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    From the first struggles of a small Italian community to the command of the Mediterranean world, Rome’s rise appears as a contest between civic discipline, political ambition, and the immense pressures of empire. Theodor Mommsen’s The History of Rome gives this vast movement a form at once scholarly and dramatic, turning constitutional change, military expansion, and social conflict into a continuous historical narrative. Collected here as all five volumes in one edition, the work stands as one of the most ambitious achievements of nineteenth-century historical writing. It invites readers to see Roman history not as a sequence of isolated episodes, but as a developing political civilization whose internal tensions shaped its destiny.

The book holds classic status for several reasons. It combines rigorous engagement with ancient evidence and institutions with a prose style notable for energy, clarity, and force. Mommsen did not write a bare chronicle. He presented Roman history as a living process, shaped by law, class interests, public character, and the capacities of individual leaders. That combination of scholarship and literary power gave the work an authority that extended far beyond specialist study. For generations, readers encountered in it not only information about Rome, but a model of how history could be written as serious analysis without sacrificing narrative vitality.

Its stature was recognized in Mommsen’s own lifetime. Theodor Mommsen, the German historian, philologist, jurist, and epigraphist, published the early volumes of Roman History in the 1850s, during a period when historical scholarship in Europe was becoming increasingly professionalized. His achievement was later honored with the Nobel Prize in Literature in 1902, a distinction awarded in significant part for the lasting quality of his historical writing. That unusual recognition signals the place this work occupies between disciplines: it is a major contribution to classical scholarship and also a landmark in literary prose, admired for the breadth of its vision and the vigor of its execution.

The title of this collected edition can suggest a single uninterrupted history, but the work emerged in stages and reflects the scope of Mommsen’s larger engagement with Roman civilization. The original Roman History began with Rome’s earliest development and carried the narrative through the collapse of the Roman Republic. Material often presented in five-volume English editions includes, alongside the main narrative, Mommsen’s later treatment of the provinces of the Roman Empire. Read together, these volumes offer not only an account of events at Rome itself, but a wider picture of how Roman power was organized, extended, and experienced across a broad imperial world.

At the center of the work lies a grand historical premise: Rome became great not by accident, but through the interaction of institutions, social organization, warfare, and political adaptability. Mommsen is especially attentive to the structures that allowed Rome to absorb conflict and convert conquest into durable power. Yet his history never reduces events to abstract systems. He continually returns to the friction between constitution and personality, between inherited custom and urgent reform, between aristocratic control and broader civic pressures. The result is a study of a republic under strain, examined across centuries of expansion that steadily transformed the conditions of its own existence.

One reason the book has endured is that its themes remain intelligible far beyond Roman antiquity. It explores how states grow, how political legitimacy is maintained or weakened, how military success can alter civil life, and how ruling classes respond when institutions no longer match social realities. These are not narrow antiquarian concerns. Mommsen shows Rome as a society repeatedly forced to redefine the relationship between law and power, citizenship and domination, public service and personal ambition. Because those tensions recur in many historical settings, the work continues to speak to readers interested in politics as well as to those drawn specifically to the ancient world.

The literary impact of The History of Rome rests partly in its ability to make institutional history compelling. Questions of senate, magistracy, assembly, alliance, and provincial administration become, in Mommsen’s hands, elements of a larger human drama. His style helped shape expectations of what a monumental history could be: expansive in scale, interpretive in method, and animated by strong judgments about political character. Later historians and writers, whether they followed his conclusions or reacted against them, worked in the shadow of a book that had demonstrated how classical history might command a broad reading public. Its influence lies not merely in facts assembled, but in historical imagination directed with unusual confidence.

Mommsen also wrote at a time when modern Europe was intensely concerned with nationhood, law, constitutional life, and the uses of the past. That context matters because his Rome is not presented as a dead civilization preserved behind museum glass. It is a political society examined with the seriousness one would bring to living institutions. Without reducing ancient history to modern analogy, he asks readers to consider how public systems rise, adapt, and fail under pressure. The nineteenth-century setting of composition therefore adds to the book’s interest: it is both a history of Rome and a major example of modern historical thought confronting the ancient world through disciplined scholarship.

