letter G. Wenck’s German notes, marked W, enrich the opening volume; later pages draw on the revised Le Beau with the Oriental learning of St. Martin and Brosset. Early English replies, fresh classical fragments, and new Eastern literature contribute as well. Quotations now stand verified; additional remarks, signed M, accompany the 1845 revision, though the elusive Italian version remains unfound.
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I will not praise the theme; one volume is out, so I must state the plan. Three epochs guide the tale: first, from Trajan and the Antonines to Rome’s fall to Goths in the sixth century; second, from Justinian’s revival through Lombards, Arab conquests, Roman revolt, and Charlemagne in 800; third, six-and-a-half centuries to Constantinople’s fall, embracing Crusades, Turks, and Rome in twilight. I promise a second book to finish the first epoch, later work hoped for (1 Feb 1776). Western history issued, courage returns (1 Mar 1781). I resolve to reach 1453, treating Justinian, Islam, Crusades, Turks, the middle years compressed (1 Mar 1782).
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Diligence and accuracy form my sole claims to merit, if fulfilling a necessary duty can count as merit. I have examined all original materials illuminating my subject. Should I someday finish the broad plan outlined in the Preface, I may close with a critical survey of my sources; though it may seem ostentatious, I believe it would both entertain and inform. For now I add one remark. The biographers of Emperors from Hadrian to Carus’s sons—names like Aelius Spartianus, Julius Capitolinus, Aelius Lampridius, Vulcatius Gallicanus, Trebellius Pollio, Flavius Vopiscus—appear in tangled manuscripts and provoke scholarly quarrels, so I cite them collectively as the Augustan History.





Preface To The Fourth Volume Of The Original Quarto Edition.
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Having fulfilled my pledge, I finish the History of the Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire, spanning Trajan to the conquest of Constantinople by Mahomet II, and touching the Crusades and medieval Rome. Twelve years of “health, leisure, and perseverance” separate this volume from the first; may public favor embrace the close. I planned a full catalogue of my sources, yet such a list would grow unmanageably; trust that I strove to drink at the fountain-head and noted every secondary guide. Soon I return to Lake Lausanne for society, glorying in my English birth and wishing I could dedicate the book to Lord North.
In solitude I weigh a final farewell; motives for voice or silence hang even. Six quartos may have spent the public’s patience, and age urges caution, yet untold themes abound, my health is firm, practice has sharpened the pen, and idleness stings more than labor. A year of jubilee beckons—journeys of curiosity and taste—after which experience will decide whether composition or free study shall rule; vanity will applaud. Downing Street, 1 May 1788. P.S. When I say “beyond the Alps, the Rhine, the Danube,” I picture Rome or Constantinople; in foreign names I aim for truth yet bow to usage, letting “Mahomet,” “Aleppo,” “Timour,” “Koran” stand.





CHAPTER I

  INTRODUCTION.
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In the second century the Roman Empire stretched over the fairest lands and most polished peoples on earth. Famous victories and drilled legions defended its long frontier, while equal laws, luxury, and the respected shadow of a free constitution bound the provinces. For more than eighty fortunate years Nerva, Trajan, Hadrian, and the Antonines guided affairs. Earlier ages had rushed from triumph to triumph, yet Augustus, judging further conquest costly and uncertain, chose restraint. He recovered Crassus’ lost standards by treaty, failed in torrid Ethiopia and Arabia, recoiled from Germany’s forests, and in his will marked ocean, rivers, deserts, and Euphrates as Rome’s final bounds.
Self-indulgent Caesars, jealous of their generals, stayed in the palace and let Augustus’ caution harden into command: guard, don’t enlarge. The sole gain of the first century was Britain. Near Gaul, rumored pearls, and island seclusion invited attack. After forty turbulent years—begun by a dolt, prolonged by a rake, ended by a coward—most tribes yielded. Brave yet divided Britons followed Caractacus, Boadicea, and Druids, but fell to steady legions. While Domitian quaked in Rome, Agricola beat Caledonia at the Grampians, circled the coast, and proposed seizing Ireland with one legion. Recalled, he left stations later joined by Antoninus’ turf wall; the northern highlands stayed free.
Trajan, bred for war, broke the long peace. Leading the legions himself, he crossed the Danube and battled the fierce, death-defying Dacians under King Decebalus. After five hard years he stormed their mountains, forced surrender, and forged the broad province of Dacia from the Teyss to the Black Sea, its roads still traceable. Yet fame, not safety, drove him. Dreaming of Alexander, the aged emperor marched east; civil-stricken Parthia crumbled, and he floated down the Tigris to the Persian Gulf, his fleets raiding Arabian shores. Bosphoran, Iberian, Armenian, Mesopotamian, and Assyrian kings accepted crowns from his hand, but his death left the new dominion fragile.
It was ancient lore: when the Capitol rose, only the boundary-god Terminus[2], embodied as a stone, refused to cede his spot to Jupiter, a stubborn omen promising Rome’s frontiers would never retreat. Ages later Terminus bowed to Hadrian, who renounced Trajan’s eastern winnings, restored Parthian freedom, pulled troops from Armenia, Mesopotamia, Assyria, and reset the Euphrates line, thereby advertising his inability to guard those spoils. Martial Trajan’s fiery ambition thus towered over the cautious heir. Yet Hadrian’s restless feet—bare-headed through Caledonian snows and Egyptian heat—carried him to every province, while gentle Antoninus Pius seldom ventured beyond Rome and Lanuvium.
