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    A small city on the Tiber turns ambition into law, and law into empire, until the very instruments of greatness begin to test the republic that forged them.

The History of Rome (Complete Edition: Vol. 1–5) by Theodor Mommsen holds classic status because it fuses rigorous historical inquiry with sustained narrative power, making Rome’s political experiments feel urgent rather than remote. Its pages helped define what many readers expect from a modern national history: close attention to institutions, public life, and the hard calculus of power. The work’s literary impact lies in its ability to render constitutional change, civic conflict, and expansion as a coherent drama of choices and consequences. Across generations, its interpretive boldness has kept it in conversation with both scholars and general readers.

Mommsen was a nineteenth-century German scholar whose work in ancient history became internationally influential. He composed his multi-volume History of Rome in that century, and it appeared in separate volumes over time. The “Complete Edition: Vol. 1–5” brings together the full set as commonly circulated, presenting a sweeping account that follows Rome from its beginnings through the growth of its power and the strains that accompany transformation. The central premise is that Rome’s rise cannot be understood merely as a sequence of battles and rulers; it must be traced through the evolution of civic structures, legal ideas, and political leadership in a changing Mediterranean world.

Part of the book’s enduring reputation comes from its method. Mommsen treats Rome’s past as a problem to be solved through evidence and interpretation rather than as a storehouse of moral anecdotes. He emphasizes how institutions are made and remade—assemblies, magistracies, legal norms, and the practices of public authority—and how those frameworks channel individual ambition. Readers encounter history as a contest between what a constitution promises and what circumstances demand. That approach proved influential beyond classical studies, encouraging later historians to write about states and societies through the lens of political mechanisms and public law.

The work’s literary force also rests on its pace and clarity. Even when discussing technical matters of governance, Mommsen maintains a forward motion that resembles the momentum of events themselves. His Rome is not an abstract ideal but a living commonwealth driven by competing interests and uneven compromises. In that sense, the book established a model for historical prose that can be analytical without becoming inert. The narrative does not ask the reader to memorize; it invites the reader to weigh decisions, to watch coalitions form, and to see how policy and precedent can steer a community toward stability or crisis.

Its themes have remained durable because they are not confined to antiquity. The History of Rome persistently returns to questions of civic identity, the boundaries of citizenship, and the price of expansion. It considers how a polity integrates allies and newcomers, how military success reshapes domestic expectations, and how administrative burdens grow with territory. The story is anchored in Rome, but its concerns—legitimacy, reform, and the tension between republican forms and concentrated power—are recognizable in many political orders. That thematic breadth helps explain why the book has been read as more than a chronicle of ancient events.

Mommsen’s influence is felt in how later writers and historians approached Rome as a laboratory of government rather than as a museum of ruins. By insisting on the centrality of institutions and law, he encouraged readers to connect constitutional detail with social conflict and state capacity. His interpretive style—confident, synthetic, and oriented toward explanation—helped set expectations for large-scale historical narratives in the modern era. Subsequent works on Roman history, political development, and empire-building have often had to position themselves in relation to his perspectives, whether by adopting his emphases, refining them, or arguing against them.

At the same time, the book’s classic status owes much to its ability to keep multiple scales in view. It moves between the decisions of leading figures, the pressures of war and diplomacy, and the slower shifts in economic and social arrangements that make certain choices possible. This interplay prevents Rome’s rise from appearing inevitable. Instead, the reader is shown a sequence of constrained options, contested reforms, and evolving norms. Without revealing outcomes beyond the initial setup, the work frames Roman history as a series of turning points where governance, military necessity, and public consent repeatedly collide.

The “Complete Edition” format underscores how cumulative Mommsen’s argument is. Across five volumes, themes introduced early—public authority, legal tradition, and the demands of external competition—reappear under new conditions, allowing the reader to see continuity alongside change. The breadth of coverage also gives context to Rome’s shifting relationships with neighboring peoples and the wider Mediterranean. Rather than treating expansion as a simple arc, the narrative invites attention to the administrative and political adaptations that expansion requires. The result is a panoramic account designed to be read as an integrated whole, not as disconnected episodes.

Readers coming to the work today encounter a nineteenth-century voice—one shaped by the scholarly standards and intellectual debates of its time—yet the book’s questions still resonate. Mommsen’s insistence that political history is inseparable from legal and institutional analysis remains a guiding principle in many fields. The work also demonstrates how historical writing can be both interpretive and disciplined, combining broad synthesis with close attention to the machinery of government. Its longevity signals that style matters in scholarship: a compelling narrative can carry complex ideas without reducing them to slogans or mere chronology.

As with any major classic, the book invites active reading. It is best approached not as a final verdict on Rome but as a powerful argument about how Rome worked and why its structures mattered. The value of this approach lies in the habits it cultivates: tracing cause and consequence, noticing how reforms alter incentives, and recognizing that political stability is often an achievement rather than a default condition. Mommsen’s Rome becomes a mirror for thinking about civic life, where laws and offices are not only technical devices but expressions of collective priorities and contested values.

That is why The History of Rome continues to attract new audiences. In an age preoccupied with constitutional stress, the legitimacy of institutions, and the challenges of governing diverse populations, Mommsen’s focus on political structures and public authority feels contemporary without requiring modern analogies to be forced. The book’s lasting appeal rests on its ability to show how a community’s success can generate new pressures, and how resilience depends on adapting principles to changing realities. As a complete five-volume narrative, it remains a landmark in historical literature and a demanding, rewarding guide to Rome’s enduring questions.
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    The History of Rome (Complete Edition: Vol. 1–5) by Theodor Mommsen is a large-scale narrative history that follows Rome from its earliest setting through the growth of its institutions and the expansion of its power in Italy and the wider Mediterranean. Across these volumes Mommsen presents Rome not only as a sequence of events but as a political community shaped by law, social structure, and competition among orders. The work proceeds chronologically, repeatedly returning to questions of constitutional development, civic cohesion, and the practical pressures created by war, empire, and administration.

paragraphs in list are strings, but not headings or lists; ensure each is continuous formal prose and spoiler-safe. The narrative begins with Rome’s early formation and the traditions surrounding kingship and the emergence of republican governance. Mommsen emphasizes how magistracies, assemblies, and the senate took recognizable shape, and how early struggles over status and rights influenced public life. He traces the consolidation of Roman authority in Latium and Italy, connecting military demands with internal bargaining among citizens. Attention is given to the making of civic identity, the role of religion and custom in public authority, and the ways early institutions balanced collective rule with elite leadership.

