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INTRODUCTION

This book is the 1,200-year story of Rome from its earliest foundation in 753 BC to the end of its empire in the West in AD 476. It is a story everyone should know because, like that of Ancient Greece, it has shaped our world and penetrated our imagination: from its language, literature, politics, architecture, philosophy, empire and legal system to the individuals that created its story; from Romulus and Remus to Scipio and Hannibal; from Lucretia to Lesbia and Boudicca; from Pompey and Julius Caesar to Cicero and Augustus; from Pontius Pilate to Constantine; from Nero and Hadrian to Marcus Aurelius and St Augustine; from Catullus to Virgil and Tacitus to St Jerome; from the unknown inhabitant of Pompeii who scratched on a wall: ‘I came here, had a shag, then went home’ – the last of the great romantics – to the equally unknown person who invented the book or produced concrete that would set under water.

Each chapter begins with a broad summary of the period it covers. The rest of the chapter is taken up with a sequence of 100–500-word ‘nuggets’. These reflect the same chronological sequence as the summary, and expand on the topics that the summary raises (this leads occasionally to small repetitions) or explore new, related ones. The nuggets aim to be self-contained, as far as possible; but occasionally there will be a sequence of nuggets on one topic (e.g., gladiators) where a degree of continuity will be observed. The overall purpose is to present sharp, focussed and stimulating information within the developing story of a crucial period of European history.

This is, unashamedly, a book for the general reader. It is designed for someone who wants to see something of the big picture, but also to be alerted to some of the detail that underpins it. Intense argument lies behind many of the assertions made here. Those who wish to find out more about these may care to consult the reading list at the back. A few passages have been adapted from my Vote for Caesar (Orion, 2008) and Classics in Translation (Bloomsbury, 1998).

The sources I have quoted are adapted from translations that are out of copyright, many of them from the first editions of the Loeb Classical Library. The poems have been adapted where necessary. I am most grateful to His Honour Colin Kolbert for permission to quote from his superb Justinian: The Digest of Roman Law (Allen Lane, 1979). I am also very grateful to Dr Federico Santangelo at Newcastle University for help with some difficult questions of chronology; and, as ever, to Andrew Morley for the maps.

Peter Jones

Newcastle upon Tyne, November 2012

www.friends-classics.demon.co.uk





NOTE ON

FINANCIAL VALUES

It is impossible to fix the relative value of Roman money to today's prices. Here are some prices expressed in sesterces (ss), around AD 1: a 1lb (1.5 kg) loaf of bread, a plate, a lamp and a measure of wine cost less than 0.25 s; an unskilled labourer could earn three ss a day; it cost 500 ss a year to feed a peasant family; a soldier's pay was 900 ss a year; an unskilled slave cost 2,000 ss; you needed property worth 400,000 ss to qualify as among Rome's richest, and one million ss to become a senator; Pliny the Younger over a lifetime gave away 5 million ss in benefactions.

PAGANISM

When I talk of ‘pagans’ I do not mean Wicker men and such like. I mean those who engaged in the civic cults and rituals of the pre-Christian Roman world (see p. 359). Paganism in this sense, organized by state-sanctioned colleges of priests, died out in the fifth century AD. That said, Roman literary and political culture in the broadest sense – the sense of the tradition behind the ‘grandeur that was Rome’ – continued to shape Christian thought for centuries to come.
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TIMELINE




	
1150 BC   


	
Mythical Trojan War between Greeks and Trojans





	
1000 BC   


	
Rome a small collection of hilltop huts in Latium





	
753 BC   


	
Traditional Roman date for King Romulus’ founding of Rome





	 
	
First record of early form of Latin





	
700 BC   


	
Homer's account of Trojan War (Iliad and Odyssey)





	
400 BC   


	
Greeks reckon Trojan Aeneas founded Rome after Trojan War











LOST IN THE MYTHS OF TIME

From Aeneas to Romulus, Remus and Rome

Romans came up with two stories about how they were founded. One (bewilderingly, we might think) was pure Greek. It was drawn from perhaps the most famous episode in what Greeks thought of as their very early, heroic history: the Trojan War, the story of the Greek siege of Troy (in western Turkey) to win back Helen. Ancients thought of it as occurring about 1200 BC.

This formed the subject of the West's first literature: the epic Iliad, composed by the Greek poet Homer c. 700 BC at a time when many Greeks were emigrating to Sicily and southern Italy. In Homer's story a minor Trojan hero, Aeneas, was fated to survive the war and later establish a dynasty that would rule over a resurrected Troy. But, Homer went on, Troy was burned to the ground by the Greeks and abandoned, and the surviving Trojans fled the country. So where did they and Aeneas go? How could Aeneas ‘resurrect’ Troy? From as early as the sixth century BC Greeks began to wonder about this too; and some said that Aeneas passed through Italy with other Greek and Trojan heroes of that war. In the late fifth century BC the Greek historian Hellanicus named Aeneas as the founder of Rome – whether prompted by Romans, we do not know.

Romans certainly wanted to make Aeneas’ story their own. Why? Because for Romans the Greeks were a ‘living legend’, and they wanted to be associated with them. So Romans told how, after the fall of Troy and many adventures across the Mediterranean, Aeneas and his followers reached Italian shores and, with the blessing of Jupiter (king of the gods) founded the Roman race (753 BC). Now they could boast that their place in history was on a par with that of the famous Greeks. The history of Britain was reconstructed in the same terms by the twelfth-century AD historian Geoffrey of Monmouth. He claimed its first king was a descendant of Aeneas: Brutus – Britain – Brutain! Everyone wanted to be linked with the Greeks and Romans.

