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Why Didn’t the Greeks or Romans Wear Pants?

You are walking on a busy street in Classical Athens. It is a summer morning—hot, but not too hot to run errands. White walls glitter in the sun. A murmur of Greek drifts through the dusty air. The mouthwatering aroma of honey cakes, stacked in a nearby stall, competes with the unmistakable stench of a city without a sewage system.

Most of your fellow pedestrians are men. Most of these men are not quite half-naked. Some have a cloak wrapped around their torsos. The rest stroll by in loose, knee-length tunics. The few women in sight are wearing longer tunics, fastened at the shoulders with long pins. * Female and male, the clothes of the poor are the off-white of uncolored wool. The more prosperous are plumed in every shade of yellow, green, and brown.1

Now transport yourself to a street in early imperial Rome. Although it is nearly noon (or sixth hour, as the Romans call it), the street is still dark, shadowed by the towering apartment buildings on either side. The cobbles underfoot are slick with foul-smelling muck. Smoke spills from the door of a tavern across the street, carrying the scent of roasted chickpeas. A multilingual hubbub fills your ears, and harried pedestrians rush past, all wearing clothes very different from anything in Athens.

A few men are wearing togas. An unfolded toga is a vast woolen expanse up to twenty feet across. Immersing oneself in this sea of cloth is such a complicated process that aristocrats often have a slave whose primary duty is to crease and drape it. Since walking in a toga is equal parts art and ordeal—any failure to keep one’s left arm at just the right angle spells death for all those careful folds—most of the men on our street have left their togas at home and are going about their business in short tunics. Some of the women are swathed in the traditional mantle of the Roman matron. The rest wear full-length tunics in a riot of colors.
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Both Greek and Roman clothing was draped over the body. Whether linen, wool, or cotton, * draped clothes were well-suited to a Mediterranean climate and conveniently adaptable to changes in the social situation or weather. They tended, however, to be uncomfortable in the cold and damp. Some, like the toga, required constant attention to wear correctly. All lacked pockets.†

This, it would seem, was a world crying out for pants. Yet with only a few exceptions—such as the eccentric Emperor Elagabalus, who gloried in his silken slacks *—the Greeks and Romans regarded pants as barbaric. To the Athenians, they recalled the Persians, who had invaded Greece in overwhelming numbers and baggy trousers. The Romans associated them with the tattoo-streaked and beer-swilling peoples of the north, especially the Germans.2

In the end, however, the Romans buckled. The process began among the legions. The knee-length tunics legionaries wore, designed for the heat of a Mediterranean summer, were unpleasantly breezy in northern winters. Inspired by barbarian cavalrymen, soldiers stationed in chilly climes began to squeeze into short breeches of wool or leather. Soon, some took the natural next step of wearing full-length pants. Their commanders followed suit: a third-century emperor shocked respectable opinion by wearing such pants (and a floppy blond wig) while leading his troops.3

Over the course of the fourth century, as soldiers in politics made military clothing fashionable, civilians began to trade their own tunics for trousers. By the century’s end, the practice had become so widespread that pants were banned from the city of Rome by imperial edict. Any man found so scandalously attired was to be arrested, stripped of his property (and presumably his pants), and sent into perpetual exile. The cause, however, was already lost. Within a few decades, senators were wearing trousers even in the emperor’s presence.4
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Having glanced at the advance of pants, we must confront a more profound question: did the Greeks and Romans wear underwear?

Most women certainly wore the proto-bras we call breast bands.† Though fitted versions with shoulder straps existed, these were usually simple strips of cloth wrapped around the torso. Since small breasts were considered attractive, women often used the bands to flatten their chests. * If we can believe ancient poets, they also served as makeshift pockets for everything from love letters to vials of poison. Breast bands were even reputed to have medicinal properties: a used band wound round one’s head was said to relieve headaches.5

Greek men apparently had nothing but sunburn and self-assurance beneath their tunics. In the Roman world, a few traditionalists wore loincloths under their togas, and men might sport a sort of Speedo in the baths. Most, however, dispensed with underwear, preferring breathable undertunics of linen or silk. Though comfortable, these garments were not conducive to modesty. A late antique author tells the story of a visitor who sat across a fire from Saint Martin of Tours. The man eased back on his chair, spread his legs—and accidentally gave the saint an expansive view of his genitals.6

By the fourth century, when Saint Martin was flashed, Roman clothing was well on its way to becoming medieval. Imagine yourself on a street in late antique Constantinople. Let’s say, for the sake of ambience, that it is a crisp autumn afternoon, with a salt-smelling breeze in the air and church bells serenading the mellow light. A pompous court official glides past in a slim version of the traditional toga. Lesser men bustle by in knee-length tunics with broad sleeves and as much embroidery as they can afford. The women’s tunics are longer, though equally billowy and bedizened. A few of the wealthiest pedestrians flaunt garments of clinging silk. A few of the most pious bear Christian tattoos on their hands. But none at all, you feel quite certain, is wearing underwear.