As the account moves through the middle Republic, Mommsen depicts the transformation of a city-state into a dominant Italian power. He follows Rome’s contests with neighboring peoples and its gradual integration of allies, outlining the political logic of treaties, citizenship arrangements, and federate structures. Military organization and civic duty appear as linked themes, with war repeatedly acting as a catalyst for institutional adaptation. The narrative stresses how success abroad intensified debates at home about land, debt, and representation, and how the republic’s traditional practices were tested by the scale and frequency of sustained conflict.

A central strand of the work is Rome’s engagement with the wider Mediterranean world, including long wars that demanded unprecedented mobilization. Mommsen describes how major external rivals and shifting alliances affected Roman strategy, finance, and command. Expansion is portrayed as a process that reshaped not only territory but also administrative habits, the distribution of spoils, and the expectations placed on magistrates and generals. The account highlights the interplay between military victory and political influence, showing how opportunities created by conquest also magnified tensions within the republican framework.

Mommsen then turns to the consequences of empire for Roman society, focusing on economic change, inequality, and the strains placed on smallholders and civic participation. He surveys reforms and policy proposals that sought to address landholding patterns, military recruitment, and the management of provinces, while also noting resistance from entrenched interests. Throughout, he treats constitutional practice as dynamic, shaped by precedents and power. The narrative foregrounds the question of whether a republican system designed for a city could govern an expanding sphere of provinces without transforming its political fundamentals.

As internal competition intensifies, the history follows the rising prominence of extraordinary commands, factional alignments, and increasingly personal forms of political authority. Mommsen connects episodes of unrest and institutional conflict with structural issues: the rewards of provincial governance, the loyalty of armies, and the influence of wealth in elections and public life. He traces how legal measures and political maneuvers were used both to defend traditional norms and to reconfigure them. The work keeps attention on the republic’s formal vocabulary even as real leverage shifts toward those who control resources, patronage, and force.

In the later republican narrative, Mommsen depicts a political culture under extreme pressure, where emergencies and rivalries encourage departures from ordinary procedure. He examines the use of tribunician power, the senate’s attempts to steer crises, and the appeal of strong leadership amid disorder. Provincial administration, citizenship questions, and Italian integration remain recurring themes, revealing how Rome’s core institutions were pulled between inclusion and hierarchy. The volumes emphasize that constitutional conflicts were not abstract: they were tied to tangible disputes over land, rights, taxation, and the command of armies.

Across the final movement covered in these volumes, Rome’s governing system is presented as confronting a dilemma between republican collegiality and the demands of effective imperial rule. Mommsen follows the accumulating precedents that expand executive power, the political weaponization of courts and legislation, and the changing relationship between civil authority and military command. He continues to integrate institutional analysis with narrative, portraying politics as a contest over legitimacy as well as control. The work remains focused on causes and mechanisms rather than on dramatic revelation, keeping the emphasis on how pressures built over time.

Taken as a complete edition, Mommsen’s history offers a sustained argument that Rome’s rise and its republican crises are inseparable from the evolution of its legal and political structures. By tracing institutions alongside wars, alliances, and social conflict, the volumes invite readers to consider how governance adapts—or fails to adapt—to expansion, inequality, and competition among elites. Without relying on a single moral lesson, the work’s enduring significance lies in its insistence that constitutional forms, civic incentives, and administrative realities jointly shape historical outcomes, making Rome a long case study in power and political change.
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    The setting of Theodor Mommsen’s The History of Rome is the Mediterranean world of the first millennium BCE, where city-states, tribal confederations, and monarchies competed for land, trade routes, and security. In Italy, power was distributed among Latin communities, Etruscan city leagues, Samnite groups in the Apennines, and Greek poleis in the south. Religion, kinship, and customary law structured public life, while warfare and diplomacy shaped institutions. Mommsen narrates Rome’s rise within this environment, emphasizing how a small community on the Tiber developed civic mechanisms capable of expanding across Italy and beyond.

paragraphs are

Rome’s earliest phases, as they can be described from ancient evidence, combine archaeological traces with later literary traditions preserved by authors such as Livy and Dionysius of Halicarnassus. By the late regal period (traditionally ending in the late 6th century BCE), Rome was part of a wider Italic and Etruscan sphere, with urbanization, temple building, and increasingly complex public authority. Mommsen treats these origins with critical attention to sources, reflecting 19th-century efforts to separate legend from recoverable history. His approach mirrors a broader scholarly movement that sought to reconstruct institutions and law where narrative certainty is limited.

paragraphs are

The Roman Republic, traditionally dated from the late 6th century BCE, is framed by a mixed constitution in which magistrates, a senate, and popular assemblies divided authority. Political identity was strongly tied to citizenship, military service, and membership in clans and households. Social conflict between patricians and plebeians—attested in ancient accounts and reflected in institutional changes—forms a central theme in Mommsen’s narrative. He highlights the gradual opening of offices and legal protections to broader groups, reading these struggles as formative of Roman state capacity. The book thus echoes Republican debates about legitimacy, representation, and the binding force of law.

paragraphs are

A key institutional development was the codification of law, associated with the Twelve Tables in the mid-5th century BCE. While the precise contours are reconstructed from fragments and later testimony, the tradition underscores an insistence that public norms be knowable and not monopolized by an elite. Mommsen, trained as a jurist and historian, is especially attentive to legal forms and their political consequences. He uses law as a window into social relations, property, debt, and family authority. By foregrounding legal change, the history connects everyday disputes to large constitutional shifts, suggesting that Roman expansion rested on internal ordering as much as on battle.

paragraphs are

Rome’s conquest of Italy unfolded over several centuries, notably through conflicts with neighboring Latin communities, the Samnites, and other Italic peoples, culminating in broad Roman dominance by the early 3rd century BCE. The process combined war, settlement, alliance, and the extension of varying degrees of rights. Roads, colonies, and military obligations tied communities to Rome, while local autonomy often persisted within the alliance system. Mommsen interprets this as an administrative and constitutional achievement, not merely a sequence of victories. The narrative emphasizes how Rome’s flexible incorporation of allies created manpower and cohesion, enabling later Mediterranean expansion.