Regardless of their wanderings, Hadrian and both Antonines embraced Augustus’s plan: preserve grandeur without expansion. Gifts, treaties, and lofty justice wooed the tribes, letting forty-three tranquil years flow, broken only by light skirmishes. Abroad, peoples bowed to Rome’s arbitration, some begging for subjecthood and being refused. Poised legions under Hadrian and Antoninus simply glittered; Marcus Aurelius had to unsheathe them, winning notable battles on Euphrates and Danube. An army once drawn from patriotic property-holders had become a profession: officers of genteel birth commanded ranks filled from hardy northern peasants, smiths, hunters, and sometimes the most reckless drifters of mankind.
Because pay, bounties, and savage penalties could not stand alone, recruits swore to die for emperor and eagle, revering that golden standard as sacred; shame or death met any hand that let it fall. Constant drill made valor skilful: at dawn and dusk, youths and veterans marched, ran, leapt, swam, hurled missiles, fenced with double-weight swords, and wheeled to flute-pulsed rhythms beneath vast winter sheds. Campaign and exercise differed only in bloodshed, said one foe. Emperors like Trajan and Hadrian judged contests, praised diligence, even joined the bouts, so their tactical lessons endured until age and change reshaped the ancient legions.
The legion’s core—six thousand one hundred heavy infantry—stood in ten cohorts, fifty-five companies. The honored first cohort, guarding the eagle, held eleven hundred five picked veterans; each of the other nine counted five hundred fifty-five. Helmets with lofty crests, mail cuirasses, greaves, and broad oblong shields clad them. The shield of wood, hide, and brass measured four by two-and-a-half feet. Along with a lighter spear, every man hurled a six-foot pilum tipped with an eighteen-inch steel triangle; once cast at ten paces, no horse or corselet endured. He then closed, thrusting a short double-edged Spanish sword. Eight open ranks shifted swifter than any phalanx.
The legion’s strength was matched by its horse. Ten squadrons rode beside it: the partner troop of one hundred thirty-two, the remaining nine of sixty-six, together seven hundred twenty-six riders. No nobles now; provincials in helmets, mail, light boots, and oblong shields carried javelins, long broad swords, sometimes borrowed lances or iron maces, mounted on Spanish or Cappadocian horses. Around them gathered auxiliaries—provincial levies, client tribes, even former foes—often as numerous as the legion itself. The bravest drilled under Roman prefects; others kept native bows, slings, or spears, giving every brigade skirmishers. Ten and fifty-five smaller engines flung stones and darts like thunder.
Each night the army raised a fortified square seven hundred yards a side. Pioneers leveled ground; straight streets met at the praetorium, with cavalry, infantry, and auxiliaries quartered around. Two hundred feet ringed the tents, then a twelve-foot rampart palisaded before a ditch as deep, cut by the soldiers’ picks. At dawn the trumpet called; loaded with tools, cookware, rations, and arms, they marched nearly twenty miles in six hours, dropping packs on contact and wheeling into line. Hadrian kept thirty legions and auxiliaries—three hundred seventy-five thousand—along Rhine, Danube, Euphrates, Britain, Africa, Spain, Egypt, while Praetorians and City Cohorts watched Rome.
Imperial Rome kept a modest yet effective navy. Land-loving legions feared the open ocean, but the inner sea lay quiet beneath their rule. Augustus moored two permanent squadrons of swift Liburnian galleys at Ravenna and Misenum, each backed by thousands of marines, and supported them with strong detachments at Frejus, in the Euxine, across the Channel, and along the Rhine and Danube. Experience scorned heavy triple-deckers as cumbersome pageants, Actium having proved light craft supreme. Counting cavalry, infantry, auxiliaries, guards, and ships’ crews, the whole armed strength reached scarcely four hundred and fifty thousand—no greater than a single seventeenth-century king’s host.
Spain, walled by the Pyrenees, Mediterranean, and Atlantic, kept its age-old shape. Augustus split the peninsula into Lusitania, warm Baetica, and vast Tarraconensis, whose Celtiberians, Cantabrians, and Asturians yielded last and rebelled first. Northward stretched Gaul, wider than modern France, swelling to the Rhine and Alps. He shaped it into Narbonnese, Aquitaine, Celtic Lyonnese, Belgic, and the twin Germanies that flanked the frontier captured by roving Teutons. Britain, from Cornwall to the Firths of Clyde and Forth, stood a single province of forts and roads, home to Belgae, Brigantes, Silures, and Iceni. Together these western lands formed Rome’s Atlantic wall.
Within the peninsula, Gaulish settlers held Lombardy; Ligurians clung to Genoa’s crags; Venetians tilled the lowlands; Etruscans and Umbrians civilized Tuscany and Umbria; Sabines, Latins, and Volsci fought beneath Rome’s seven hills; southward stood Capua and the Greek shores of Campania, while Marsi, Samnites, Apulians, and Lucanians ranged the hinterland; Augustus later bound all into eleven regions including Istria. Beyond the Alps, the Rhine and Danube shielded Europe. The Danube—born near the Rhine, fed by sixty rivers, pouring through six mouths—guarded Illyricum: Rhaetia, Noricum, Pannonia, Dalmatia, Dacia, Maesia, Thrace, Macedonia, Greece. Some lands serve Austria, Bavaria, Venice, or the Turk; others remain restless, half savage.
Roumelia—Thrace, Macedonia, Greece—still echoes its Roman past. Under the Antonines, Thrace stretched from Haemus and Rhodope to Bosphorus and Hellespont; Constantine’s Rome rose on that strait and remains an imperial seat. Macedonia, strengthened by the two Philips, ranged with Epirus and Thessaly from Aegean to Ionian, while Thebes, Argos, Sparta, and Athens sank into the single province Achaia. Asia Minor thrusts between Euxine and Mediterranean: the province of Asia ruled Troy, Lydia, Phrygia, Pamphylia, Lycia, Caria, and Ionia; Bithynia and Pontus held the north; Cilicia watched the south; Cappadocia, beyond Halys, faced Armenia; Budzak, Crim Tartary, Circassia, Mingrelia beyond Danube and Trebizond bowed by tribute.