NOTES

* In a pinch, these could be pressed into service as weapons. A crowd of Athenian women once killed a man with their brooches.

* The most common fabrics in the classical world were wool and linen. Since wool was warmer, more durable, and easier to dye, it was typically used for outerwear. Linen—more breathable, simpler to clean, and less friendly to lice—was preferred for undergarments and everyday use. Cotton (grown in Egypt) only became common during the Roman imperial era.

† Equivalents could be improvised: Greek women often drew a portion of their tunics over their belts to create a large pocket, and Roman men stashed leftovers in recesses of their togas. Coins, however, had to be kept in purses suspended from the belt or neck. Alternatively, since the world was yet innocent of germ theory, they could be tucked into a corner of one’s mouth.

* Roman emperors were persistent sinners against fashion. Some contented themselves with clothes dyed purple, the classical world’s most expensive, and therefore most prestigious, color. (Use of the finest shade of purple, a dark and shimmering crimson the color of dried blood, was sometimes restricted to the imperial family; Nero once set up a sting operation to catch merchants who handled contraband dye.) For others, robes worth more than most villas were too subtle. Caligula liked to costume himself as Zeus, complete with a golden beard and gleaming thunderbolt. Commodus came to the Colosseum in lion skins.

† The evidence for panties is skimpy. There were certainly panty-like garments: some Roman women wore swimsuits in the baths, and female athletes and entertainers appeared in a proto-bikini. (The future empress Theodora, who began her career as a burlesque actress, had a routine that involved strutting onstage in the ancient equivalent of a G-string.) Normally, however, women wore only shifts beneath their street clothes. These had hazards of their own: one Roman poet devoted an unkind epigram to a lady enduring a wedgie from an overtight undertunic.

* In some contexts, breast bands were erotic; a character in one Greek comedy slowly loosens hers to tease her husband.
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How Did They Shave?


Hadrian was the most enigmatic of the Roman emperors. He was an accomplished poet, architect, and flutist. His favorite form of relaxation, however, was lion hunting. He led the empire’s greatest scholars in academic discussions. But he was equally comfortable leading legionaries on forced marches. He was a generous friend and just judge. Yet he was also arrogant, suspicious, and—when the mood struck—murderous. Most paradoxically of all, he had a beard. For centuries, almost every prominent Roman had been clean shaven. Hadrian’s cheeks, however, were proudly and profusely hirsute the full length of his twenty-one-year reign. The beard may have been a sign of his fascination with the Greeks, a throwback to the Roman past, or a nod to Zeus. Or perhaps, as one Roman author speculated, the emperor was just trying to cover his acne scars.1

Whatever Hadrian’s reason for being bearded, it was more than a personal quirk. Beards were taken very seriously in the classical world. First and foremost, they were a badge of masculinity. * They were also a way of advertising status: it was the calling card of a gentleman to be neatly groomed, and a sign of poverty to be stubbled or scraggly. The state of one’s beard was a convenient emotional index, since those in mourning (and those trying to win sympathy in court) left their facial hair untrimmed. Beards, finally, bespoke culture—barbarian, Roman, or Greek.2
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Apppendix

A Very Short History of the Classical World

Author: So—you’re looking for a crash course in Greek and Roman history?


Reader: I guess so.


Then buckle up, hypothetical reader, for an irresponsibly short survey of the whole grand narrative: who did what, why they did it, and whether it all matters.


THE GREEKS

OK … so why were the Greeks such a big deal?

Why, you mean, do we still study the writings and doings of a bunch of squabbling city-states that flourished two and a half millennia ago?

Sure.

In short, century after century of cultural elites have decided that the Greek heritage matters, and we—as heirs or voyeurs of the Western tradition—tend to follow suit. There are a whole host of historical reasons, but it boils down to the fact that the Greeks produced a durable canon of literary masterpieces and an impressive array of philosophical and political concepts. In fact, our word “political” derives from the Greek polis.


What’s a polis?

A polis was a city-state governed by and for its citizens, the free adult men who made up its political and military class. Although the typical polis was quite small (many had fewer than a thousand citizens), every polis aspired to autonomy. As a result, the Greek world was divided into hundreds of mutually suspicious little states. This fragmentation sparked endless skirmishes and petty wars. But it also encouraged competition, creativity, and innovation.


Cool. Which polis was the most important?

There was a constant struggle for supremacy, so it varied over time. In the decades leading up to the Persian Wars, Sparta probably had the most clout, at least on the Greek mainland.



What made the Spartans so successful?