paragraphs are

The encounter with Carthage in the Punic Wars (264–146 BCE) transformed Rome from an Italian hegemon into a major Mediterranean power. The First Punic War pushed Rome into naval warfare on an unprecedented scale for the Republic; the Second brought existential danger through Hannibal’s Italian campaign; and the Third ended with Carthage’s destruction. These wars were also economic and logistical struggles, involving fleets, finance, allied contributions, and long-term mobilization. Mommsen presents the Punic Wars as decisive in redirecting Roman energies outward and in reshaping domestic politics, as prolonged conflict intensified social strains and elevated new military leaders.

paragraphs are

As Rome expanded eastward in the 2nd century BCE, it fought a series of wars in the Greek world and against Hellenistic monarchies, including campaigns in Macedonia and against the Seleucid king Antiochus III. The resulting settlements increased Roman influence without immediately creating a uniform imperial administration. Greek culture, education, and art gained prestige among Roman elites, while the flow of wealth and enslaved people into Italy accelerated. Mommsen’s account reflects the tension between admiration for Greek civilization and anxiety about moral and political change. He treats the eastern conquests as both an achievement and a destabilizing force within Republican society.

paragraphs are

Economic and social transformations accompanied conquest. Large-scale landholding expanded in parts of Italy, while war and enslavement increased the supply of coerced labor; at the same time, many smallholders faced disruption from long military service and competition. Urban Rome grew as a center of patronage, politics, and consumption, supported by provincial revenues and commercial networks. Public life featured mass assemblies, spectacles, and intense electoral competition. Mommsen uses these developments to explain why traditional Republican mechanisms strained under new pressures. His narrative links imperial success to domestic imbalance, showing how wealth, inequality, and labor systems affected political stability.

paragraphs are

The political crises of the late 2nd century BCE are inseparable from reform attempts associated with the Gracchi. Tiberius Gracchus (tribune in 133 BCE) pursued land redistribution, and Gaius Gracchus (tribune in 123–122 BCE) advanced broader measures including grain policy and judicial reforms. Their careers ended in political violence, which ancient sources depict as a turning point in norms. Mommsen treats these episodes as symptomatic of structural conflict rather than mere personal rivalry. He highlights how disputes over land, citizenship, and court control exposed contradictions between senatorial dominance and popular sovereignty within the Republic’s constitutional framework.
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    Theodor Mommsen (1817–1903) was a German classical scholar, historian, jurist, and public intellectual whose work helped shape modern study of ancient Rome. Working in the nineteenth century, he combined rigorous analysis of texts, inscriptions, and institutions with a narrative talent that reached a broad readership. He is best known for large-scale syntheses of Roman history and for foundational contributions to Latin epigraphy and Roman legal history. Mommsen’s scholarship set enduring standards for critical method, editorial precision, and the systematic use of material evidence in reconstructing the political and social development of the Roman world.

Born in Schleswig, then under the Danish monarchy, Mommsen was educated in a German classical curriculum that emphasized philology, ancient history, and law. He studied at the University of Kiel and trained as a jurist while deepening his command of Greek and Latin sources. His intellectual formation reflected the German tradition of Altertumswissenschaft, which sought to integrate language, history, archaeology, and legal institutions into a single disciplined approach to antiquity. Early in his career he traveled in Italy to study inscriptions firsthand, an experience that strengthened his conviction that epigraphic evidence could transform Roman history from literary narrative into a more documentary science.

Mommsen’s early professional life moved between teaching, research, and editorial work. After positions in the German academic world, he became associated with major scholarly enterprises that required long-term organization and collaborative standards. His work was marked by an insistence on comprehensive collection, careful readings, and transparent criteria for dating and attribution. In the political climate of the mid-nineteenth century he also participated publicly as a liberal nationalist, a stance that shaped how some contemporaries interpreted the civic energy of his historical writing. While his political commitments evolved in response to events, his scholarly reputation rested on method and productivity rather than on partisan alignment.

His most famous literary achievement was the multivolume “Römische Geschichte” (“History of Rome”), issued in the 1850s, which brought him wide recognition beyond specialist circles. Written with dramatic force and analytical ambition, it offered a sweeping account of Rome’s rise and the transformation of its republican institutions. The work was praised for clarity, momentum, and interpretive boldness, even as readers noted that its judgments could be forceful and its perspective strongly shaped by nineteenth-century ideas about statecraft and leadership. Although he did not produce a comparable narrative treatment for every later period of Roman history, the published volumes became a classic of historical prose and an influential model for modern historical synthesis.

Alongside narrative history, Mommsen produced scholarship that remains central to classical studies. He was a leading figure in Latin epigraphy, most notably through his direction and authorship within the “Corpus Inscriptionum Latinarum,” the monumental corpus that collected and critically edited Latin inscriptions. This project institutionalized high standards for describing objects, recording provenance, and establishing reliable texts, and it provided historians with an indispensable reference work. Mommsen also worked on Roman constitutional and legal history, culminating in studies such as “Römisches Staatsrecht” (“Roman Constitutional Law”) and “Römisches Strafrecht” (“Roman Criminal Law”), which treated Roman institutions with a jurist’s precision and an historian’s sense of development over time.

Mommsen’s later scholarship continued to broaden the evidentiary base for Roman history. Works such as “Die Provinzen des römischen Reiches” (“The Provinces of the Roman Empire”) extended his attention from Rome’s center to its administrative and provincial realities, drawing on inscriptions, coinage, and documentary sources as well as literary texts. He maintained a prominent role in Berlin’s scholarly environment and became a key organizer of long-running editorial enterprises, including critical work on Roman legal texts and historical documentation. Over decades, his output illustrated an approach in which painstaking reference scholarship and interpretive synthesis were mutually reinforcing, rather than separate scholarly worlds.