Syria, seat of the Seleucids, after Parthian revolt served Rome, reaching from Cappadocian heights to Egypt and the Red Sea; Phoenicia and tiny Palestine, famed for letters and faith, were sometimes joined to it. Beyond Jordan and in Galilee, terraced hills yielded grain, wine, oil, honey, and balm, vindicating the title “milk and honey.” A harsh desert ran south-east, where roaming Arabs kept their freedom unless they built towns. Egypt, entered from Asia, followed the Nile for five hundred miles; Cyrene lay farther west. From that coast the narrow African belt led to Libya, fertile Carthage, shrinking Numidia, and Moorish Mauritania.
Beyond Mauritania, Tingitana stretched from Tangier to Salle; Fez and the pirate haven mark Rome’s frontier, while Morocco and Segelmessa lay outside the province. Atlas ridges meet the Atlantic that now bears its name. Africa and Spain nearly touch at a twelve-mile strait between the Columns of Hercules, Gibraltar crowning the European rock. Rome commanded the Mediterranean and its isles: Majorca, Minorca, Corsica, Sardinia, Sicily, Crete, Cyprus, many Aegean rocks, and Malta. Carthage’s seat is held by Tripoli and Tunis, Numidia by Algiers. Sober measure shows the realm two thousand miles deep, three thousand long, and sixteen hundred thousand fertile square miles.
Merab, famed capital of Belkis, queen of Saba, stood secure behind a mighty dam until a roaring flood shattered the barrier, drowned the streets, and left only scattered stones near fragrant Adramout, where the rare spice shrub grows; Roman scouts once halted three days from that perfumed land. Strabo counts two roads; his invaders broke before Marsuabae, not Mariaba, proving Aelius Gallus never reached Saba’s throne and that Pliny’s boast misleads. Soon after, Varus and three legions fell; the tidings left Augustus trembling, and though he later spoke of duty, his grief cracked the marble calm of empire.
Germanicus, Suetonius Paulinus, and Agricola marched victorious yet were recalled; Corbulo’s blade won realms, but a jealous court ended his life, for imperial virtue was ‘imperatoria virtus’. Caesar crossed seas seeking pale British pearls, hiding greed behind glory; the gems proved ‘dark and livid’. Claudius, Nero, and Domitian dreamed Britain’s taming; Agricola’s forts stretched from Dumbarton to Edinburgh, Hadrian raised his earthen wall from Tyne to Solway, Antoninus advanced again, Severus later set stone upon earth. Buchanan later sang of Caledonia’s unbroken freedom, while Ossian’s mists and Appian’s prologue echoed spears flashing beyond the rampart.
In Dacia, Trajan advanced with iron resolve, declaring, ‘I carry war in my heart,’ and spurned easy frontiers; later epitomes puffed his successors’ gains, though Ovid had warned Rome’s god Terminus might yield. Augustine jeered, ‘Hadrian feared men’s king more than gods’. After Hadrian’s long tours, Pius beat Moors of Atlas and Brigantes of Britain, Marcus seized Parthian spoils that birthed a swarm of petty chroniclers. Each New Year the legion renewed its oath, honored silver eagles, drew twelve gold pieces, retired with three thousand denarii or land; drill, march, swim, vault, cast the nine-inch pilum, lock shields, cavalry wheeling like vines round elm.
Hadrian ended the Roman habit of letting raw nobles seize command by setting a minimum age for tribunes. A youth now guarded the general in the praetorian cohort and shared a veteran’s tent, as Julius Caesar once did. Horace, a freedman’s son, wore the title only because Brutus handed it to every Roman recruit. Augustus alternated cavalry and infantry posts for senators’ heirs; Claudius led novices through auxiliary cohorts before promotion. Yet privilege crept back, forcing Hadrian’s edict; Valerian soon broke it for the precocious Probus, and Agricola, though styled tribune, still lived as contubernalis under Suetonius Paulinus in Britain.
Arrian’s manuals drill cohorts of Batavians, Quadi, and Marcomanni, numbers disputed yet always ranking foot above horse. Vegetius insists the legion carry its own city—tools, engines, timber—his diagrams plotting chessboard camps, passwords, and wheel-like manoeuvres later refined by Guichard. As courage waned, catapults and rams took the field, floating towers like Antony’s hardly clearing the waves. Sailor and soldier blurred; Lipsius audits the fleets, Voltaire salutes a modern echo in France. Beyond Rhine and Alps, maps unfurl: Tarraconensis fathers tiny Aragon, Gaul lists hundreds of tribes, Illyricum spreads from Adriatic to Euxine. The Save threads this border while Arrian charts the Black Sea rim.
The critic mocks Palestine’s fame, citing Strabo and the wasteland he imagines. Yet Strabo, who never visited, limits desert to sixty stadia round Jerusalem and admits, “Near Jericho there is a grove of palms, a hundred stadia of springs and people.” Tacitus declares, “The inhabitants are healthy and robust; the rains moderate; the soil fertile.” Ammianus calls it “abounding in clean and well-cultivated land,” Josephus and Procopius praise its wealth. Saracens feared Omar, charmed, would stay. Roman coins show a woman beneath a palm and Herod with grapes. Travellers see crops. Abbe Guenee marshals proofs, and Gibbon sets area at 7,600 miles to Wales’s 7,011.