So Aeneas was one legend told by Romans about their foundation. The other story is very different. Numitor, king of the very ancient Italian town of Alba, was deposed by his brother Amulius. But Numitor had a daughter, Rhea Silvia, and Amulius did not want her breeding vengeful successors. So he made her a Vestal Virgin (p. 22). But the war god Mars found her alone one day and did what ancient gods traditionally did: he raped her and Rhea bore twins. Amulius promptly had the twins thrown into the river Tiber, but the basket containing them was stranded ashore (one is reminded of the later story of Moses). There they were suckled by a wolf until they were found by a herdsman. He took them home to Alba, where he and his wife raised them. When the twins, named Romulus and Remus, grew up, they discovered the truth about their birth. So they gathered an army, threw out Amulius and restored Numitor to the Alban throne.

They then founded a new city near Alba and started to build its walls. Remus, mocking the size of Romulus’ walls, was killed by his furious brother. The new city was thus named Roma. Its traditional founding date was 753 BC , and Romulus became the first of the seven kings of Rome.

This Romulus legend was pretty brutal stuff – hardly noble, bold and true. But Romans loved it – they were children of Mars! War was in their blood. Meanwhile, the advantage of the Aeneas legend was that it highlighted another aspect of being Roman: for Aeneas came to be depicted as a man of pietas, not exactly ‘piety’ but rather ‘respect for and commitment to family, city and gods’. That's more like it! How could the world not benefit from being dominated (as it would be) by a people whose other founder was such a civilized man? But there was a problem. How could one square the story of Aeneas with that of Romulus? The Romans did so by making Aeneas the founder of the Roman people and 300 years later his descendant Romulus the founder of the city.

Our main literary source for this early period is the Roman historian Livy (59 BC–AD 17). He was writing his history a thousand years after the beginning of the story he wanted to tell. So where did he get his information from? And how reliable was it? No Romans were writing history at the time of Romulus, let alone of Aeneas.

Even the intensely patriotic Livy doubts the strict accuracy of his account of this early period. But what he does affirm is that, in the case of Rome, it simply has to be accepted: ‘it is poetic legend rather than solid historical evidence . . . but if any city ought to be allowed to refer its origins to the gods, that surely is Rome. For such is its military glory that when they say that Mars himself was their Father, and the Father of their founder, the tribes of this world may as well accept it as patiently as they do Rome's domination over them.’

That's tough talk. There could be no compromise in Romans’ unwavering conviction that their dominion over the world was justified because the gods had decreed it.

Livy relied almost entirely on earlier Greek and Roman historians. The third-century BC Greek historian Timaeus wrote extensively about the Romans. The first Roman historian of Rome was Fabius Pictor (c. 200 BC). The Roman Varro (116–27 BC) wrote huge encyclopedias filled with information gathered from all over the place. We have little idea where they got their information from either. Oral tradition must have played an important part; but Romans also kept documentary records, some going back a long way – lists of consuls, treaties, citizenship grants, legislation etc.; annual records of events such as famines, wars, triumphs, etc.; and lists of official post-holders.

So Livy selected what he wanted out of these historians and then ‘spun’ their stories to suit his vision of Rome's history. Since he is one of the greatest ever storytellers, the results are sensational. There is no doubt that it all makes for a wonderful read – but how accurate it is, is quite another question.

Can we check any of Livy's material? The encyclopedist Pliny the Elder (killed by the eruption of Mount Vesuvius in AD 79, p. 267), the historical essayist Plutarch (AD 46–120) and historians of Rome, such as Dionysius from Halicarnassus (writing c. 10 BC) and Cassius Dio (c. AD 165–230), all offer their ‘spin’ on these stories. But why trust them any more than Livy? True, we also have archaeology, with digs going back to 1000 BC and beyond. In a perfect world, such excavations could conceivably tell us whether the accounts of historians were accurate. But all archaeology unearths is material remains. It does not give us the stories (unless we dig up texts). The best it can do is provide a series of snapshots of material trends and developments. These can, for example, tell us whether people were becoming richer or poorer, or urbanized, or whether they came into contact with other cultures. The Romans knew nothing of this discipline.

So, a warning here: any account of Rome up to c. 300 BC needs to be taken cum grano salis (with a grain of salt).

WHEN ROME WAS JUST ANOTHER TOWN

We are accustomed to associate Rome with world domination – the Roman Empire, the Roman Catholic Church and so on. So it is easy to forget that c. 1000 BC Rome was just a smattering of settlements made up of a few thatched huts, scattered round the tops of hills, including the Palatine Hill. These would, in time, make up the famous Seven Hills of Rome. Rome's hilltop defensibility was its strength, as well as its position in the middle of a very fertile plain of volcanic soil and its location on the Tiber. This river gave it easy access not only to the sea, but also to the Tiber Valley inland and across the Tiber to the north, because the river could be forded at this point.

Rome was, in other words, a frontier town. No one at that time could conceivably have imagined that this hill people would one day dominate and unify the whole Italian peninsula – let alone the known world. It is as if the world were now being ruled by the local council of Newcastle upon Tyne, UK, or Buffalo, USA.