Early in their history, the Spartans conquered a large territory and effectively enslaved most of the inhabitants. Thus freed from the need to work (and finding themselves outnumbered by their serfs), the Spartans had the means, motive, and opportunity to become Classical Greece’s most professional soldiers.



What about Athens?

Like Sparta, Athens was a large, wealthy, and powerful polis. There, however, the similarities ended. Sparta was located in a mountain valley; Athens stood beside the sea. The Spartans shunned commerce; the Athenians lived by it. Sparta retained a conservative oligarchy; Athens evolved a radical democracy. You get the idea. Despite their differences, however, the Athenians and Spartans were sometimes firm allies, most famously during the Persian Wars, the greatest crisis in Greek history.



I suppose you want me to ask …

What happened during the Persian Wars? In 490 BCE, the Persian King of Kings Darius launched a punitive raid against Athens. To everyone’s surprise, the Athenians defeated the Persian expeditionary force at the Battle of Marathon. The Persians returned ten years later under the personal leadership of Darius’s son Xerxes. Faced with the largest army the world had yet seen, many Greek cities capitulated. A coalition led by Athens and Sparta, however, decided to resist. A small allied force under the command of the Spartan king Leonidas failed to hold the Persians at the narrow pass of Thermopylae. But a few weeks later, the Athenians crippled the Persian fleet at the Battle of Salamis, turning the tide of the war. The allies destroyed the Persian army the following year. After this victory, the Athenians embarked on an unprecedented golden age, which would define what we call the Classical period (that’s Classical with a capital C)—the century and a half of Greek history between the Persian Wars and the death of Alexander the Great.



Why was the Athenian golden age so important?

Because Classical Athens was responsible for most of the cultural achievements we associate with the ancient Greeks. Tragedy became a sophisticated art form, capable of plumbing the depths of human motivation and divine indifference. Philosophy, in the person of a chronically unemployed stonemason’s son named Socrates, began to shed new light on questions of human ethics and knowledge. Sculpture scaled new heights in the marble reliefs of the Parthenon. Last but not least, the first true work of history, a sprawling account of the Persian Wars, was composed by the genial and uncritical Herodotus.



Why did the Athenians accomplish so much?

On the most fundamental level, because they had the time and money. After the Persian Wars, the Athenians acquired a lucrative little empire centered on the Aegean Sea. The revenues from their subject cities financed the development of a direct democracy, in which every male citizen was allowed and expected to take part. Under the guidance of Pericles, a gifted statesman and orator, the same flow of money under-wrote the construction of the Parthenon and drew ambitious intellectuals from every corner of the Greek world.




What were the Spartans doing during this period?

For the most part, brutalizing their serfs and resenting the Athenians. The Spartans always had regarded the Athenians as rivals; as Athenian power grew, so did their anxiety. Within a few decades of the victory against the Persians, mutual distrust had hardened into cold war. The inevitable open conflict between Athens and Sparta, which we call the Peloponnesian War, broke out in 431 BCE.



Why does the Peloponnesian War matter?

Because it destroyed the Athenian Empire, and because it inspired the work of Thucydides, arguably the greatest ancient historian. Originally an Athenian general, Thucydides traced the grinding cost and growing brutality of the Peloponnesian War with coolness and precision. He lived long enough to recount the Athenians’ disastrous attempt to conquer Sicily. He died, however, before he could analyze the final years of the war, when the Spartans, now taking money from the Persians, built a fleet and dismantled the Athenian Empire. The war effectively ended in 405 BCE, when a Spartan admiral executed the rowers of the last Athenian fleet on a lonely beach.



How long did the Spartans dominate Greece?

Only for a few decades. Then Epaminondas, a general from the second-tier polis of Thebes, shattered the Spartan army and freed the Spartans’ serfs. Epaminondas, however, was killed in battle before he could consolidate his position, creating a power vacuum that would be filled by Philip II, the talented and ambitious king of the Macedonians.



You dropped a lot of names there. So who were the Macedonians?

Northern Greeks, who ruled a large but usually anarchic kingdom. Philip II was the first Macedonian king to unify his realm and intervene decisively in the affairs of the Greek city-states to the south. By the time of his death, Macedon was indisputably the greatest power in Greece.




Why was Philip so effective?

Partly because he was a skilled diplomat, but primarily because he had developed a new military formation: the Macedonian phalanx. For centuries, the armies of the Greek cities had been organized in hoplite phalanxes—deep formations of heavy infantry armed with circular shields and eight-foot spears. Philip massed his troops in similar deep formations but equipped them with pikes up to eighteen feet long. The pikes of the first five ranks projected beyond the front of the formation. As the enemy struggled to break through this iron hedge, the superb Macedonian cavalry exploited the weaknesses that developed in their lines.



What happened to Philip?