In 1902 Mommsen received the Nobel Prize in Literature, an unusual recognition for a historian, reflecting the literary power and public impact of his historical writing. He died in 1903, leaving behind a corpus that continues to shape research agendas and classroom narratives alike. His methods—especially the disciplined use of inscriptions and legal sources—helped establish modern standards for evidence in ancient history. While some of his interpretive frameworks reflect the assumptions of his era, his commitment to comprehensive documentation and critical editing remains a model. Contemporary scholars still rely on the tools he helped build, and readers still encounter his work as a landmark of historical prose.
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When the first portion of this translation appeared in 1861, it was accompanied by a Preface, for which I was indebted to the kindness of the late Dr. Schmitz, introducing to the English reader the work of an author whose name and merits, though already known to scholars, were far less widely familiar than they are now. After thirty-three years such an introduction is no longer needed, but none the less gratefully do I recall how much the book owed at the outset to Dr. Schmitz's friendly offices.

The following extracts from my own "Prefatory Note" dated "December 1861" state the circumstances under which I undertook the translation, and give some explanations as to its method and aims:—

"In requesting English scholars to receive with indulgence this first portion of a translation of Dr. Mommsen's 'Romische Geschichte,' I am somewhat in the position of Albinus; who, when appealing to his readers to pardon the imperfections of the Roman History which he had written in indifferent Greek, was met by Cato with the rejoinder that he was not compelled to write at all—that, if the Amphictyonic Council[1] had laid their commands on him, the case would have been different—but that it was quite out of place to ask the indulgence of his readers when his task had been self-imposed. I may state, however, that I did not undertake this task, until I had sought to ascertain whether it was likely to be taken up by any one more qualified to do justice to it. When Dr. Mommsen's work accidentally came into my hands some years after its first appearance, and revived my interest in studies which I had long laid aside for others more strictly professional, I had little doubt that its merits would have already attracted sufficient attention amidst the learned leisure of Oxford to induce some of her great scholars to clothe it in an English dress. But it appeared on inquiry that, while there was a great desire to see it translated, and the purpose of translating it had been entertained in more quarters than one, the projects had from various causes miscarried. Mr. George Robertson published an excellent translation (to which, so far as it goes, I desire to acknowledge my obligations) of the introductory chapters on the early inhabitants of Italy; but other studies and engagements did not permit him to proceed with it. I accordingly requested and obtained Dr. Mommsen's permission to translate his work.

"The translation has been prepared from the third edition of the original, published in the spring of the present year at Berlin. The sheets have been transmitted to Dr. Mommsen, who has kindly communicated to me such suggestions as occurred to him. I have thus been enabled, more especially in the first volume, to correct those passages where I had misapprehended or failed to express the author's meaning, and to incorporate in the English work various additions and corrections which do not appear in the original.

"In executing the translation I have endeavoured to follow the original as closely as is consistent with a due regard to the difference of idiom. Many of our translations from the German are so literal as to reproduce the very order of the German sentence, so that they are, if not altogether unintelligible to the English reader, at least far from readable, while others deviate so entirely from the form of the original as to be no longer translations in the proper sense of the term. I have sought to pursue a middle course between a mere literal translation, which would be repulsive, and a loose paraphrase, which would be in the case of such a work peculiarly unsatisfactory. Those who are most conversant with the difficulties of such a task will probably be the most willing to show forbearance towards the shortcomings of my performance, and in particular towards the too numerous traces of the German idiom, which, on glancing over the sheets, I find it still to retain.

"The reader may perhaps be startled by the occurrence now and then of modes of expression more familiar and colloquial than is usually the case in historical works. This, however, is a characteristic feature of the original, to which in fact it owes not a little of its charm. Dr. Mommsen often uses expressions that are not to be found in the dictionary, and he freely takes advantage of the unlimited facilities afforded by the German language for the coinage or the combination of words. I have not unfrequently, in deference to his wishes, used such combinations as 'Carthagino-Sicilian,' 'Romano-Hellenic,' although less congenial to our English idiom, for the sake of avoiding longer periphrases.

"In Dr. Mommsen's book, as in every other German work that has occasion to touch on abstract matters, there occur sentences couched in a peculiar terminology and not very susceptible of translation. There are one or two sentences of this sort, more especially in the chapter on Religion in the 1st volume, and in the critique of Euripides as to which I am not very confident that I have seized or succeeded in expressing the meaning. In these cases I have translated literally.

"In the spelling of proper names I have generally adopted the Latin orthography as more familiar to scholars in this country, except in cases where the spelling adopted by Dr. Mommsen is marked by any special peculiarity. At the same time entire uniformity in this respect has not been aimed at.

"I have ventured in various instances to break up the paragraphs of the original and to furnish them with additional marginal headings, and have carried out more fully the notation of the years B.C. on the margin.

"It is due to Dr. Schmitz, who has kindly encouraged me in this undertaking, that I should state that I alone am responsible for the execution of the translation. Whatever may be thought of it in other respects, I venture to hope that it may convey to the English reader a tolerably accurate impression of the contents and general spirit of the book."

In a new Library edition, which appeared in 1868, I incorporated all the additions and alterations which were introduced in the fourth edition of the German, some of which were of considerable importance; and I took the opportunity of revising the translation, so as to make the rendering more accurate and consistent.

Since that time no change has been made, except the issue in 1870 of an Index. But, as Dr. Mommsen was good enough some time ago to send to me a copy in which he had taken the trouble to mark the alterations introduced in the more recent editions of the original, I thought it due to him and to the favour with which the translation had been received that I should subject it to such a fresh revision as should bring it into conformity with the last form (eighth edition) of the German, on which, as I learn from him, he hardly contemplates further change. As compared with the first English edition, the more considerable alterations of addition, omission, or substitution amount, I should think, to well-nigh a hundred pages. I have corrected various errors in renderings, names, and dates (though not without some misgiving that others may have escaped notice or been incurred afresh); and I have still further broken up the text into paragraphs and added marginal headings.

The Index, which was not issued for the German book till nine years after the English translation was published, has now been greatly enlarged from its more recent German form, and has been, at the expenditure of no small labour, adapted to the altered paging of the English. I have also prepared, as an accompaniment to it, a collation of pagings, which will materially facilitate the finding of references made to the original or to the previous English editions.