THE SEVEN ‘HILLS’ OF ROME

Rome was built on volcanic soil and its Seven Hills were steep and craggy. Most of them were not really hills but rather ridges cut out by streams flowing from high ground into the Tiber Valley. Traditionally, the Seven Hills were the Palatine, Capitoline, Quirinal, Viminal, Esquiline, Caelian and Aventine. But there were so many of them that even Romans had difficulty deciding which to include. There were also smaller hills and ridges leading off from these, such as the Oppian, Fagutal, Cispian and Velian. Janiculum Hill was across the river, and the hill beyond that was the Vaticanus. Livy says these hills were settled by local people who were later conquered by the Romans and subsequently welcomed as Roman citizens. This whole complex was eventually walled in c. 386 BC.

THE NAME OF ITALY

Italy was at this time a hotchpotch of different, strongly independent tribes, all with their own identities, language and levels of culture. About 40 mostly Indo-European languages have been identified there. Rome was in Latium; it was flanked by Etruscans (from Etruria) to the north, and Sabines and Samnites (from Samnium) to the east. So how did the whole peninsula come to be called Italy? Italia originally referred only to the Greek-colonized bottom quarter of Italy. So Romans reckoned the name was invented by the Greeks. There was in fact an early dialect word vitelia (‘young bull’, Latin vitulus); Romans thought Greeks turned that into Italia, probably to reflect the south's rich fertility. Slowly the name caught on. By the third century BC Italia covered all modern Italy except for the far north; under the Roman emperor Augustus (first century BC) it finally included all territory up to the Alps.

WHY ‘LATIN?

‘Latin’ comes from Latini, ‘Latins’. This was the name of the people who occupied the area known as Latium, in which Rome was situated. But why is it called Latium? Romans had a story that the ancient Roman god Saturnus was driven from power by his young son Jupiter. He fled to Latium and hid there – and the Latin for ‘hid’ is latebat. So Romans thought Latium was connected with hiding. This derivation is complete drivel – like nearly all the derivations the Romans dreamed up – but is also historical in the sense that they believed it.

THE SPREAD OF LATIN

The earliest Latin inscription is on a pot and dates from the eighth century BC. It says: Manios med vhevhaked Numasioi; or in classical Latin: Manius me fecit Numerio – ‘Manius made me for Numerius’. The number of early surviving Latin inscriptions suggests that Romans had become literate by about the seventh century BC (pp. 25, 79); and as Rome spread its power the Latin language went with them, slowly driving out local languages. As a result, Latin would become the lingua franca of all Italy by about the first century BC , and eventually the Western half of the known world, as the Romans slowly conquered it. French, Spanish and Italian are all dialects of Latin. The Romans also conquered Greece, but it was never going to shift that ancient and revered tongue.


LATIN PRONUNCIATION

We have good evidence for the individual sounds of Latin letters. For example, Greek historians transcribed Latin names into Greek. Assuming we know how Greek was pronounced, we can expect their transcriptions to tell us something about Latin. Thus Cicero was transcribed as Kikerôn, not Siserôn (the -ôn being a Greek ending), i.e., the Latin ‘c’ was pronounced hard. Greeks also transcribed Valerius as Oualêrios, again suggesting that ‘v’ was pronounced as a semi-vowel, more ‘w’ than ‘v’. So Julius Caesar's veni, vidi, vici would have come out ‘ouaynee, oueedee, oueekee’. But when it comes to treatment in English, we follow our own conventions of pronunciation and spelling.

21 APRIL 753 BC

It was important for Romans to determine as exactly as they could everything about Rome's foundation, especially its date. The first person known to have proposed a date is the Greek historian Timaeus (p. 6). He used Greek dating methods to put it at 814 BC. This seems to have got contemporary Romans thinking about an actual date, and 748, 728 and 751 were all proposed. The traditional date is one that the Roman antiquarian Varro espoused: 21 April 753 BC. How he arrived at it we do not know. Nor does it bear any relation to what the archaeology reveals about Rome's development. This makes it clear that the Palatine was inhabited from 1000 BC.

LUPINE SOLUTIONS

According to tradition, Romulus and Remus, adrift on the Tiber, were cast ashore at the point where the Romans subsequently celebrated a festival called the Lupercal. Lupa is the Latin for ‘she-wolf’. So perhaps lupa was inserted into the story of the twins’ rearing in order to explain the festival's name. But some Romans were sceptical of the idea that the twins were the children of the god of war and Rhea Silvia. So they toyed with the idea that they were rather the offspring of a prostitute – because that is what lupa also means in Latin. We are right to be doubtful about any of the historical accuracy of this. The Romans were making it up as they went along.

ROMULUS AND REMUS

We have no idea what the real derivation of the word Roma is. Ancient Greeks called Roma ‘Rhômê’, which in Greek meant ‘strength’ or ‘might’; so one can see why Romans jumped at that derivation. Romulus means ‘little Roman’; and because ‘e's and ‘o's are often linguistically associated (e.g., ‘foot’ and ‘feet’), Remus may just be another form of the Rom- stem as well. They are both obviously invented names for mythical characters, designed to make a strong connection with Roma.

OPEN DOORS IN ROME

Romulus, Romans were told, found the site of Rome completely deserted. He therefore turned the Capitoline Hill into an asylum and invited immigrants or asylum seekers to come in: runaway slaves, exiles, paupers, debtors, all were welcome. Now it may be that something like this did in fact happen at some time in Rome's early history. Near the Capitol, votive offerings (thanks to the gods for prayers fulfilled) have been found dated to a time before that area was ever settled. Was it, then, an asylum area? If so, it might have become part of the Romulus myth, because it would ‘explain’ the origins of one of Rome's most unique features: its ‘open-door’ policy to non-Romans. Indeed, later Rome so swarmed with ‘foreigners’ that the most common language heard there would not have been Latin but Greek, the universal Mediterranean language. Rome, indeed, would in time become the world's first global city, where as many foreigners lived as Romans. So while the story of Romulus and Remus is clearly invented, it may still refer to incidents that Romans at the time, or later, felt were significant.