Philip defeated the armies of Athens and Thebes and began to plan a grand campaign against the Persian Empire. But he was assassinated before his preparations were complete, leaving the Macedonian throne and Persian crusade to his son Alexander, a short and stocky twenty-year-old with a raspy voice, odd-colored eyes, and dreams of conquering Asia.



What made Alexander great?

He was that rare and dangerous thing: a military genius. Alexander launched his invasion of Persia in 334 BCE. Over the course of a campaign that lasted ten years and covered more than 10,000 miles, Alexander faced the vast armies of the Persians, the nomadic horse-men of central Asia, and the war elephants of the Indian kings—and never lost. Along the way—to the delight of future biographers—he ran naked around the tomb of his idol Achilles, drunkenly burned the Persian capital to the ground, and took an Indian arrow through the lung, among other adventures. When it was all over, Alexander, at age thirty-one, was master of an empire that stretched from Bulgaria to Pakistan. Then, while planning vast new campaigns, he abruptly died from some combination of alcoholism and malaria (or, if you believe ancient conspiracy theories, because he was poisoned by Aristotle).




What happened after Alexander’s death?

Alexander’s generals tore his empire apart in a generation-long struggle for dominance. Once the dust of their wars finally settled, it revealed a profoundly changed and vastly enlarged Greek world, divided among three major kingdoms and a shifting cast of smaller states. The Hellenistic period—as we call the era between Alexander’s death and Rome’s absorption of the eastern Mediterranean—had begun.



Did any Hellenistic king try to imitate Alexander’s conquests?

Every Hellenistic king tried to imitate Alexander, at least to the extent of copying his hairstyle and pretensions of divinity. Only a few, however, attempted anything remotely like Alexander’s career of conquest. Probably the most notable was Pyrrhus, ruler of a small kingdom in northern Greece. Pyrrhus had a strong sword arm (he once split a man in half lengthwise with a single blow), a feisty troop of war elephants, and out-sized ambitions. When he learned that a Greek colony in southern Italy was having problems with some barbarians who called themselves the Romans, he decided to launch an Alexander-style campaign in the West.



How did that go?

Not very well.



THE ROMANS

How much do we know about the early history of Rome?

Much less than we would like. The Romans claimed that their city was founded by Romulus and Remus, twin sons of the war god Mars and an Italian princess. Shortly after their birth, an unscrupulous uncle left the twins to die on the banks of the swollen Tiber. But they were nursed by a she-wolf, raised by a shepherd, grew to strapping manhood, and overthrew their uncle. Then the young heroes founded the city of Rome at the place where that accommodating she-wolf had suckled them.



Uh-huh. What actually happened?

Rome grew up at a ford of the Tiber River, a natural crossing of trade routes. The famous seven hills, rising from the riverside marshes, were easily fortified and attracted settlers from the surrounding countryside. During the eighth century BCE, the hilltop villages began to coalesce into a larger settlement, which quickly became one of the most important cities in central Italy. Sometime around 500 BCE, the aristocrats of the growing city overthrew their king and established a new government: the Republic.



How did the Republic work?

Although it had popular assemblies and elections, the Roman Republic was always government by and for the elite. The whole political system was designed to allow wealthy families scope for power sharing and competition. By the fourth century BCE, the chief officials were the two consuls. These men presided over a government in which virtually every position was both annual (held for a single year) and collegiate (held by multiple incumbents) to limit the power of ambitious men. Real authority was vested in the Senate, the advisory council whose three hundred members, chosen for life, filled every important office.



How did the Republic become so powerful?

Roman aristocrats were locked in a constant struggle for prestige, especially for the prestige conferred by military success. So almost every year, the legions marched out to campaign against their neighbors. If we can believe later Roman authors, they usually won. These victories were secured by the Roman custom of integrating former enemies into their political and military system: the elites of conquered cities were granted Roman citizenship, and their armies brigaded with the legions as “allies.” This policy provided the Republic with both influential local supporters and massive reserves of manpower. As the cycle of conquest and assimilation gathered momentum, Roman armies ranged farther and farther. By the early third century BCE, they were threatening the Greek colonies of southern Italy. That, as you’ll recall, is when King Pyrrhus and his war elephants showed up.




I take it Pyrrhus lost. How did the Romans defeat him?

The Roman legions (and the allied units that marched beside them) consisted primarily of heavy infantry armed with javelins and short swords. On the battlefield, they deployed in groups of 60 or 120, arranged in loose formations that could accommodate rough terrain—or engulf Macedonian-style phalanxes like Pyrrhus’s. After three hard battles, Pyrrhus retreated with the remains of his army. By way of a victory lap, the Romans absorbed the rest of southern Italy, pushing the Republic’s frontiers toward the wealthy and far-flung Carthaginian Empire.



Nice foreshadowing. So where did the Carthaginians come from?