For new readers, one of the great rewards of this edition is its scale. To encounter all five volumes together is to see how fully Mommsen sought to interpret Rome’s development, from early beginnings to republican crisis and outward into the provincial dimensions of empire. The work is not simply a military history, nor solely a constitutional one. It is also a study of administration, colonization, legal order, regional diversity, and the practical mechanisms by which Rome governed. That breadth helps explain its durability. Even where later scholarship has revised individual points, the magnitude of the enterprise and the coherence of its vision remain deeply impressive.

Another source of the book’s continuing appeal is its refusal to treat Rome’s expansion as uncomplicated triumph. From the outset, the history is shaped by conflict: internal contest among social groups, external wars that reshape civic priorities, and the burdens imposed by success itself. Mommsen’s narrative keeps before the reader the cost of political greatness, the instability that can accompany conquest, and the difficulty of preserving republican forms amid widening dominion. In this respect, the book offers more than admiration for Roman achievement. It presents Rome as a case study in the paradoxes of power, where strength can generate the conditions of future strain.

The work’s influence on later writers has been broad, extending through classical studies, political thought, and historical prose. Scholars of Rome could not ignore its arguments, and general readers found in it a gateway to antiquity that was intellectually demanding yet narratively compelling. Its judgments have often been debated, and that debate is part of its legacy. A classic is not merely a book that survives unchanged; it is one that continues to provoke response, correction, admiration, and renewed reading. Mommsen’s history has done exactly that, remaining present in discussions of Rome because it framed major questions with uncommon boldness and enduring force.

To read The History of Rome now is to encounter both an ancient republic and a modern masterpiece of interpretation. The book endures because it addresses permanent concerns through a subject of inexhaustible fascination: how communities organize authority, how law contends with force, how expansion alters civic identity, and how political systems bear the weight of their own success. Those questions remain urgently contemporary, even as the world Mommsen describes is distant from our own. That combination of historical depth and present relevance secures the work’s lasting appeal. It remains a commanding introduction to Rome and a reminder that the past still illuminates the dilemmas of public life.
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    Theodor Mommsen’s The History of Rome, presented here in a five-volume collected edition, is a major nineteenth-century account of Roman development from its earliest stages through the end of the Roman Republic and beyond into the imperial provinces. Written as a work of historical interpretation rather than a simple chronicle, it combines political narrative with attention to institutions, warfare, law, social change, and economic life. Mommsen approaches Rome as a dynamic civic power shaped by conflict, adaptation, and expansion. The work’s sequence follows Rome from its Italian setting into Mediterranean dominance, continually asking how republican structures responded to growing scale, wealth, and strain.

The opening movement examines early Italy and the conditions from which Rome emerged. Mommsen situates the city among neighboring peoples and traditions, describing how geography, ethnicity, religion, and local competition formed the background to Roman growth. He traces the gradual consolidation of civic institutions, including kingship, aristocratic authority, and the early assemblies, while emphasizing that Rome’s power developed through both internal organization and external pressure. The account highlights the tension between patrician privilege and broader civic participation, showing how early constitutional adjustments and military discipline helped transform a small community into the leading force in Latium.

As the narrative advances through the early Republic, Mommsen focuses on the struggles that shaped Roman public life and bound conquered territories into a durable system. He describes the long contest between social orders, the codification of law, and the creation of political mechanisms that balanced elite leadership with wider claims to rights and office. At the same time, Rome’s wars in Italy are presented not merely as a series of victories but as a process of alliance-building, incorporation, and strategic learning. The central question becomes how a republic designed for a city-state could govern an increasingly extensive and varied Italian sphere.