I have had much reason to be gratified by the favour with which my translation has been received on the part alike of Dr. Mommsen himself and of the numerous English scholars who have made it the basis of their references to his work.1 I trust that in the altered form and new dress, for which the book is indebted to the printers, it may still further meet the convenience of the reader.

September 1894.

Notes for Preface

1. It has, I believe, been largely in use at Oxford for the last thirty years; but it has not apparently had the good fortune to have come to the knowledge of the writer of an article on "Roman History" published in the Encyclopedia Britannica in 1886, which at least makes no mention of its existence, or yet of Mr. Baring-Gould, who in his Tragedy of the Caesars (vol. 1. p. 104f.) has presented Dr. Mommsen's well-known "character" of Caesar in an independent version. His rendering is often more spirited than accurate. While in several cases important words, clauses, or even sentences, are omitted, in others the meaning is loosely or imperfectly conveyed—e.g. in "Hellenistic" for "Hellenic"; "success" for "plenitude of power"; "attempts" or "operations" for "achievements"; "prompt to recover" for "ready to strike"; "swashbuckler" for "brilliant"; "many" for "unyielding"; "accessible to all" for "complaisant towards every one"; "smallest fibre" for "Inmost core"; "ideas" for "ideals"; "unstained with blood" for "as bloodless as possible"; "described" for "apprehended"; "purity" for "clearness"; "smug" for "plain" (or homely); "avoid" for "avert"; "taking his dark course" for "stealing towards his aim by paths of darkness"; "rose" for "transformed himself"; "checked everything like a praetorian domination" for "allowed no hierarchy of marshals or government of praetorians to come into existence"; and in one case the meaning is exactly reversed, when "never sought to soothe, where he could not cure, intractable evils" stands for "never disdained at least to mitigate by palliatives evils that were incurable."
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  The Varronian computation by years of the City is retained in the text; the figures on the margin indicate the corresponding year before the birth of Christ.


  In calculating the corresponding years, the year 1 of the City has been assumed as identical with the year 753 B.C., and with Olymp. 6, 4; although, if we take into account the circumstance that the Roman solar year began with the 1st day of March, and the Greek with the 1st day of July, the year 1 of the City would, according to more exact calculation, correspond to the last ten months of 753 and the first two months of 752 B.C., and to the last four months of Ol. 6, 3 and the first eight of Ol. 6, 4.


  The Roman and Greek money has uniformly been commuted on the basis of assuming the libral as and sestertius, and the denarius and Attic drachma, respectively as equal, and taking for all sums above 100 denarii the present value in gold, and for all sums under 100 denarii the present value in silver, of the corresponding weight. The Roman pound (=327.45 grammes) of gold, equal to 4000 sesterces, has thus, according to the ratio of gold to silver 1:15.5, been reckoned at 304 1/2 Prussian thalers (about 43 pounds sterling), and the denarius, according to the value of silver, at 7 Prussian groschen (about 8d.).1


  Kiepert's map will give a clearer idea of the military consolidation of Italy than can be conveyed by any description.


  


  


  1. I have deemed it, in general, sufficient to give the value of the Roman money approximately in round numbers, assuming for that purpose 100 sesterces as equivalent to 1 pound sterling.—TR.


  —Ta palaiotera saphos men eurein dia chronou pleithos adunata ein ek de tekmeirion on epi makrotaton skopounti moi pisteusai xumbainei ou megala nomizo genesthai oute kata tous polemous oute es ta alla.—


  Thucydides.
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Ancient History

The Mediterranean Sea with its various branches, penetrating far into the great Continent, forms the largest gulf of the ocean, and, alternately narrowed by islands or projections of the land and expanding to considerable breadth, at once separates and connects the three divisions of the Old World. The shores of this inland sea were in ancient times peopled by various nations belonging in an ethnographical and philological point of view to different races, but constituting in their historical aspect one whole. This historic whole has been usually, but not very appropriately, entitled the history of the ancient world. It is in reality the history of civilization among the Mediterranean nations; and, as it passes before us in its successive stages, it presents four great phases of development—the history of the Coptic or Egyptian stock dwelling on the southern shore, the history of the Aramaean or Syrian nation which occupied the east coast and extended into the interior of Asia as far as the Euphrates and Tigris, and the histories of the twin-peoples, the Hellenes and Italians, who received as their heritage the countries on the European shore. Each of these histories was in its earlier stages connected with other regions and with other cycles of historical evolution; but each soon entered on its own distinctive career. The surrounding nations of alien or even of kindred extraction—the Berbers and Negroes of Africa, the Arabs, Persians, and Indians of Asia, the Celts and Germans of Europe—came into manifold contact with the peoples inhabiting the borders of the Mediterranean, but they neither imparted unto them nor received from them any influences exercising decisive effect on their respective destinies. So far, therefore, as cycles of culture admit of demarcation at all, the cycle which has its culminating points denoted by the names Thebes, Carthage, Athens, and Rome, may be regarded as an unity. The four nations represented by these names, after each of them had attained in a path of its own a peculiar and noble civilization, mingled with one another in the most varied relations of reciprocal intercourse, and skilfully elaborated and richly developed all the elements of human nature. At length their cycle was accomplished. New peoples who hitherto had only laved the territories of the states of the Mediterranean, as waves lave the beach, overflowed both its shores, severed the history of its south coast from that of the north, and transferred the centre of civilization from the Mediterranean to the Atlantic Ocean. The distinction between ancient and modern history, therefore, is no mere accident, nor yet a mere matter of chronological convenience. What is called modern history is in reality the formation of a new cycle of culture, connected in several stages of its development with the perishing or perished civilization of the Mediterranean states, as this was connected with the primitive civilization of the Indo-Germanic stock, but destined, like the earlier cycle, to traverse an orbit of its own. It too is destined to experience in full measure the vicissitudes of national weal and woe, the periods of growth, of maturity, and of age, the blessedness of creative effort in religion, polity, and art, the comfort of enjoying the material and intellectual acquisitions which it has won, perhaps also, some day, the decay of productive power in the satiety of contentment with the goal attained. And yet this goal will only be temporary: the grandest system of civilization has its orbit, and may complete its course but not so the human race, to which, just when it seems to have reached its goal, the old task is ever set anew with a wider range and with a deeper meaning.