The city of Carthage, located in what is now Tunisia, was founded by settlers from Phoenicia (modern Lebanon). Growing rich on maritime trade, the Carthaginians created a substantial empire that included much of the North African coast, southern Spain, and western Sicily. For centuries, relations between Rome and Carthage had been friendly. Once their political interests clashed in Sicily, however, a confrontation was inevitable.



What happened when the Romans and Carthaginians finally clashed?

The brutal, decades-long conflict we call the First Punic War. For our purposes, all that matters is the result: the Romans won, building their first navy and gaining Sicily—their first province—along the way.



When did Hannibal show up?

Hannibal was the son of Carthage’s best general during the First Punic War. After the war, this general—according to Roman tradition—raised his gifted son to be an implacable enemy of the Republic. In 218 BCE, Hannibal launched the Second Punic War, marching east from the Carthaginian province in Spain with an army that included thirty-seven war elephants. He led his platoons and pachyderms over the snowbound Alps and almost immediately began to defeat Roman armies on a scale that left the Republic reeling. At Cannae, the greatest of his victories, fifty thousand Romans and allies were killed.



Why didn’t the Republic collapse after these disasters?

The Roman aristocracy refused to surrender, and most of Rome’s allies remained loyal. Fabius Maximus, a veteran general and statesman, advised the Romans that the only way to defeat Hannibal was to wear his army down through attrition. This strategy was adopted, and slowly confined Hannibal to southern Italy. In the meantime, a young Roman general named Scipio took the offensive, capturing the Carthaginian possessions in Spain and sailing to attack Carthage itself. Hannibal hurried home and was defeated at the Battle of Zama. The Carthaginians were stripped of their empire, and the Romans became masters of the western Mediterranean. Over the following half-century, the Roman Republic won war after war, particularly in the east, where the legions repeatedly humiliated the great Hellenistic kingdoms. The culmination came in 146 BCE, when both Greece and the Carthaginian heartland became Roman provinces.



If the Republic was so successful, why did it become so unstable in the following century?

In part because it expanded too rapidly for its own good. The provinces were mismanaged by an elite much more interested in getting rich than in governing well. The emergence of large slave-worked estates and other factors drove thousands of impoverished peasant farmers into the city of Rome and into the legions, where—without land or resources of their own—they were reliant on the rewards their commanders could give them. In a crisis, unsurprisingly, these men tended to be more loyal to their generals than to the Republic itself. The civil wars of the following century would thus be waged by what amounted to private armies.



What were those civil wars fought over?

They were nothing more and nothing less than the rivalries of leading men, played out on an empire-wide scale and at the cost of tens of thousands of lives.



How did Julius Caesar and Pompey appear on the scene?

Pompey was a military hero, famous for clearing the Mediterranean of pirates and bringing most of the Near East under Roman control. Julius Caesar made his name as a champion of the people in Roman politics. Caesar’s popularity helped to win him a consulship. But his rapid rise had left him with powerful enemies and dangerous debts. To protect himself from both, he allied himself with Pompey and the immensely wealthy senator Crassus. The alliance made Caesar an unstoppable force in Roman politics and secured for him the governorship of Rome’s small province in southern Gaul. From this base, he provoked conflicts with the tribes to the north and proceeded to conquer all of Gaul (roughly modern France) in a series of brilliant and bloody campaigns. Then he turned his attention back to Italy, where war threatened with Pompey.



Why did Pompey and Caesar go to war?

Mutual distrust. Recognizing that Caesar’s power and reputation were eclipsing his own, Pompey aligned himself with Caesar’s enemies in the Senate. Another civil war ensued. Caesar’s hardened veterans defeated Pompey’s forces at the Battle of Pharsalus, and Pompey himself was killed shortly thereafter. Although Caesar would spend the next three years suppressing revolts led by Pompey’s supporters, he was now the master of the Roman world. He had the Senate declare him dictator for life and embarked on a series of visionary schemes. But he tried to change too much too quickly, and was assassinated by a cabal of senators.



Let me guess—another civil war followed?

Naturally. In his will, Caesar adopted his great-nephew Octavian, a sickly nineteen-year-old student. With the magic of Caesar’s name and an unflinching willingness to destroy anyone who stood in his way, Octavian made himself a leading figure in Roman politics. After initial conflicts, he allied himself with his only real rival, Caesar’s former lieutenant Mark Antony. For the better part of a decade, the two men divided the Roman world between them. Octavian was supreme in Italy and the western provinces. Antony ruled the east, where he became romantically involved with Cleopatra, the alluring queen of Egypt. Eventually and predictably, strained peace gave way to open war. Octavian met Antony and Cleopatra at the epochal Battle of Actium and won. Egypt was added to the Roman Empire, and Octavian, now unchallenged, returned to Rome in triumph. Soon after, he asked the Senate to crown his glory with a new title: Augustus.