Gibbon answers grandly. He repeats the jeer ascribed to Frederick II, “The God of the Jews would have despised his promised land after seeing Sicily and Naples,” yet concedes the soil lacks vigor that feeds the Nile, Sicily, or Poland. Only the Jordan bears boats; the Dead Sea yawns, useless; sand encroaches; beyond coast and valley, mountains rise, earth and water scarce near Jerusalem, as Maundrel and Reland note. Formerly crowds cured these faults: hills terraced, rain caught in cisterns, aqueducts led water, herds grazed slopes, “almost every spot was forced to yield.” He seals vision with the Virgilian line, “Pater ispe colendi… nec torpere.
Phoenician letters reached Europe fifteen centuries before Christ and sailed to America fifteen centuries later; over three millennia the alphabet shifted in Greek and Roman hands. Geographers dispute Africa’s border: Ptolemy and Strabo mark Suez, while Dionysius and companions push it to the Nile’s western arm or Catabathmus, making Egypt Asian. Mount Atlas is a low range; Teneriffe, familiar to Phoenicians, suits the sky-bearing legend. Voltaire whimsically grants Rome the Canaries. Minorca fell from Britain in 1782, Paoli’s Corsican fight closed in 1769, Malta stands under English guns. Bergier gathers the story of the great roads; Templeman’s scholarship and maps earn suspicion.
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It is not mere speed or span of conquest that marks Rome’s stature. A Russian czar rules wider lands, Alexander reached the Hyphasis[3] in seven years, Zingis[4] swept from China to Germany in decades; yet their empires were fleeting. Rome’s solid power, matured through ages, shines under Trajan and the Antonines: obedient provinces bound by equal laws, graced with arts, lifted toward parity with their conquerors while continuing ancestral rites. Public policy, popular superstition, and philosophical reflection all favor indulgence. Multitudes accept every cult as true, sages as false, magistrates as useful, so toleration ripens into genuine religious concord.
Philosophers probe the Divine: Stoics meld maker and cosmos, Platonists exalt a shadowy spirit, Academics doubt, Epicureans deny providence. Students flocking to Athens learn to scorn the poets’ tales; Cicero reasons, Lucian mocks. Yet these thinkers still sacrifice with the crowd, masking contempt beneath priestly robes. Magistrates, themselves pupils of the schools, feel no zeal to persecute; as emperors and pontiffs they steer omens, festivals, and the wholesome dread of perjury for civil harmony, convinced each land’s familiar cult works best. Except the Druids, briefly curbed under Tiberius and Claudius, native gods everywhere keep their peaceful altars. Rome soon welcomes Isis, Serapis, and countless others.
Military strength alone never satisfied Roman ambition; the city also opened its civic heart. Where Sparta and Athens dwindled by guarding pure blood, Rome adopted valor wherever it appeared. Servius Tullius enrolled eighty-three thousand citizens; before the Social War the rolls showed four hundred sixty-three thousand fit for arms despite ceaseless colonies and campaigns. Allies who rebelled for equality were crushed, then folded into the republic, their votes hastening the fall of popular assemblies. Under emperors, conquest and subjecthood merged: victors formed the highest estate, assemblies slept, and prudent rulers, following Augustus, extended citizenship widely while cherishing its august name.
Before Roman privileges spread empire-wide, Italy held a sacred pre-eminence. From Alps to Calabria, every native was a Roman, dwelling under tax immunity, free from governors’ whim, ruled by municipal councils modeled on the Capitol, watched by emperor and senate lodged on Italian soil. Local labels faded, language and customs fused into one proud nation that drew glory from adopted talent. Virgil came from Mantua, Horace wavered between Apulia and Lucania, Livy chronicled victories in Padua. Tusculum produced the austere Catos, while little Arpinum boasted both Marius, hailed the Third Founder, and Cicero, savior against Catiline and rival of Athenian eloquence.
Beyond Italy the senate shattered leagues in Etruria, Greece and Gaul, dethroned client kings, and reduced friendly cities to hollow alliances, then ruled provinces through unchecked delegates. Yet peace was planted with colonies and selective enfranchisement. "Wheresoever the Roman conquers, he inhabits," said Seneca, and merchants, farmers, then veteran legions overspread the fertile frontiers. Civil or military settlements mirrored the mother city and bound neighbors by friendship and hope of honors. Municipal towns rivaled colonies; Latin rights let annual magistrates gain full citizenship; any soldier, official, or gifted provincial won the coveted gift, opening courts, inheritance, and seats for grandsons of former Gauls.
Language shaped allegiance. Italy’s own dialects faded, and in the West the sword that conquered also taught: Africa, Spain, Gaul, Britain, and Pannonia spoke a slightly altered tongue of Virgil, adopted Roman dress and law, chased civic rank, and finally crowned their zeal with an emperor, Trajan. Greeks, long polished and proud, kept their speech, scorned foreign manners, and spread Hellenic taste from Adriatic to Nile. Syrians and especially Egyptians clung to archaic dialects, breeding sloth or ferocity and rarely earning civic privilege. Still, Latin remained the stern voice of government, Greek the natural idiom of science; every cultivated subject mastered both.
The provinces merged into the Roman name, yet at each household’s core lingered slaves who bore society’s weight without its rewards. War once poured barbarian captives into the market; fierce laws and cruelty guarded the state from their desperate revolts. When conquest ceased, masters bred their labor, encouraged marriages, prized each life, and, moved by interest, tempered the lash. Hadrian and the Antonines swept away private dungeons, reserved life-and-death judgment for magistrates, and granted abused bondsmen change of master or release. Diligence might win liberty, yet only formal manumission, approved by the magistrate, gave limited civic rights, stigma persisting until great-grandchildren.