Italy

Our aim is to exhibit the last act of this great historical drama, to relate the ancient history of the central peninsula projecting from the northern continent into the Mediterranean. It is formed by the mountain-system of the Apennines branching off in a southern direction from the western Alps. The Apennines take in the first instance a south-eastern course between the broader gulf of the Mediterranean on the west, and the narrow one on the east; and in the close vicinity of the latter they attain their greatest elevation, which, however, scarce reaches the line of perpetual snow, in the Abruzzi. From the Abruzzi the chain continues in a southern direction, at first undivided and of considerable height; after a depression which formsa hill-country, it splits into a somewhat flattened succession of heights towards the south-east and a more rugged chain towards the south, and in both directions terminates in the formation of narrow peninsulas.

The flat country on the north, extending between the Alps and the Apennines as far down as the Abruzzi, does not belong geographically, nor until a very late period even historically, to the southern land of mountain and hill, the Italy whose history is here to engage our attention. It was not till the seventh century of the city that the coast-district from Sinigaglia to Rimini, and not till the eighth that the basin of the Po, became incorporated with Italy. The ancient boundary of Italy on the north was not the Alps but the Apennines. This mountain-system nowhere rises abruptly into a precipitous chain, but, spreading broadly over the land and enclosing many valleys and table-lands connected by easy passes, presents conditions which well adapt it to become the settlement of man. Still more suitable in this respect are the adjacent slopes and the coast-districts on the east, south, and west. On the east coast the plain of Apulia, shut in towards the north by the mountain-block of the Abruzzi and only broken by the steep isolated ridge of Garganus, stretches in a uniform level with but a scanty development of coast and stream. On the south coast, between the two peninsulas in which the Apennines terminate, extensive lowlands, poorly provided with harbours but well watered and fertile, adjoin the hill-country of the interior. The west coast presents a far-stretching domain intersected by considerable streams, in particular by the Tiber, and shaped by the action of the waves and of the once numerous volcanoes into manifold variety of hill and valley, harbour and island. Here the regions of Etruria, Latium, and Campania form the very flower of the land of Italy. South of Campania, the land in front of the mountains gradually diminishes, and the Tyrrhenian Sea almost washes their base. Moreover, as the Peloponnesus is attached to Greece, so the island of Sicily is attached to Italy—the largest and fairest isle of the Mediterranean, having a mountainous and partly desert interior, but girt, especially on the east and south, by a broad belt of the finest coast-land, mainly the result of volcanic action. Geographically the Sicilian mountains are a continuation of the Apennines, hardly interrupted by the narrow "rent" —Pegion—of the straits; and in its historical relations Sicily was in earlier times quite as decidedly a part of Italy as the Peloponnesus was of Greece, a field for the struggles of the same races, and the seat of a similar superior civilization.

The Italian peninsula resembles the Grecian in the temperate climate and wholesome air that prevail on the hills of moderate height, and on the whole, also, in the valleys and plains. In development of coast it is inferior; it wants, in particular, the island-studded sea which made the Hellenes a seafaring nation. Italy on the other hand excels its neighbour in the rich alluvial plains and the fertile and grassy mountain-slopes, which are requisite for agriculture and the rearing of cattle. Like Greece, it is a noble land which calls forth and rewards the energies of man, opening up alike for restless adventure the way to distant lands and for quiet exertion modes of peaceful gain at home.

But, while the Grecian peninsula is turned towards the east, the Italian is turned towards the west. As the coasts of Epirus and Acarnania had but a subordinate importance in the case of Hellas, so had the Apulian and Messapian coasts in that of Italy; and, while the regions on which the historical development of Greece has been mainly dependent—Attica and Macedonia—look to the east, Etruria, Latium, and Campania look to the west. In this way the two peninsulas, so close neighbours and almost sisters, stand as it were averted from each other. Although the naked eye can discern from Otranto the Acroceraunian mountains, the Italians and Hellenes came into earlier and closer contact on every other pathway rather than on the nearest across the Adriatic Sea, In their instance, as has happened so often, the historical vocation of the nations was prefigured in the relations of the ground which they occupied; the two great stocks, on which the civilization of the ancient world grew, threw their shadow as well as their seed, the one towards the east, the other towards the west.

Italian History

We intend here to relate the history of Italy, not simply the history of the city of Rome. Although, in the formal sense of political law, it was the civic community of Rome which gained the sovereignty first of Italy and then of the world, such a view cannot be held to express the higher and real meaning of history. What has been called the subjugation of Italy by the Romans appears rather, when viewed in its true light, as the consolidation into an united state of the whole Italian stock—a stock of which the Romans were doubtless the most powerful branch, but still were only a branch.

The history of Italy falls into two main sections: (1) its internal history down to its union under the leadership of the Latin stock, and (2) the history of its sovereignty over the world. Under the first section, which will occupy the first two books, we shall have to set forth the settlement of the Italian stock in the peninsula; the imperilling of its national and political existence, and its partial subjugation, by nations of other descent and older civilization, Greeks and Etruscans; the revolt of the Italians against the strangers, and the annihilation or subjection of the latter; finally, the struggles between the two chief Italian stocks, the Latins and the Samnites[2], for the hegemony of the peninsula, and the victory of the Latins at the end of the fourth century before the birth of Christ—or of the fifth century of the city. The second section opens with the Punic wars; it embraces the rapid extension of the dominion of Rome up to and beyond the natural boundaries of Italy, the long status quo of the imperial period, and the collapse of the mighty empire. These events will be narrated in the third and following books.

Notes for Book I Chapter I

1. The dates as hereafter inserted in the text are years of the City (A.U.C.); those in the margin give the corresponding years B.C.
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Primitive Races of Italy

We have no information, not even a tradition, concerning the first migration of the human race into Italy. It was the universal belief of antiquity that in Italy, as well as elsewhere, the first population had sprung from the soil. We leave it to the province of the naturalist to decide the question of the origin of different races, and of the influence of climate in producing their diversities. In a historical point of view it is neither possible, nor is it of any importance, to determine whether the oldest recorded population of a country were autochthones or immigrants. But it is incumbent on the historical inquirer to bring to light the successive strata of population in the country of which he treats, in order to trace, from as remote an epoch as possible, the gradual progress of civilization to more perfect forms, and the suppression of races less capable of, or less advanced in, culture by nations of higher standing.