The next phase turns to Rome’s entry into larger Mediterranean affairs, especially through the great conflicts with Carthage and other powers. Mommsen presents these wars as decisive tests of Roman endurance, naval innovation, finance, and command. He also shows that victory brought profound consequences beyond military prestige: new territories, intensified contact with Greek culture, increased reliance on provincial administration, and growing flows of wealth and enslaved labor. The synopsis of this section remains centered on process rather than outcome, stressing that expansion altered the character of Roman society and politics and raised difficult questions about equality, citizenship, and the uses of imperial power.

With overseas empire established, Mommsen shifts attention to the mounting stresses within the Republic. He surveys agrarian dislocation, the concentration of land, the burdens placed on Italy and the provinces, and the widening gap between inherited institutions and imperial realities. Political competition becomes sharper as reformers, senators, equestrians, and military leaders pursue incompatible remedies or ambitions. Mommsen treats legislation, popular agitation, and violence as symptoms of a deeper constitutional imbalance rather than isolated crises. The work’s argument here is that Rome’s successes abroad intensified instability at home, making the Republic’s traditional checks increasingly difficult to maintain.

The narrative then follows the era of ambitious commanders and civil conflict, when military prestige, personal followings, and emergency politics transformed public life. Mommsen examines figures such as Marius and Sulla in relation to recruitment, command, and constitutional revision, showing how extraordinary measures entered the Roman political repertoire. He is attentive to the effects of war on legal norms and to the recurring effort to restore order through reforms that remained contested. This part of the work emphasizes not only dramatic events but also the structural problem beneath them: the state’s institutions could neither ignore mass pressures nor easily absorb concentrated individual power.

As the Republic moves toward its final decades, Mommsen broadens his analysis to include the provincial world, finance, municipal life, and the interplay between Roman leadership and subject populations. He treats the Mediterranean as a connected political field in which decisions made at Rome carried consequences across diverse regions. The narrative considers administrative abuses, tax arrangements, and the role of local elites, while also exploring cultural exchange and the spread of Roman authority. These chapters deepen the book’s inquiry into governance by asking how a republic rooted in civic tradition could manage a multinational empire without losing coherence or legitimacy.

A central late movement of the work concerns Julius Caesar and the crisis of republican government. Mommsen portrays this period through campaigns, alliances, legislation, and constitutional change, but his larger interest lies in the competing visions of Roman order that these struggles revealed. He assesses leadership in relation to institutional breakdown, the demands of administration, and the search for a stable political form. Without dwelling on final outcomes, the narrative shows how personal rivalry, ideological language, and practical statecraft converged in a period of exceptional tension. The analysis remains focused on Rome’s transformation rather than on isolated biography alone.

In its collected five-volume form, The History of Rome closes as a sweeping interpretation of how a local Italian community became the center of a vast political world, and how that growth repeatedly tested its institutions. Mommsen’s enduring emphasis falls on the interaction of law, citizenship, military organization, class conflict, and imperial expansion. Even where modern scholarship has revised details or judgments, the work remains significant for its scale, energy, and effort to connect events with underlying structures. Its broader message concerns the opportunities and dangers created by success: political forms must adapt to social and territorial change, or face escalating strain.
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    Theodor Mommsen’s The History of Rome was written in the mid nineteenth century, chiefly in the 1850s, but its subject is the Mediterranean world from Rome’s early development to the end of the Roman Republic. The setting that frames the narrative is central Italy and then the wider Mediterranean basin, where city-states, leagues, kingdoms, and empires competed under institutions such as kingship, aristocratic councils, popular assemblies, and military confederacies. Mommsen wrote as a trained classical scholar, jurist, and historian. His account combines philology, epigraphy, constitutional history, and political judgment, reflecting both ancient evidence and the modern intellectual world in which he worked.

At Rome’s beginning, as ancient tradition and archaeology together suggest, Latium was a region of small agricultural communities shaped by kinship ties, trade routes, and contact with neighboring peoples such as the Sabines, Latins, and Etruscans. Early Roman institutions later remembered as monarchy, senate, and popular assembly belong partly to historical memory and partly to later reconstruction. Mommsen treats these beginnings not as legend alone but as clues to the formation of a civic community capable of expansion. His narrative reflects nineteenth-century interest in origins, ethnicity, and institutions, while emphasizing Rome’s practical capacity to absorb outsiders and organize collective power.