Clothing slaves in a single livery was rejected; rulers feared they might learn their multitude. Household legions filled every art: tutors, craftsmen, cooks, dancers. Merchants bought, not hired; estates worked cheapest with chains. One Roman mansion fed four hundred; an obscure African widow owned as many; a battered freedman died leaving 4,116 souls, 3,600 yoke of oxen, and vast flocks. Under Claudius, 6,945,000 citizens were recorded; add women and children, double for provincials, and slaves at least equal—about 120 million within one dominion. Unlike the trembling monarchies of Asia, Rome ruled effortlessly; conquered peoples surrendered even the wish for independence.
Peace and riches turned minds to stone and marble. Though time devours their work, the ruins still proclaim an empire polite and powerful. Most monuments rose under rulers who commanded men and money: Augustus could boast, "I found Rome of brick, I leave her of marble." Vespasian’s thrift funded splendor; Trajan stamped his genius; Hadrian, himself an artist, inspected every arch; the Antonines built for public joy. Their example stirred subjects: Capua and Verona mirrored the Colosseum, Lusitanian towns spanned the Tagus at Alcántara, cities of Bithynia rivaled each other while Pliny guided them, and Herodes Atticus scattered kingly gifts.
The favored Herodian line traced descent from Cimon, Theseus, even Jupiter, yet stood ruined until Julius Atticus unearthed a vast hoard beneath a crumbling house. He declared it at once; Emperor Nerva waved all claim and smiled, “Abuse it then, for it is your own.” Enriched further by marriage, Atticus secured for his son Herod the Asian prefecture; perceiving thirsty Troas, Herod won from Hadrian three hundred myriads of drachms for an aqueduct. Costs doubled; revenue agents fretted; Atticus begged to pay the excess. Tutors from every land sharpened Herod’s eloquence; consulship followed, then quiet study among Athenian villas.
While presiding over the games, Herod raised a six-hundred-foot stadium of flawless marble that seated all Athens in four swift years. For Regilla he crowned a cedar-carved theatre unrivaled in the empire, rebuilt Pericles’ weathered Odeum, and scattered gifts—Isthmian temple adornments, a Corinthian theatre, Delphi’s stadium, Thermopylae baths, Canusian aqueducts—until every Greek inscription hailed him benefactor. The civic pride he embodied had long shaped Rome; Nero’s grasping Golden House fell, and the Coliseum, Titus’ baths, the Claudian portico, and shrines of Peace and Genius rose instead. Porticoes, arches, amphitheatres, and especially the daring, rock-steady aqueducts refreshed the poorest citizen.
In every quarter those water-roads announced strength: Spoletum, Metz, Segovia, even deserted African and Asian plains where fallen arches once fed streets. Ancient Italy boasted 1,197 towns; Verona glittered less than Aquileia, Padua, Milan, Ravenna. Beyond the Alps, York ruled Britain, London traded, Bath healed, while Gaul counted twelve hundred settlements—Marseilles, Arles, Nîmes, Narbonne, Toulouse, Bordeaux, Autun, Vienne, Lyons, Langres, Treves—and Spain, vigorous in province, had three hundred sixty. Three hundred African communities bowed to reborn Carthage. Proper Asia held five hundred opulent cities; four, Laodicea among them, proved too poor to house Tiberius, leaving Pergamum, Smyrna, Ephesus triumphant; Antioch and Alexandria towered above all.
All the cities of the empire were threaded by highways that sprang from Rome’s Forum, ran through obstacles and pierced mountains, until the chain from Antonine’s Wall to Jerusalem measured 4,080 miles. Mile-stones marked each section; the roadway, layered with sand, gravel, cement, and paving, sometimes granite, still defied fifteen centuries. Built for legions, it bore a postal system: houses every five or six miles, forty horses each, let couriers ride a hundred miles a day on business or, at times, errands. At sea the link echoed: Claudius’s port at Ostia sent ships to the Pillars of Hercules in seven days, to Alexandria in ten.
Freedom of movement spread both vice and progress. Under secure rule the untamed West welcomed foreign plants and skills: gardens filled with apricots, peaches, pomegranates, citrons, and oranges, all still called “apples” with a national tag. Wild vines became eighty famous wines, most grown in Italy, then in Narbonese Gaul, and, despite frost, as far as Burgundy. The olive marched with peace from Greece into Italy, Africa, Spain, and Gaul; flax traveled from Egypt to Gaul; lucerne grass from Media fattened winter herds. Mines, fisheries, and improved husbandry, praised by Columella, ensured local scarcities were eased by neighboring plenty, banishing famine from the realm.
Agriculture fed manufactures; luxury, however censured, set artisans in motion and returned taxes to the provinces. Within imperial borders this circulation quickened life, yet cravings soon reached beyond. Scythian forests yielded furs, Baltic shores amber, Babylonia carpets, but greatest traffic sailed each summer from Myos-Hormos: a fleet of 120 ships rode the monsoon to Malabar or Ceylon in forty days, returned in winter, and camel caravans hurried silk, pearls, and incense to Rome. A pound of silk matched a pound of gold; senators grumbled that women’s finery drained eight hundred thousand pounds of silver a year. Still, plentiful mines kept the treasury from emptiness.
Provincials and Romans alike felt and admitted the empire’s tranquil prosperity. “The principles of social life, laws, agriculture, and science, first invented by Athens, are now fixed by Rome; the fiercest barbarians share equal government and a common tongue; arts multiply mankind; cities grow bright; land, like a garden, blooms; nations enjoy a festival of peace, forgetting old hatreds and fearing no danger.” Such felicity, though genuine, masked its ruin. Prolonged peace worked a secret poison: minds were leveled, genius quenched, military ardor gone. Spain, Gaul, Britain, Illyricum bred strong men, yet lacking courage they obeyed rulers, trusted mercenaries, and their provinces slid into indifference.