FROM SLAVE TO CITIZEN

Romulus’ invitation to expand Rome's population ‘explained’ another uniquely Roman phenomenon: its liberal attitude towards citizenship. From early times, Romans regularly extended citizenship to peoples they had subdued. Further, slaves, once freed, automatically became citizens (p. 34); and in the centuries to come, aristocrats from slave stock, and freed slaves (freedmen) who made good, would be commonplace in Rome (p. 149). Extraordinarily, more than half the ancient funerary monuments ever found in Rome commemorate ex-slaves, rather than freeborn Romans: they were proud of what they had achieved and of what this meant for their families (who always feature large on these monuments). This willingness to make people citizens stands in strong contrast to the Greeks, who jealously guarded that privilege, and in time it resulted in the concept of the ‘citizen of the world’.

ROMULUS AND THE ‘RAPE’ OF THE SABINES

Male immigrants were all very well, but they needed women to breed Romans and there was a desperate shortage. Romulus’ appeals to local villages met with a cold response: who would want to marry that riff-raff? So he decided to tempt in some of the local Sabine people (inhabiting the Quirinal Hill, p. 8) by putting on a religious festival featuring horse races. They flocked to the show and at the same time were drawn to admire the fine new town that was growing in their midst. At a given signal, however, the Romans seized the young Sabine women – note that the word used, raptus, means ‘seizure’ or ‘abduction’, not ‘rape’ – and promised to make honourable women of them. The Romans managed to hold off revenge attacks; and in the final battle against the Sabines, the women themselves intervened successfully to plead with their former families to desist, saying that they had been well treated and were happy in their new homes. The result was a peace agreement, and the Sabines were made welcome as Romans. That, at any rate, is Livy's wonderful version, which caught the imagination of later artists such as Poussin and David.

FIGHTING IN SEASON

Romans always did a lot of fighting. In the early years this probably consisted of brief raids or revenge attacks carried out by clans under their leaders. After a campaign of a day or so, they returned to work their farms. They were, in other words, an irregular farmer-citizen army. Further, since one cannot live by fighting, only by eating, they fought between March and October, i.e., when food was more likely to be easily available. The result was that most fit Roman males had military experience – a tradition that did not change for hundreds of years.


TARPEIA THE TRAITOR

The Romans punished traitors by flinging them from the Tarpeian rock, a cliff on the Capitoline Hill (p. 8). This was named after Tarpeia. She was a Vestal Virgin and the daughter of the Roman commander. During the Sabine siege of Rome she was bribed by the Sabines ‘with what they had on their left arm’ (their gold armbands) to give them access to the citadel. But they also had shields on their left arms, and once they were in, they crushed her to death with them. She was buried near the Tarpeian rock, which was named after her. That's the story, anyway.

PATRES, PLEBS AND SENATE

Romulus, Livy tells us, created 100 patres (‘fathers’ or ‘patricians’), a circle of advisers consisting of wealthy members from the clans (gentes). Each king of Rome subsequently chose the patres he wished to advise him. Eventually, this body would transmute into a full-blown Senate (Latin, senex, ‘old man’, but see p. 179), Rome's venerable advisory body. Members of gentes that had not produced patres were called ‘plebeians’, from plebs, ‘people’. At this time, however, ‘plebeian’ carried no class connotations; the term simply distinguished the clans that had not won royal favours from the rest. In time even that distinction would disappear (Pompey, Crassus and Cicero were all, technically, plebs). Here, then, is an important Roman institution, the Senate, which the Romans assumed Romulus had invented. Useful things, myths.

DEATH OF ROMULUS

While one story had it that Romulus parted from this life by being taken up in a cloud to heaven, the other had it that he was assassinated, torn to pieces by patres. The tabloids or their equivalents were at work even then. But minds were put at rest, Livy tells us: one Julius Proculus, a man known for his wisdom, announced that Romulus had appeared to him and told him it was heaven's will that Rome should rule the world. From the very start, the gods had marked out Rome for world domination.
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753– 509 BC
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TIMELINE




	
753–509 BC   


	
Part-legendary rule of (six) kings of Rome





	 
	
Rome developing into a large town





	 
	
Power spreads over local Latins





	 
	
Hills of Rome populated





	 
	
Salt works developed





	 
	
Bridge built over the Tiber into Etruscan territory





	 
	
Forum area drained (start of the Cloaca Maxima)





	 
	
Story of the Sibylline books





	
509 BC   


	
Building of temple to Jupiter Optimus Maximus











NOT A ROMAN IN SIGHT, BUT ROME IN OUR SIGHTS

The Early Kings

Early Romans did not emerge untouched by outside influences. Archaeology and myth tell us that Greek traders from abroad had a strong influence on Rome's neighbours the Etruscans, and both, in turn, on the Romans.

After Romulus came a series of kings, none of whom was Roman. This is so bizarre it gives credence to those stories about an ancient ‘open-house’ policy towards local peoples like the Sabines, Latins and Etruscans. Nor were the kings hereditary. After the death of a king, Livy explains, there was a brief interregnum during which a successor was discussed. After due consideration the patres elected a new king and the people ratified him by popular vote. This was done by a people's assembly called the Comitia Curiata. Already, Livy is suggesting, there were strong popular influences at work – preparing the way for the later transition to a republic.