Augustus was the first Roman emperor, right?

He was indeed. Remembering that Caesar had gotten himself killed by exercising power too blatantly, Augustus made a show of consulting the Senate, kept a modest house on the Palatine Hill, and called himself “first citizen” of a restored republic. But behind the facade of continuity, he and his advisers established an absolute monarchy, supported by a large standing army and represented in the provinces by deputized senators. Although there were weaknesses in the system—succession was a perennial problem, and the relationship between the emperors and the legions was potentially explosive—it proved enduring. Roman emperors would reign for the next millennium and a half.



How long did Augustus’s family rule the Roman Empire?

For about a half-century after the death of Augustus himself. They were a motley crew. Augustus’s adopted son and successor Tiberius had little patience for politics and withdrew to a villa on Capri. Caligula, the next emperor, was a megalomaniac. His bookish successor Claudius conquered most of Britain as a publicity stunt before marrying his niece, who had a teenage son—Nero—from a previous marriage.



Why is Nero so infamous?

Like any bad emperor worth his salt, he was murderous—in his immediate family alone, he executed his mother and forced his first wife to commit suicide. We tend to remember Nero, however, for his delusions. Convinced that he was a skilled athlete and actor, he insisted on competing at public festivals and finally in the Olympic Games, where the intimidated judges awarded him first prize in every event he entered. His extravagance was equally impressive: after a fire destroyed much of Rome, Nero built the Golden House, a gargantuan pleasure villa in the center of the city. Finally, the Senate and the legions turned on him. Nero committed suicide, lamenting, “what an artist dies in me!”



What happened after Nero’s death?

A civil war, of course. The year after Nero’s suicide, 69 CE, is known as the Year of the Four Emperors. For three of those emperors, the year ended very unpleasantly. But the fourth, an experienced general named Vespasian, managed to establish a new dynasty. Vespasian’s older son was universally beloved. The younger son was not, and ended up assassinated. He was replaced by the first in a series of talented rulers, sometimes called the Five Good Emperors, who took the Roman Empire to the peak of its power and prosperity.



When did the Roman Empire reach its greatest size?

Under Trajan, the second “good emperor.” After conquering Dacia (modern Romania), Trajan launched an invasion of Parthia, the vast eastern kingdom centered on what are now Iraq and Iran. He conquered the ancient cities of Mesopotamia and sailed down to the Persian Gulf, dreaming of following in Alexander’s footsteps to India. Rebellions in his rear, however, foreclosed that fantasy, and his successor Hadrian withdrew from the new eastern territories.



How long did the imperial apogee last?

Through the late second century, the Roman Empire seemed unstoppable. The two thousand cities of the provinces prospered. Legionaries repelled raids in Scotland and Sudan. Roman coins flooded the markets of southern India. Scholar-officials at the Han Chinese court wrote reports about the mighty kingdom that ruled the Western Sea.



And then?

Pestilence and barbarians, in that order. During the reign of Marcus Aurelius, a terrible plague (probably smallpox) arrived from the east, killing millions. Then marauding Germanic tribesman breached the northern frontier. Marcus launched a series of campaigns into the forests and mountains of central Europe. Before the tribes had been fully pacified, however, he died, leaving the empire to his worthless son Commodus.



I gather that Commodus was not an especially good emperor.

He was not. Abandoning the northern war, Commodus returned to Rome, where he indulged gladiatorial fantasies. After twelve years of misrule, he was strangled by his personal trainer. A civil war ensued. The eventual winner, a general from North Africa, was harsh but effective. The later members of the dynasty he founded were less prepossessing. One killed his brother and obsessively imitated Alexander the Great. Another devoted most of his time to an orgiastic sun cult. All confirmed the tightening relationship between imperial authority and the legions, which would culminate in fifty years of military anarchy and usher in a new era of Roman history.



LATE ANTIQUITY

Why did the Roman Empire suddenly get so anarchic?

Domestically, the chief problem was a crisis of imperial legitimacy. Emperor after emperor was proclaimed by the legions, none lasting long enough to establish a dynasty, each compelled to placate the troops with currency-ruining raises and bonuses. The domestic crisis was worsened, and largely driven, by developments beyond the frontier. In the east, the shambolic Parthians were replaced by the aggressive and expansionist Sassanid Dynasty. To the north, unprecedentedly large and well-organized tribal confederations swept over the frontiers. The empire seemed to be on the verge of collapse. Athens was sacked by marauding raiders. One emperor was massacred with his army in a Bulgarian swamp; another was captured by the Sassanids and spent the rest of his life in captivity (when he died, it was rumored, his body was embalmed and set up in a temple). For more than a decade, the empire split into three parts: a breakaway Gallic Empire in the west, an east dominated by a dynamic Syrian queen, and a central block still governed from Rome.