Hadrian and the Antonines, scholars themselves, made adoration of letters fashionable; the habit spread through the empire. Northern Britons practiced rhetoric; on the Rhine and Danube scribes copied Homer and Virgil, and faint sparks of talent earned prizes. Greek physicians and astronomers advanced sciences; Ptolemy’s observations and Galen’s treatises endure. Yet, apart from inimitable Lucian, no writer of original genius arose. Plato, Aristotle, Zeno, Epicurus still ruled classrooms, doctrines repeated without thought, strangling bold inquiry. Poets’ fire yielded to mimicry; those who strayed from models strayed from sense. Poetry faded, sophists seized the orator’s title, and swarming critics, compilers, commentators darkened learning, corrupting taste.
Later, the sublime Longinus, serving in a Syrian court, kept Athens’ spirit alive and mourned the age’s dwarfing effect: “As some children remain pygmies because their limbs were tightly bound, so our minds, shackled by servile prejudice, cannot reach the well-proportioned greatness we admire in ancients who, living under popular rule, wrote with the same freedom they enjoyed in action.” The human stature kept shrinking until northern giants stormed in, strengthened the puny race, and revived a manly sense of freedom. After a millennium that freedom became the parent of renewed taste and science, restoring vigor to Europe.
Wall paintings from Pompeii show an Isiac shrine; Egyptian traces turn up in Gaul and York. The senate twice smashed Isis and Serapis temples: in 535 Rome Consul L. Paulus swung the first axe when workers balked; Gibbon misplaces that blow in the later razing of 701. Tertullian links the cult’s rise to Flavian zeal. Livy, Macrobius and Minutius mention evocations and prodigies; Tacitus charts Rome’s widening franchise. “Democratic states,” warns Denina, “jealously hoard citizenship; monarchies gladly multiply citizens.” Herodotus, Athenaeus and lustrum lists debate civic numbers; Social-War census and Augustus’ offer of universal enfranchisement follow. Senators must own land and city councils retain autonomy.
Maffei pictures Italy under the Caesars as a mosaic of self-governing towns; Denina concurs. Pausanias says Roman rulers revived Greek assembly names. Caesar cites Gallic councils, though emperors cancelled or restored local rights; Seneca boasts every shore feels Rome. Memnon counts twelve hundred Ephesians butchered for revolt. Twenty-five colonies dotted Spain and nine Britain—London, Colchester, Lincoln, Chester, Gloucester and Bath survive. Soon towns craved the title of colony, Spanheim noting the swarm. Aristides hails an empire binding nations by laws, while Tacitus, Pliny and Augustine trace Latin’s march across Italy, Africa, Spain, Gaul and Britain, though Celtic clings to hills and Apuleius jeers Punic rustics.
Spain alone yields Columella, the Senecas, Lucan, Martial and Quintilian, yet Greek critics ignore Latin verse. Syriac and Egyptian tongues persist in churches; Juvenal grumbles that Rome teems with Greeks, Syrians and Ethiopians. Septimius Severus first lets advocates plead in Greek, but Claudius once stripped a magistrate for disdaining Latin. Wars stay savage because defeat means chains: Robertson notes, “Captives taken in war were the first slaves… while Christianity, ending bondage, softened combat.” In Lucullus’s camp an ox cost a drachma, a man four; after Judaea’s fall prisoners sold cheaper than horses. Diodorus and Florus recount the servile rebellions that bled Sicily and Italy.
L. Domitius, praetor in Sicily, hears that a slave has speared a gigantic wild boar. Impressed, he summons the man, who arrives exultant, expecting praise. Learning the hunter had dared use a javelin, a weapon forbidden to slaves, Domitius instantly orders crucifixion. Cicero recounts the scene with chilling calm: “Durum hoc fortasse videatur, neque ego in ullam partem disputo.” In the same breath he thunders against tormenting citizens: “Facinus est cruciare civem Romanum; scelus verberare; prope parricidium necare: quid dicam in crucem tollere?” The stark contrast exposes Roman savagery, yet the storyteller records it without outrage, setting the stage for Gibbon’s cool survey of slavery.
Dismissing moral horror, Gibbon lists legal minutiae, suggesting cruelties might be “justified by necessity,” praising imperial edicts for softening chains, and ignoring the power that truly loosened them: Christianity. Guizot protests, assembling unrecorded horrors and quoting Robertson: “Upon establishing despotic government… every vice thrived,” yet “the spirit and genius of the Christian religion… abolished the practice of slavery.” He argues that the faith’s gentle temper ennobled humanity, fostering compassion, marriage among bondsmen, and gradual emancipation. Sentiments of nature, he insists, cannot bloom where children remain property unless a higher influence first bends hearts toward universal freedom.
Another voice answers. Milman credits early relief to pagan rulers: Hadrian and the Antonines curbed cruelty; Seneca and Pliny urged mercy. He notes Gibbon opposed the African trade. Statistics follow: markets on the Euxine, Africa, Britain fed demand; contubernium allowed unions yet scarcely raised births; inscriptions show slaves lamenting spouses; households kept doctors, scribes, tutors, cooks; Atticus bred scholars worth fortunes. Cassius decrees all four hundred of Pedanius Secundus’s slaves die for failing to protect him. Estimates run one to three slaves per freeman, figures challenged by Zumpt, who cites free labor in far provinces, while latifundia still consumed masses.