In their traditional order and dates the kings were: Numa (716– 674 BC : Sabine), Tullus Hostilius (673–642 BC : Latin), Ancus Martius (641–617 BC : Sabine), L. Tarquinius Priscus (616–578 BC : Greek-Etruscan), Servius Tullius (578–534 BC : uncertain) and L. Tarquinius Superbus (‘The arrogant’, 534–509 BC : Etruscan). Not a Roman among them – open house, indeed.

Whatever the truth about these kings, there is good archaeological evidence that Rome at this time quickly began to develop into a proper urban centre. Further, Livy stresses another point: during this period Rome began to expand by defeating and absorbing its neighbours. Under Tullus, defeated tribes were welcomed onto the Caelian Hill, doubling Rome's population; under Ancus, the Aventine was opened to some Latin tribes, as was the Janiculum Hill over the river. Meanwhile, Superbus brought all the other Latins under Roman control.

Because of the Etruscan king Tarquinius Superbus and the various Etruscan-style practices that Romans seem to have adopted at this stage (such as auguries: see p. 21), some suspect that Etruscans took over the control of Rome. But Livy offers not even the slightest hint of this, and ‘influence’ is a very different thing from ‘control’.

REAL HISTORICAL NAMES?

It is noticeable that the earliest figures of Roman history have only one name: Romulus, Remus, Numitor, Amulius. Later figures have two: Numa Pompilius, Tullus Hostilius, Ancus Martius; even later figures have three: Lucumo Tarquinius Priscus and Lucumo Tarquinius Superbus. This may reflect a historical reality. Before the foundation of Rome single names were used because they were all that was needed. But with the development of a large community, the two-name system was adopted, identifying people by clan as well as family. There was a personal name (e.g., Numa, the praenomen or ‘before-name’) and a clan name (e.g., Pompilius, the nomen). This eventually developed into the full-blown republican three-name system, when an inherited family name was added (e.g., ‘Cicero’, see p. 81). So the early single and double names may possibly reflect accurate historical memories.

AUSPICIOUS BEGINNINGS

Livy tells us that Numa wanted his reign to be validated by the gods. So auspices were instituted (auis ‘bird’ + specio ‘I inspect’) – that is, the will of the gods was determined by looking for signs, usually in the flight of specific birds. The ritual, which anyone could perform, was similar to Etruscan versions and became the standard for all later bird auspices. The auspex sat on a stone, facing south. Then he veiled his head, holding in his right hand the augur's staff, uttered a prayer and marked out an east-west space in the sky. He declared the southward section to be ‘right’ (good) and the northward ‘left’ (bad). After that he fixed his eyes on a point in front of him, as far ahead as he could see; transferred the staff to his left hand; and named the signs he hoped to see (the nobler the birds the better: eagles were best of all). Naturally, the requested auspices usually appeared. They became so important that no serious proceedings could be undertaken – war, assemblies and so on – without them. Many aspects of Roman public and private life had a ritual attached. That is what religion meant to the Romans.


THE TEMPLE OF VESTA

Vesta was the goddess of the hearth, the centre of the home. As an object of state cult, she was located in the king's hearth, where the eternal fire burned, a guarantee of Rome's permanence. Later a sanctuary in the shape of a hut was built for Vesta, made to look like a private dwelling. It contained only the fire and other ‘sacred things’, including an erect phallus.

FASCINATING PHALLUSES!

The Latin for the representation of an erect phallus was fascinum. Its basic meaning was ‘evil spell’ or ‘bewitchment’ (Latin, fascino, ‘I bewitch’ or ‘put a spell on’). It is the root of our ‘fascinating’. The phallus was held to be ‘apotropaic’ (Greek, ‘turning away’), i.e., it averted evil. This was its most common function throughout the Roman world. Roman generals enjoying their triumphal procession carried a model of a phallus in their hand to ward off envy. It has nothing to do with ‘fascists’ – not linguistically, anyway (see p. 73).

THE VESTAL VIRGINS

According to tradition, the cult of the Virgins of Vesta was already established in the city of Alba (Rhea Silvia was one, see p. 4). Numa brought the cult to Rome. Vestal Virgins had to be six to ten years old, with both parents living, and they served for thirty years. The six of them lived near the Vesta temple and were present on major state religious occasions. Their main job was to protect the eternal fire. If it went out, it proved that a Vestal was not a virgin. That signalled danger for Rome, and burial alive was the penalty (as it was for losing their virginity). The Vestals’ other task was to mix grain with salt and make a cake used at public sacrifice (the cake, mola salsa, sprinkled on the head of sacrifices and burned in the fire, gives us our ‘immolation’). They were expected to behave decorously. But there were advantages: they lived in considerable luxury and were the only ones, except for the empress, allowed to drive around in carriages; also they could own and administer property and were deeply revered.

SACRIFICE AND RITUAL

The literal meaning of sacrifice is ‘I make [something] sacred’ (Latin, sacer, ‘sacred’ + facio ‘I make’), that is, I hand something over to a god so that humans can use it no longer. The more precious the item made sacred and removed from human use, such as a bull, the greater the sacrifice and the more pleased (one hoped) the god would be. All it took at the other end of the sacrifice ‘scale’ was leaving a piece of bread or a cake on an altar or splashing some wine on the ground before drinking. But it was the ritual of acknowledging the god in this way that was the important thing, the theory being that the deity would respond with a quid pro quo. Ancient religion did not require dogmatic theological belief in a deity – only acknowledgement of his or her power, and the performance of the correct ritual on the right occasions.