How did the Romans recover?

The tide was turned by a series of emperors from the ranks of the legions, who reunified the empire, restored the frontiers, and effectively replaced the pseudo-republican Augustan system with overt military autocracy. The most successful of these reforming emperors was an officer from the Balkans named Diocletian. Over the course of his twenty-year reign, Diocletian made the imperial government more bureaucratic and thus (according to the bureaucrats) more efficient. He also instituted the tetrarchy, a college of four co-emperors intended to maximize the imperial presence on the increasingly precarious frontiers. The system was also designed to avoid succession crises. There were two senior and two junior emperors; at regular intervals, the senior emperors retired and were succeeded by the junior emperors. The freshly promoted emperors would then appoint a new set of junior emperors, and so on.



Interesting idea. Did it work?

Not really. The habit of hereditary succession was too strong. Barely a year after Diocletian and the other senior emperor retired, one of the new senior emperors died, and his army, ignoring Diocletian’s rules, proclaimed his son Constantine emperor. Over the next two decades, Constantine campaigned against each of his co-emperors and finally emerged as the sole ruler of the Roman world. It was just before the critical battle with the first of his rivals that the young emperor instructed his soldiers to paint Christian symbols on their shields. He won that battle, issued an edict of toleration for Christianity shortly thereafter, and became the first Christian Roman emperor.



Before this, the Romans had persecuted the Christians, right?

Only occasionally. Although Christianity grew up within the Roman Empire—Jesus of Nazareth, after all, had been crucified as a rebel against imperial authority—two centuries of emperors and senators knew little and cared less about the new religion. There were Christians in most of the empire’s major cities by the end of the second century, particularly in the eastern provinces. These communities, however, tended to be too small and socially humble to attract much attention. The emperors only began to systematically oppose the church during the crises of the third century. There were three empire-wide persecutions, the last and most severe taking place under Diocletian. In each case, Christians were attacked as enemies of the state who refused to take part in communal religious rituals or offer sacrifice for the emperors. Although the persecutions caused enormous trauma, they also created martyrs, whose sufferings became a source of inspiration.



Why did Constantine found Constantinople?

He wanted a capital from which he could easily reach the Danube and Persian frontiers. He chose a magnificent site on the Bosporus, garnished it with boulevards and monumental churches, and proclaimed his city the new Rome. It almost immediately became one of the most important cities in the empire and would be one of Constantine’s most enduring legacies.



What happened after Constantine’s death?

Constantine intended his three sons to rule the empire jointly with two of their cousins. But his sons killed their cousins, the youngest son killed the oldest son, and then the youngest son himself was murdered, leaving Constantine’s middle son the sole ruler of the Roman world. Desperate for help in the endless process of shoring up the frontiers, he made one of his few remaining relatives, a studious youth named Julian, his co-emperor and stationed him on the Rhine frontier. Julian had no political or military experience. But he did have enough ability to win an important victory against the latest round of barbarian raiders, and enough ambition to rule as sole emperor after his cousin’s death. On assuming the throne, Julian revealed himself to be a pagan and attempted to undo the Christianization of the empire. In this, he failed—partly because his reign was short and partly because much of the ruling class had already converted. He would be remembered as Julian the Apostate, and the Roman Empire would never again have a non-Christian ruler.



When did the Roman Empire begin its terminal decline?

At least in retrospect, by the end of the fourth century. Theodosius I, a devout Christian and competent general, was the last man to rule the entire Roman world. When he died in 395, he left the western half of the empire to one of his sons and the eastern half to the other. The division proved permanent. During the course of the fifth century, the Eastern and Western Empires would both face serious pressure from external enemies. The East would survive; the West fell.



Why were the fates of the Eastern and Western Roman Empires so different?

There were several reasons. First, despite the generally low caliber of its fifth-century emperors, the Eastern Empire managed to avoid serious civil wars. The Western Empire emphatically did not. The Eastern Empire, second, was more urbanized and prosperous, and thus had a much easier time paying its soldiers and buying off barbarian hordes. Finally, and perhaps most fundamentally, the richest and most powerful men in the Eastern Empire—the people, in other words, whose support the emperors needed most—were usually high officials in the imperial bureaucracy and thus invested in the government’s success. The great notables of the Western Empire, by contrast, were the magnates of the Roman Senate. These men tended to be much more interested in their vast landholdings than in service to the state. They found it correspondingly easy to envision a world without emperors.



Why were barbarians able to conquer the Western Empire so quickly?