Italy is singularly poor in memorials of the primitive period, and presents in this respect a remarkable contrast to other fields of civilization. The results of German archaeological research lead to the conclusion that in England, France, the North of Germany and Scandinavia, before the settlement of the Indo-Germans in those lands, there must have dwelt, or rather roamed, a people, perhaps of Mongolian race, gaining their subsistence by hunting and fishing, making their implements of stone, clay, or bones, adorning themselves with the teeth of animals and with amber, but unacquainted with agriculture and the use of the metals. In India, in like manner, the Indo-Germanic settlers were preceded by a dark-coloured population less susceptible of culture. But in Italy we neither meet with fragments of a supplanted nation, such as the Finns and Lapps in the Celto-Germanic domain and the black tribes in the Indian mountains; nor have any remains of an extinct primitive people been hitherto pointed out there, such as appear to be revealed in the peculiarly-formed skeletons, the places of assembling, and the burial mounds of what is called the stone-period of Germanic antiquity. Nothing has hitherto been brought to light to warrant the supposition that mankind existed in Italy at a period anterior to the knowledge of agriculture and of the smelting of the metals; and if the human race ever within the bounds of Italy really occupied the level of that primitive stage of culture which we are accustomed to call the savage state, every trace of such a fact has disappeared.

Individual tribes, or in other words, races or stocks, are the constituent elements of the earliest history. Among the stocks which in later times we meet with in Italy, the immigration of some, of the Hellenes for instance, and the denationalization of others, such as the Bruttians and the inhabitants of the Sabine territory, are historically attested. Setting aside both these classes, there remain a number of stocks whose wanderings can no longer be traced by means of historical testimony, but only by a priori inference, and whose nationality cannot be shown to have undergone any radical change from external causes. To establish the national individuality of these is the first aim of our inquiry. In such an inquiry, had we nothing to fall back upon but the chaotic mass of names of tribes and the confusion of what professes to be historical tradition, the task might well be abandoned as hopeless. The conventionally received tradition, which assumes the name of history, is composed of a few serviceable notices by civilized travellers, and a mass of mostly worthless legends, which have usually been combined with little discrimination of the true character either of legend or of history. But there is another source of tradition to which we may resort, and which yields information fragmentary but authentic; we mean the indigenous languages of the stocks settled in Italy from time immemorial. These languages, which have grown with the growth of the peoples themselves, have had the stamp of their process of growth impressed upon them too deeply to be wholly effaced by subsequent civilization. One only of the Italian languages is known to us completely; but the remains which have been preserved of several of the others are sufficient to afford a basis for historical inquiry regarding the existence, and the degrees, of family relationship among the several languages and peoples.

In this way philological research teaches us to distinguish three primitive Italian stocks, the Iapygian[3], the Etruscan, and that which we shall call the Italian. The last is divided into two main branches,—the Latin branch, and that to which the dialects of the Umbri, Marsi, Volsci, and Samnites belong.

Iapygians

As to the Iapygian stock, we have but little information. At the south-eastern extremity of Italy, in the Messapian[4] or Calabrian peninsula, inscriptions in a peculiar extinct language1 have been found in considerable numbers; undoubtedly remains of the dialect of the Iapygians, who are very distinctly pronounced by tradition also to have been different from the Latin and Samnite stocks. Statements deserving of credit and numerous indications lead to the conclusion that the same language and the same stock were indigenous also in Apulia[5]. What we at present know of this people suffices to show clearly that they were distinct from the other Italians, but does not suffice to determine what position should be assigned to them and to their language in the history of the human race. The inscriptions have not yet been, and it is scarcely to be expected that they ever will be, deciphered. The genitive forms, -aihi- and -ihi-, corresponding to the Sanscrit -asya- and the Greek —oio—, appear to indicate that the dialect belongs to the Indo-Germanic family. Other indications, such as the use of the aspirated consonants and the avoiding of the letters m and t as terminal sounds, show that this Iapygian dialect was essentially different from the Italian and corresponded in some respects to the Greek dialects. The supposition of an especially close affinity between the Iapygian nation and the Hellenes finds further support in the frequent occurrence of the names of Greek divinities in the inscriptions, and in the surprising facility with which that people became Hellenized, presenting a striking contrast to the shyness in this respect of the other Italian nations. Apulia, which in the time of Timaeus (400) was still described as a barbarous land, had in the sixth century of the city become a province thoroughly Greek, although no direct colonization from Greece had taken place; and even among the ruder stock of the Messapii there are various indications of a similar tendency. With the recognition of such a general family relationship or peculiar affinity between the Iapygians and Hellenes (a recognition, however, which by no means goes so far as to warrant our taking the Iapygian language to be a rude dialect of Greek), investigation must rest content, at least in the meantime, until some more precise and better assured result be attainable.2 The lack of information, however, is not much felt; for this race, already on the decline at the period when our history begins, comes before us only when it is giving way and disappearing. The character of the Iapygian people, little capable of resistance, easily merging into other nationalities, agrees well with the hypothesis, to which their geographical position adds probability, that they were the oldest immigrants or the historical autochthones of Italy. There can be no doubt that all the primitive migrations of nations took place by land; especially such as were directed towards Italy, the coast of which was accessible by sea only to skilful sailors and on that account was still in Homer's time wholly unknown to the Hellenes. But if the earlier settlers came over the Apennines, then, as the geologist infers the origin of mountains from their stratification, the historical inquirer may hazard the conjecture that the stocks pushed furthest towards the south were the oldest inhabitants of Italy; and it is just at its extreme south-eastern verge that we meet with the Iapygian nation.