Voltaire counts twenty million in France, twenty-two in Germany, four in Hungary, ten in Italy with its islands, eight in Great Britain and Ireland, eight in Spain and Portugal, up to twelve in European Russia, six in Poland, six in Greece and Turkey, four in Sweden, three in Denmark and Norway, four in the Low Countries, raising Europe to about one hundred six millions. Later geographers lift the roll to 227,700,000. Almanach de Gotha revises again: France 32.8, Germany 56.1, Italy 20.5, Britain 24, Spain-Portugal 13.9, Russia 44.2, Turkey 9.5, Greece 0.6, Sweden-Norway 3.9, Denmark 2, Belgium 3.5, Holland 2.4, Switzerland 1—219,344,116.
After my notes appeared, Dureau de la Malle probed the ledgers of Rome and Italian soil, while Zumpt printed for the Berlin Academy a challenge to the maxim, “Italy, with the whole Roman world, was never so populous as under the Antonines.” Zumpt prefers the eve of the first Punic war, then traces the ebb: legionary slaughter abroad and at home, slave-tended fields, shrinking marriages despite fines or favors, and manners that blighted birth and nurture. Greece follows the same downward curve; yet Asia Minor, eastern provinces, and Gaul, Spain, Britain rise, buffering loss. Gibbon admits the figure conjecture and invites Zumpt’s correction.
Across that empire grand works proclaim vigor. Augustus erects the Forum of Mars the Avenger, Jupiter Tonans, Apollo’s Palatine shrine with libraries, porticos of Livia and Octavia, and the theatre of Marcellus; Agrippa adds the Pantheon. Cities like Nicomedia, Nice, Prusa, Claudiopolis, and Sinope fund fora, aqueducts, baths, and channels sixteen miles long. Hadrian splits treasure-trove with the finder; a Cappadocian king rebuilds the burnt Odeum; Herodes Atticus embellishes Athens; Vespasian’s Temple of Peace gleams with rescued art. Nine aqueducts feed Rome, bridges span Narni and Alcántara, and highways stretch 4,080 Roman miles, patrolled by posts whose couriers cover six hundred miles in six days.
Greek and Phoenician prows glide into Puteoli, Marseilles, and Gades, planting crafts and produce along the coast. Homer’s memory of wine-dark grapes echoes, yet the Gallic air bites so the clusters seldom ripen; Augustus’ gardeners fail, and slaves barter a single cask for their freedom. Cicero scoffs, “Nos justissimi homines, qui transalpinas gentes oleam et vitem serere non sinimus,” while Domitian hides his ban beneath talk of grain until Probus tears it down. Centuries later Eumenius surveys decrepit vines near Autun, their planting forgotten; Pliny praises shoots carried from Vienne through Auvergne to Burgundy, and lucerne greens fields while amber dazzles courts.
Southward, Roman keels cross the Erythraean Sea to Ceylon, now the bustling mart of the East. On the decks lie silks prized by women and shameful for men, pearls from Ormuz and Cape Comorin, diamonds drawn from Jumelpur. Indian brokers recite their wish-list: “Italian wine, brass, tin, lead, coral, chrysolite, storax, glass, robes plain or many-coloured, belts.” Silver flows back in payment, a torrent traced centuries later by golden Trajans and Hadrians unearthed near Nellore. In the Senate, Tiberius rails against the drain; Pliny counts fifty to one hundred million sesterces yearly, and the gold-silver ratio creeps toward fourteen-plus.
Yet that same river of wealth nourishes extravagant learning. Herodes Atticus hands Polemo eight thousand pounds for three declamations; the Antonines endow Athens, granting each grammarian, rhetorician, or philosopher ten thousand drachmae, while Vespasian earlier fixed “centena sestertia” as a rhetor’s wage. Juvenal, sour with envy, groans, “O youths, indulgent power watches and goads you.” Able physicians, astronomers, jurists like Salvius Julianus and Gaius still toil, but true creative fire flickers. Longinus, ever cautious, hides his lament behind a friendly mask, yet the verdict leaks through: amid boundless riches and patronage, bold and lofty genius has grown timid.
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A solitary magistrate who directs laws, treasury, and arms soon becomes a despot unless brave sentinels resist. In Rome those bulwarks were flattened by Caesar’s ambition and the triumvirs’ cruelty. Victorious at Actium[5], Octavian—now Caesar Augustus—stood over forty-four battle-hardened legions, while provinces, weary of rapacious governors, begged for one master. Rome’s crowd, pleased to see nobles humbled, craved only bread and spectacle; Epicurean Italians dozed in comfort; the senate, thinned by war and proscription, admitted a motley thousand. Elected censor, Augustus expelled the shameless, coaxed two hundred to resign, raised senatorial wealth to sums, and accepted the style Prince of the Senate, though independence died.
Before this groomed assembly Augustus delivered an ornate plea. “Filial duty drove me to avenge my father; necessity and unworthy partners forced harsher deeds. Antony’s existence chained me to arms; now I am free. I return all ancient rights to senate and people, wishing only to blend with fellow citizens and share the peace I gained.” Senators, fearful to trust yet dreading to doubt him, debated monarchy and liberty, yet hope and terror steered every breast; they unanimously implored him to stay. After modest resistance he accepted proconsular and imperatorial command of provinces and legions for ten years, staging decennial renunciations that masked perpetual rule.
His lawful titles cloaked near-absolute power. A general could draft, flog, or execute soldiers, attack distant nations at will, seize spoils, dethrone kings, and later seek a single ratifying vote; Augustus held the same sway everywhere. Unable to stand on every frontier, he appointed senatorial legates of consular or praetorian rank, their glory borrowed from his. Six days after receiving his mandate, he handed peaceful Asia, Greece, and Africa to civil proconsuls, reserving turbulent Gaul, Spain, and Syria—and each new conquest—for himself. A special decree let him keep armed guards within Rome; magistrates and nobles willingly swore the military oath, chaining freedom to fashionable loyalty.