VESTAL LIFESTYLE

Any Vestal who did not live a sober, modest and discreet life was regarded with some suspicion. In 420 BC one Vestal, Postumia, was put on trial for a sexual offence. In fact she was innocent, but she dressed quite fashionably and talked rather too amusingly. She was acquitted, but reprimanded by the pontifex maximus (see below) and told to cut the jokes and haute couture. The Vestal Minucia (337 BC) was not so lucky. She too dressed more elegantly than was deemed appropriate, was found guilty on a slave's evidence and buried alive. The Vestal Tuccia, we are told, accused of fornication, asked Vesta to allow her to carry water in a sieve to prove her innocence: ‘O Vesta, if I have always brought pure hands to your secret services, bring it about now that, with this sieve, I shall be able to draw water from the Tiber and bring it to your temple.’ Vesta agreed. Tuccia duly carried the water and was reprieved.

RELIGIOUS LAW: THE PONTIFEX MAXIMUS

As the name suggests, the pontifex (pons ‘bridge’, facio ‘I make’) was originally a minor official in charge of bridges and roads. But Numa ascribed to him all the functions with which the pontifex maximus would later be endowed as the most important priest in Rome: determining the time of a public sacrifice, its location and cost; the proper conduct of all religious observances, public and private; proper ways of burying the dead and propitiating spirits; and deciding what portents (such as lightning) should be acted upon. Note that the pontifex maximus was not like an archbishop, more like a lawyer of ritual procedure. Further, he was elected and held office for life. Julius Caesar, a virtual atheist but knowing the political importance of the role, was elected (at vast personal expense) to this post in 63 BC, spent ten years conquering Gaul, defeated Pompey in a civil war, made himself dictator and was assassinated. He gave no moral or spiritual guidance, laid on no coffee mornings. He just performed the rituals for all to see.


ROMAN ALPHABET

Our alphabet ultimately derives from the Phoenicians. Greeks in the eighth century BC modified Phoenician symbols to produce the (highly economical and efficient) first alphabet to consist of vowels and consonants; they then imported this alphabet into Italy. It consisted, as the Greek did, of capital letters. Sentences largely lacked punctuation and gaps between words until the sixth century AD; at that time minuscule letters (small versions of capital letters) were also invented, soon after the codex (book rather than roll) became common (p. 255). It is this alphabet and orthography that we have inherited. Incidentally, the order of the letters in the alphabet has remained largely unchanged for thousands of years.

A LUNATIC CALENDAR

The Roman year originally ran to ten months, beginning in March (hence our Septem-ber, Octo-ber, Novem-ber, Decem-ber from the Latin for seven, eight, nine, ten). The twelve-month year, common elsewhere round the Mediterranean, was perhaps officially introduced to Rome in 153 BC. But Romans had exactly the same trouble as all other nations in aligning the solar year with the lunar year. The problem was that the earth's 365.25-day orbit of the sun controlled the seasons; but the lunar year of twelve months was marked by the waxing and waning of the moon, and each lunar month lasted only 29.53 days = 354 days a year. This shortfall of 11.25 days a year on the solar year caused chaos. For example, after three years, the calendar was more than a month behind the seasons; after six years, two months, and so on. This was no good at all.


Ancient man was aware of the terrifying forces of nature. If he was to survive, these mysterious powers needed to be won over – even more so when man took up season-dependent agriculture. Obviously, the god of harvest would be insulted and likely to withdraw his favours if his harvest song was raised in the winter, for example. Hence the importance of getting the calendar aligned with the seasons, thereby ensuring that the right rituals took place at the right time (this is why control of the calendar in the ancient world was nearly always in the care of the priesthood). Romans did this by occasionally and unpredictably adding a month when things had got too far out of kilter (so Roman calendars added space for a thirteenth month, just in case). Julius Caesar finally got it all sorted out in 46 BC (p. 176).

GODS OF AGRICULTURE

Since farming was a major source of livelihood and wealth, Romans invented a range of gods to oversee its smallest details. There were the gods of ploughing (e.g., Vervactor, Imporcinator), weeding (Runcina, Suruncinator, Spiniensis); the gods who protected against mildew and rust (Robigo, Robigus); even Stercutus, a god of muck-spreading (Latin, stercus, ‘excrement’)!

HORATII 1, CURIATII 0: A CLOSE-RUN THING

The third king, Tullus Hostilius (673–642 BC), was aptly named because he thought the Romans were going soft. So he declared war against Rome's father state, Alba. However, both sides, feeling threatened by the surrounding Etruscans, decided not to weaken themselves by all-out conflict. So they settled the issue by matching champions against champions in battle – the three Roman Horatii (all called Horatius) versus the three Alban Curiatii. The Romans were soon two-nil down, but the last Horatius ran for it, leaving the Curiatii strung out behind him. He then turned and, as they caught up with him, killed them one by one. However, this champion's sister Horatia was engaged to one of the Curiatii. seeing her grieving, the infuriated Horatius killed her as a traitor. Romans were appalled, and the young man was brought to trial. Condemned to death, he appealed to the people, who acquitted him. This story has had a rich afterlife, inspiring painters, writers and composers from Corneille to David, Honegger and Brecht.

CRIME . . .