Italians

The middle of the peninsula was inhabited, as far back as trustworthy tradition reaches, by two peoples or rather two branches of the same people, whose position in the Indo-Germanic family admits of being determined with greater precision than that of the Iapygian nation. We may with propriety call this people the Italian, since upon it rests the historical significance of the peninsula. It is divided into the two branch-stocks of the Latins and the Umbrians; the latter including their southern offshoots, the Marsians and Samnites, and the colonies sent forth by the Samnites in historical times. The philological analysis of the idioms of these stocks has shown that they together constitute a link in the Indo-Germanic chain of languages, and that the epoch in which they still formed an unity is a comparatively late one. In their system of sounds there appears the peculiar spirant -f, in the use of which they agree with the Etruscans, but decidedly differ from all Hellenic and Helleno-barbaric races as well as from the Sanscrit itself. The aspirates, again, which are retained by the Greeks throughout, and the harsher of them also by the Etruscans, were originally foreign to the Italians, and are represented among them by one of their elements—either by the media, or by the breathing alone -f or -h. The finer spirants, -s, -w, -j, which the Greeks dispense with as much as possible, have been retained in the Italian languages almost unimpaired, and have been in some instances still further developed. The throwing back of the accent and the consequent destruction of terminations are common to the Italians with some Greek stocks and with the Etruscans; but among the Italians this was done to a greater extent than among the former, and to a lesser extent than among the latter. The excessive disorder of the terminations in the Umbrian certainly had no foundation in the original spirit of the language, but was a corruption of later date, which appeared in a similar although weaker tendency also at Rome. Accordingly in the Italian languages short vowels are regularly dropped in the final sound, long ones frequently: the concluding consonants, on the other hand, have been tenaciously retained in the Latin and still more so in the Samnite; while the Umbrian drops even these. In connection with this we find that the middle voice has left but slight traces in the Italian languages, and a peculiar passive formed by the addition of -r takes its place; and further that the majority of the tenses are formed by composition with the roots -es and -fu, while the richer terminational system of the Greeks along with the augment enables them in great part to dispense with auxiliary verbs. While the Italian languages, like the Aeolic dialect, gave up the dual, they retained universally the ablative which the Greeks lost, and in great part also the locative. The rigorous logic of the Italians appears to have taken offence at the splitting of the idea of plurality into that of duality and of multitude; while they have continued with much precision to express the relations of words by inflections. A feature peculiarly Italian, and unknown even to the Sanscrit, is the mode of imparting a substantive character to the verb by gerunds and supines,—a process carried out more completely here than in any other language.

Relation of the Italians to the Greeks

These examples selected from a great abundance of analogous phenomena suffice to establish the individuality of the Italian stock as distinguished from the other members of the Indo-Germanic family, and at the same time show it to be linguistically the nearest relative, as it is geographically the next neighbour, of the Greek. The Greek and the Italian are brothers; the Celt, the German, and the Slavonian are their cousins. The essential unity of all the Italian as of all the Greek dialects and stocks must have dawned early and clearly on the consciousness of the two great nations themselves; for we find in the Roman language a very ancient word of enigmatical origin, -Graius-or -Graicus-, which is applied to every Greek, and in like manner amongst the Greeks the analogous appellation —Opikos— which is applied to all the Latin and Samnite stocks known to the Greeks in earlier times, but never to the Iapygians or Etruscans.

Relation of the Latins to the Umbro-Samnites

Among the languages of the Italian stock, again, the Latin stands in marked contrast with the Umbro-Samnite dialects. It is true that of these only two, the Umbrian and the Samnite or Oscan, are in some degree known to us, and these even in a manner extremely defective and uncertain. Of the rest some, such as the Marsian and the Volscian, have reached us in fragments too scanty to enable us to form any conception of their individual peculiarities or to classify the varieties of dialect themselves with certainty and precision, while others, like the Sabine, have, with the exception of a few traces preserved as dialectic peculiarities in provincial Latin, completely disappeared. A conjoint view, however, of the facts of language and of history leaves no doubt that all these dialects belonged to the Umbro-Samnite branch of the great Italian stock, and that this branch, although much more closely related to Latin than to Greek, was very decidedly distinct from the Latin. In the pronoun and other cases frequently the Samnite and Umbrian used -p where the Roman used -q, as -pis- for -quis-; just as languages otherwise closely related are found to differ; for instance, -p is peculiar to the Celtic in Brittany and Wales, -k to the Gaelic and Erse. Among the vowel sounds the diphthongs in Latin, and in the northern dialects generally, appear very much destroyed, whereas in the southern Italian dialects they have suffered little; and connected with this is the fact, that in composition the Roman weakens the radical vowel otherwise so strictly preserved,—a modification which does not take place in the kindred group of languages. The genitive of words in -a is in this group as among the Greeks -as, among the Romans in the matured language -ae; that of words in -us is in the Samnite -eis, in the Umbrian -es, among the Romans -ei; the locative disappeared more and more from the language of the latter, while it continued in full use in the other Italian dialects; the dative plural in -bus is extant only in Latin. The Umbro-Samnite infinitive in -um is foreign to the Romans; while the Osco-Umbrian future formed from the root -es after the Greek fashion (-her-est- like —leg-so—) has almost, perhaps altogether, disappeared in Latin, and its place is supplied by the optative of the simple verb or by analogous formations from -fuo-(-amabo-). In many of these instances, however—in the forms of the cases, for example—the differences only exist in the two languages when fully formed, while at the outset they coincide. It thus appears that, while the Italian language holds an independent position by the side of the Greek, the Latin dialect within it bears a relation to the Umbro-Samnite somewhat similar to that of the Ionic to the Doric; and the differences of the Oscan and Umbrian and kindred dialects may be compared with the differences between the Dorism of Sicily and the Dorism of Sparta.

Each of these linguistic phenomena is the result and the attestation of an historical event. With perfect certainty they guide us to the conclusion, that from the common cradle of peoples and languages there issued a stock which embraced in common the ancestors of the Greeks and the Italians; that from this, at a subsequent period, the Italians branched off; and that these again divided into the western and eastern stocks, while at a still later date the eastern became subdivided into Umbrians and Oscans.

When and where these separations took place, language of course cannot tell; and scarce may adventurous thought attempt to grope its conjectural way along the course of those revolutions, the earliest of which undoubtedly took place long before that migration which brought the ancestors of the Italians across the Apennines. On the other hand the comparison of languages, when conducted with accuracy and caution, may give us an approximate idea of the degree of culture which the people had reached when these separations took place, and so furnish us with the beginnings of history, which is nothing but the development of civilization
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