Augustus trusted armies yet shunned ruling by naked force. Instead he wrapped himself in ancestral offices, accepting for life the full consular and tribunitian authority. Consuls once led legions, summoned foreigners, guarded law and treasury, even wielded short-lived dictatorship when danger loomed. Tribunes, inviolable yet humble, shielded the oppressed, pardoned offenders, indicted foes, and could halt the state with one veto. Annual terms, multiple holders, and mutual rivalry had formerly kept each power in check; but when both staffs merged forever in one soldier-statesman, limits vanished and his unbounded imperial prerogative began. Rome felt the silent shift.
To the twin fasces he soon joined the mitre of chief pontiff and the censor’s tablets, gaining command of worship, manners, and fortunes. The compliant senate excused him from irksome statutes and granted rights to summon them, propose laws, nominate magistrates, enlarge the walls, spend the treasury, declare peace or war, seal treaties, and, in sweeping words, do whatever benefited gods or men. Ordinary magistrates lingered like shadows; consuls, praetors, and tribunes still paraded insignia, chasing echoes of glory. At first the crowd still voted, and Augustus, bowing as candidate, begged their ballots; yet the next reign shifted elections to the senate, dissolving the assemblies.
Province-born flatterers soon built altars to their governors, and the emperors, recalling proconsular precedents, accepted homage. Julius Caesar tasted divinity alive; Augustus declined that peril, allowing only provincial shrines and leaving apotheosis to the senate after his death. Henceforth every ruler who avoided tyranny was, amid flames, voted among the gods, yet the fiction faded quickly, serving policy more than piety. Octavianus, linked to a humble Arician line and a bloody past, gladly shed his surname. He kept ‘Caesar’ from adoption yet preferred the newly forged title ‘Augustus’, haloed with peace and sanctity. Successors reserved Augustus for the throne and spread Caesar among designated heirs.
Augustus feigned reverence for the ruined republic. Cool, cautious and ruthless, he wore lasting hypocrisy, signing Cicero’s death as indifferently as Cinna’s pardon. Fearing Caesar’s bloody end, he cloaked monarchy beneath republican titles, trusting that names would lull a withered senate and a pliant populace. Conspirators later struck only tyrants, not the throne. After Caligula’s murder, the consuls rallied the Capitol, damned the Caesars, issued the watchword “Liberty,” and for forty-eight hours governed like a reborn commonwealth. While they debated, praetorians hailed the dull Claudius, armed him with purple, and the senate, abandoned and menaced, ratified servitude in exchange for amnesty.
Augustus equally dreaded the legions he had taught to spurn law, so he revived discipline, invoked Roman pride, and placed the senate’s majesty between himself and the swords of his soldiers. The structure endured two centuries: from Augustus to Commodus the oath held, princes were chosen with senate’s voice and army’s consent, and only three risings disturbed the peace. Caligula and Domitian fell to palace blades; Nero’s fall birthed eighteen months of chaos in which four rivals died, yet calm returned. To spare troops the itch of vacancy, rulers shared power early: Augustus with Tiberius, Vespasian associated his son Titus, whose fame veiled Domitian’s vices.
Nerva, too gentle for Rome’s chaos, adopted the capable general Trajan and, by senate decree, made him colleague and heir. Generations later they still prayed for “the virtue of Trajan.” Whether by Trajan’s nod or Plotina’s intrigue, Hadrian followed. He mended laws, tightened discipline, inspected provinces, yet coupled justice with showy curiosity, slew four consular foes at the outset, and ended peevish and cruel. The senate hesitated to curse or deify him until Antoninus won godhead for his benefactor. Hadrian had first named Aelius Verus, who died; the youth he left was adopted and, beside Marcus Aurelius, reigned wastefully but loyally, then died young.
Hadrian, his desire sated or denied, sought gratitude from future ages by choosing the worthiest to rule. He adopted the blameless senator Antoninus, fifty, but only if Antoninus instantly adopted the promising youth Marcus, seventeen. The two Antonines held the world for forty-two years with wisdom. Though Antoninus had sons, he wed daughter Faustina to Marcus, gave him tribunician and proconsular powers, and shared every labor without jealousy. Marcus revered the elder as father and sovereign, then shaped his own reign by that example. Stoic at twelve, he lectured, fought eight winters on the Danube, and died beloved, households kept his image as a god.
The peace they secured crowned Antoninus with the name of a second Numa. Like that ancient lawgiver he cherished religion, justice, and peace, yet ruled a far wider world; his reign offered history few incidents beyond cheerful benevolence and modest pleasure. Marcus practiced sterner virtue, esteeming only goodness as good, detesting war as human disgrace, yet taking the field when defence demanded. After Domitian fell and before Commodus rose, Rome basked in its happiest season. Nerva, Trajan, Hadrian, and the Antonines wielded absolute power tempered by law, preserved republican forms, restrained the legions, and delighted in being considered accountable ministers to the laws.
Yet those rulers pondered how happiness depended on one character. They foresaw the hour when a vicious youth or jealous tyrant would twist the blind strength of the army, court flattery, and weak law into ruin. Their fears echoed Rome’s memory of the iron age—Tiberius, Caligula, Claudius, Nero, Vitellius, Domitian—eighty years of cruelty. Conquests barred escape, and citizens, still schooled by philosophy and republican history, felt oppression more sharply than the Persian courtier who, dubbed “the king’s slave,” learned that “patience” and “unlimited obedience” were virtues
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