Livy calls Horatius’ crime of killing his sister a case of perduellio, ‘treason’. This was defined as any act inimical to the interests of one's country. But was not the crime Horatia's, since she was guilty of betrayal for mourning the death of an enemy? Therefore, Horatius was justified in doing what he did. Possibly, but Horatius had killed her before the case had come to court. In so doing, he also committed parricide (murder of a father or near relative) – a dreadful crime in the eyes of family-loving Romans. Hence the uproar. Brutal the Romans may have been, but even at this early stage, Livy suggests, the law was the law and its strictures keenly felt. Ultimately, however, the Roman people had the final say: the law was made for them and in their eyes its spirit was more important than its letter. Horatius had killed Horatia in the heat of the moment. He was too good a man to lose.


. . . AND PUNISHMENT

In the course of a war against the town of Fidenae the Roman troops were badly let down by their Alban allies under Mettius Fufetius. In the whole of Roman history, Livy says, no punishment of such inhumanity was ever meted out to anyone as it was to Mettius. Tied between two four-horse teams, he was ripped apart as they galloped off in different directions. This precise punishment was never inflicted again (to our knowledge), but by our standards Roman retribution was very nasty and often staged as entertainment. Nero (see p. 224), we are told, dressed Christians in animal skins and had them torn to pieces by dogs; or crucified them and set them on fire to serve as lamps when night fell. Parricides were sewn into a leather sack with a dog, a monkey, a snake and a cockerel, and thrown into the sea or a river.

THREE STEPS FORWARD, ONE BACK

War was a serious matter and Romans had an ancient, three-step formula for declaring it, back-dated to Tullus by Livy: (i) denuntiatio, delivered by delegates to the enemy: give us satisfaction – usually the cattle or similar you have stolen – in 30 days or else; (ii) testatio deorum, again delivered in front of the enemy, calling on the gods to witness that the enemy had done wrong; three days after that (iii) indictio belli: a messenger threw an iron-tipped spear into enemy territory, hobbling his power (iron, being magnetic, was thought to have magical powers). When the enemy surrendered, the onestep ritual of deditio was enacted: the enemy first agreed that they were free to make the decision, then they formally handed over themselves, their land and their property ‘into the sovereignty/good faith of the Roman people’. The whole purpose of this was to prove that the war was just and properly concluded. Inevitably, elements of this procedure (such as the 30-day rule) were used less as Roman power spread across the globe. But they kept the spear-throwing ritual by declaring a piece of land in Rome in the Campus Martius (pp. 67, 233) to be foreign, and, when necessary, throwing a spear into it!

SALT SAVOUR

Rome's fourth king Ancus (641–617 BC) set up salt works in the future harbour area Ostia (Latin, ostium, ‘mouth of a river’). It was Rome's first attempt at commerce. Salt was a very profitable item. Until the invention of refrigerators and canning processes it was the most freely available and effective preservative of all, especially for meat; it was also highly valued for flavouring. The technique for gathering it – by evaporating shallow ‘flats’ of salt water – was no secret and went back to at least 6000 BC. Incidentally, Roman soldiers were not paid their salaries (salarium) in salt (sal); that is a myth, derived from Pliny the Elder (p. 6), trying to explain why it was called a salarium.

BRIDGE OVER THE TIBER

Rome was a left-bank river (the term always applies to the direction downstream). The right bank was Etruscan territory and Ancus took two initiatives designed to encroach on that territory: he constructed the first bridge over the Tiber – the all-wooden pons Sublicius (sublica, ‘pile’) – and guarded its Etruscan entrance by fortifying the nearby Janiculum Hill. This was done with a specific purpose in mind: to open up the way for Rome to trade its salt into Italian territory, by way of the old gravel ‘Salt road’, via Salaria, which eventually reached 150 miles (240 km) across Italy to the Adriatic coast.

ROME'S FIRST PRISON

An expanding population, Livy notes, resulted in a blurring of the distinction between right and wrong, and therefore crime. So Ancus had a prison built, right next to Rome's main public square, the Forum. This was the notorious Tullianum. It consisted of two cells, the lower of which was reached through a hole in its roof. An ancient writer describes this underground horror: ‘about twelve feet deep, with strong walls and a stone vault, filthy, dark and foul-smelling, it makes a hideous and loathsome sight’.

Imprisonment was not, in fact, a punishment recognized in Roman law; the prison was a place where people were held prior to trial or execution, though they could be held for some time. Vercingetorix, a Gallic chief captured by Julius Caesar, was held in the Tullianum for five years before being executed in 46 BC. Tradition has it that St Peter was imprisoned there too.

THE (NOT A) CIRCUS MAXIMUS

The fifth king Lucumo Tarquinius Priscus (616–578 BC) was Greek, the son of an émigré from the Etruscan city of Tarquinii (hence his name). Livy assigns to him the planning of the Circus Maximus, Rome's favourite entertainment centre. It was not a circus as we know it, but a race circuit.

Patres and the other rich, we are told, had special seating reserved for them, raised twelve feet from the ground, but this is an obvious anachronism: such reservations for senators did not appear until 194 BC , and then for the other rich in 74 BC. The earliest entertainment there consisted of horses and boxers, but in time the Circus Maximus would become the site of Ben Hur-style chariot races, which provided luxury entertainment for the wealthy and were hugely popular with the people (see p. 233).