Because the western government was so dysfunctional. Take, for example, the Vandals, a relatively unimportant tribe that crossed the frozen Rhine during the winter of 406–407. After burning and looting their way across Gaul and Spain, the Vandals settled in the rich provinces of North Africa. Establishing their capital at the ancient city of Carthage, they created a pirate fleet that terrorized the western Mediterranean. Not quite a half-century after they first straggled over the Rhine, they sacked Rome itself. The Vandals probably never had more than twenty thousand or so warriors, yet they were able to rampage at will through most of the Western Roman Empire and steal its richest province. Their success was largely a matter of being in the right place at the right time. At a series of critical moments—when they first crossed the Rhine, when they entered Africa, and when they seized Carthage—the imperial government was too distracted by civil wars and court intrigues to effectively oppose them.



Which parts of the Western Empire collapsed first?

First Britain (never a profitable province) was abandoned. Then a large chunk of southwestern Gaul was given to the empire’s barbarian allies. Around the time the Vandals seized North Africa, Roman control of Spain began to be eroded by another Germanic tribe. By the middle of the fifth century, the Western Empire had been reduced to Italy, southern Gaul, and a sliver of Spain; without the revenues of Africa, even this rump state found it difficult to pay its soldiers. The Western Empire enjoyed a final moment of glory when it teamed up with some of its barbarian allies to fight Attila the Hun to a draw. But then the victorious Roman general, the Western Empire’s last really gifted commander, was murdered by the emperor, the emperor was murdered by the general’s former bodyguards, and the court descended again into chaos.



How did the Western Empire finally fall?

During the last twenty years of the empire’s existence, a series of short-lived rulers came and went, most little more than puppets of the German generalissimo of the imperial armies. The end came in 476, when a barbarian general deposed the latest imperial nonentity (a child with the poignant name of Romulus Augustulus) and declared himself king of Italy. Notice was sent to the Eastern court in Constantinople, which politely acknowledged the fact that the Western Roman Empire had ceased to exist.



How significant was the collapse of the Western Roman Empire?

Life went on. Many former provinces had long been, and continued to be, devastated by marauding rebels and barbarians. In other parts of the former Western Empire, however, the collapse of the imperial order went almost unnoticed. The Germanic peoples now ruling the West usually were willing to cooperate with the old Roman aristocracies, whose members continued to collect taxes and live on their estates. Latin was still spoken, though its regional dialects began to diverge more quickly, and only the Vandals (who adhered to a heretical branch of Christianity) persecuted their subjects for religious reasons. Continuity was especially visible in Italy, where a German king sympathetic to Roman culture sent polite letters to the Senate and held games in the Colosseum. On the surface, at least, a working relationship had been established between conquerors and conquered. But the aristocracies of the west still remembered when the world had been Roman. So did the eastern emperors.



Did the eastern emperors ever attempt to reconquer the West?

Justinian, greatest of the eastern Roman emperors, came to power a half-century after the Western Empire’s collapse. His driving ambition was to restore the Roman Empire to its ancient power and grandeur—and for a few years, it looked as though he might succeed. He presided over the definitive codification of Roman law. He built the church of Hagia Sophia, the greatest monument of late Roman architecture. And he sent his gifted general Belisarius to reconquer the lost provinces of the west. Roman armies occupied Carthage, reclaimed North Africa, stormed Sicily, and crossed into Italy. Within a few years, almost the entire peninsula was Roman again. Then bubonic plague arrived from the east, killing as much as a quarter of the empire’s population. The tide of conquest rolled back, and Justinian’s generals spent the remainder of his long reign trying to protect the far-flung frontiers.



What happened to Justinian’s empire?

About fifty years after Justinian’s death, a generation-long war with Sassanid Persia nearly destroyed the empire. The Romans prevailed but at a terrible cost: the Balkan provinces were lost, and most of the remaining provinces were ravaged. Before they could recover, a new threat appeared. Far to the south, in the backwater caravan city of Mecca, Muhammad had united the warring Arab tribes under the banner of Islam. Only a few years after the Prophet’s death, in a battle fought during a blinding sandstorm, a Muslim force shattered the Roman armies of Syria. Within a decade, Roman Egypt, Palestine, and Syria had fallen. Within a century, the Muslims controlled an empire that stretched from Spain to Pakistan.



When did late antiquity end?

Any date is of course arbitrary. By the early eighth century, however, the Eastern Roman Empire had been reduced to Anatolia (modern Turkey), coastal Greece, and a few fragments of Italy. This attenuated state, transformed by a century of warfare, was profoundly different from the empires of Justinian and Constantine. In the half-ruined city of Constantinople and in islets of learning from the monasteries of Ireland to the pleasure gardens of Damascus, the classical tradition endured. But at this point, we can reasonably say that the Mediterranean world had entered the Middle Ages, and take our leave of antiquity.







Further Reading


For each question, I’ve tried to provide a few reasonably accessible English-language books. As a general reference to all things ancient Greek and Roman, you can’t do better than the redoubtable Oxford Classical Dictionary.
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