CATCHING THE TOWN DRAIN

Rome's Cloaca Maxima started out as a river running through the original Forum and the marshy Velabrum below it into the Tiber. One story had it that Romulus and Remus’ basket was stranded at the point where the river issued into the Tiber (p. 4). Priscus developed the system for draining the region with a series of small ditches. But in time, the river came to be covered over and built into the superbly engineered drain that is still used in part today. Note ‘drain’: it eventually served as a sewer, too, with outlets from baths, public toilets, etc., feeding into it, but its main function was always drainage (see aqueducts, p. 287). Pliny the Elder comments: ‘for 700 years from the time of Tarquinius Priscus the sewers have survived almost completely intact’. They even had a goddess, Cloacina.

THE SIBYL

Priscus was thought to be the Roman responsible for getting hold of the ‘Sibylline books’ from the Sibyl at Cumae, near Naples. The Sibyl (Greek, Sibulla, derivation unknown) was originally a Greek prophetess, speaking under her own or a god's inspiration. Her name became the usual term for a large number of prophetesses all over the ancient world. They were well known for producing sacred books that could be consulted in times of trouble. The antiquarian Varro (p. 6) listed ten such ‘Sibylline books’, including those from Persia, Libya, Delphi, Samos, Phrygia, Cumae and Tibur (Tivoli), while other sources talk of Egyptian and Hebrew examples.

A BARGAIN: ONE FOR THE PRICE OF THREE

The Church historian Lactantius (c. AD 250–325) tells the story of how Priscus came by the Sibylline books:

They say that Amalthea, the Sibyl from Cumae, brought nine books to the king Tarquinius Priscus, and asked 300 gold pieces for them. The king refused, saying it was far too much, and derided the woman, saying she was mad. So in the sight of the king, she burnt three of the books, and demanded the same price for the remaining six. Tarquinius thought her even madder. When she burnt three more, but persisted in demanding the same price, the king was thrown into turmoil and bought the remaining books for the original price.

ROME'S SIBYLLINE BOOKS

The Sibylline books did not divulge the future; rather, they gave instructions as to how to placate the gods in times of disaster or unexpected and ominous natural events (comets, showers of stones and so on). The books were put in the care of two patricians. In 367 BC they were transferred to a college of priests. They had orders to consult the books only on the command of the Senate and to add to them if any further books worthy of the honour came to hand. They were kept in the Capitoline temple, but were destroyed by fire in 83 BC. In 76 BC the Senate ordered a team of three to make a new collection from available sources in Africa, Sicily and elsewhere. Their destruction was, apparently, ordered by Stilicho, an Arian Christian, c. AD 400.

SIBYLS AND CHRISTIANS

Christians scoured pagan literature for signs of early Christian beliefs. In his fourth Eclogue (40 BC) the poet Virgil talked of the Sibyl prophesying the ‘ultimate day’ when the world would return to a golden age with the birth of a child. This probably referred to the expected birth of a son to Marc Antony and Octavia – the child was Octavian (p. 188). Christians, however, saw a reference to Jesus, and turned the Sibyl into an important figure in Christian literature and art. The Dies irae, a thirteenth-century hymn once used in the Catholic Requiem Mass to describe the day of judgement, features the Sibyl as one who foresaw that final day:

Dies iræ! dies illa

Solvet sæclum in favilla,

Teste David cum Sibylla!

Day of Wrath! That day

Will dissolve the age in ashes,

On the testimony of David with the Sibyl!

Christians were especially interested in the collection known as the ‘Sibylline Oracles’. This was a mishmash of arbitrary texts from different times, places and authors, which could be reinterpreted to apply to the Christian god. Christians fell on Sibylline oracular utterances such as ‘One God, who is alone, most mighty, uncreated’ or ‘but there is one only God of pre-eminent power, who made the heaven and sun and stars and moon and fruitful earth and waves of the water of the sea’ or ‘I am the one only God and there is no other God’.

SERVING SLAVES

The Latin for ‘slave’ is servus. On those grounds alone, it seems, Rome's sixth king Servius (578–534 BC) was believed to be the first ruler to declare that freed (libertus) slaves automatically became full citizens. Historically accurate or not, this was a quite extraordinarily liberal act at a time when people were enslaved across the Mediterranean (p. 145).

ROMAN NUMBERS

It is a relief that we do not use Roman numbers. Just try dividing MDCCCXXXVIII by DCCCXLIX and see how far you get. But it is at least a decimal system: I = 1, V = 5, X = 10, L = 50, C = 100, D = 500 and M = 1,000. Just add them together as economically as possible, largest first, e.g., CCCXXXVI = 3 hundreds, 3 tens, a 5 and a 1, i.e. 336. There is one wrinkle: a letter standing before a larger letter, e.g., IV or XC, is taken away from it. So while VI means 6, IV mean 4; CX means 110, but XC means 90. That said, it is not uncommon to find the adding system here too, e.g., 4 represented by IIII = 4. There is no zero (see p. 360).

Where these symbols came from is not known. One guess is that they were of Etruscan origin and were originally notches on a stick. So ‘I’ was a single notch, every fifth notch a double-cut ‘V’ and every tenth notch a cross-cut ‘X’. This would explain how IV for 4 arose: it was the notch before the V in the sequence I II III IIII V. And so on. Incredibly, this system was used in Europe until the twelfth century, when the Arabic system – based on the Indian system and complete with zero – replaced it. This important revolution was largely down to Leonardo Fibonacci's pioneering work Liber Abaci ‘The Book of Computation’ (early thirteenth century). Incidentally, the ‘Exchequer’ derives from the chequered tablecloth, squares in an alternating pattern, on which counters (‘checkers’) were placed to denote
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