The overthrow of Rome’s kings, conventionally dated to the late sixth century BCE, marks the beginning of the Republic in Roman tradition. Whatever the exact sequence of events, power shifted toward annually elected magistrates and a senate dominated by aristocratic families. Yet the Republic was never simply oligarchic or democratic; it balanced magistracies, assemblies, religious offices, and customary law. Mommsen’s work is especially attentive to this constitutional structure. He explains how Roman politics depended on office holding, patronage, military command, and legal forms, and he often judges institutions by their efficiency and public purpose rather than by inherited prestige alone.

One of the central early developments was the long Conflict of the Orders, roughly from the fifth to the early third century BCE, in which plebeians sought protection against patrician dominance. Through secessions, tribunes, and legislation associated with debt relief, access to office, and legal publication, Rome gradually integrated broader social groups into the state. Historians debate details, but the broad movement toward political inclusion is well attested in Roman memory and law. Mommsen presents this struggle as formative for Rome’s strength, arguing that institutional compromise, rather than rigid caste division, enabled the Republic to mobilize citizens more effectively than many rivals.

Rome’s rise in Italy unfolded through war, alliance, colonization, and road building from the fifth through third centuries BCE. Conflicts with neighboring Latin communities, Etruscan cities, Samnite peoples, and Greek powers in southern Italy gradually extended Roman authority. The Latin War, the Samnite Wars, and the war against Pyrrhus of Epirus were especially important stages in that expansion. Mommsen highlights Rome’s flexible political methods: defeated communities could be incorporated through varying grades of citizenship and treaty status. His account echoes the view that Rome’s greatness rested not only on battlefield success but also on administrative ingenuity and the disciplined integration of manpower.

By the third century BCE, Rome had become the leading power in Italy, but the western Mediterranean was dominated commercially and militarily by Carthage. The Punic Wars, beginning in 264 BCE, transformed the scale of Roman history. The First Punic War pushed Rome into naval warfare and overseas provincial rule in Sicily. The Second, marked by Hannibal’s invasion of Italy from 218 BCE, tested Rome’s endurance more severely than any prior conflict. Mommsen treats these wars as decisive proof of Roman resilience, but he also notes the enlargement of imperial responsibilities and the strains imposed by prolonged command, taxation, and the administration of conquered territory.

The defeat of Carthage and Rome’s victories in the Hellenistic east during the second century BCE brought immense wealth, slaves, tribute, and cultural influence into Italy. Campaigns against Macedon, the Seleucid kingdom, and later the destruction of Corinth and Carthage in 146 BCE symbolized Rome’s emergence as a Mediterranean hegemon. Mommsen’s narrative stresses that conquest altered the Republic from within. Provincial exploitation enriched senators and financiers, while military glory raised the political stakes of command. He does not treat expansion as a purely civilizing mission; rather, he repeatedly shows how imperial success undermined older civic balances and accelerated social inequality.

Economic and social change in the second century BCE deeply shaped the world Mommsen describes. Long campaigns kept peasant farmers away from their land, while slave labor expanded through war captives and large estates grew in scale in some regions. Grain imports, urban migration, and the concentration of wealth in senatorial and equestrian hands altered everyday life. Roman roads, ports, and commercial networks linked Italy more closely to overseas markets. Mommsen pays close attention to these material conditions, presenting them as causes of political crisis rather than background scenery. His Rome is a society where constitutional forms are constantly pressured by changes in property, labor, and empire.

The reform efforts associated with Tiberius and Gaius Gracchus in the later second century BCE occupy a pivotal place in both Roman and modern interpretations of the Republic’s breakdown. Their agrarian, judicial, colonial, and grain measures sought to address military manpower, land distribution, and abuses by the ruling elite. Both brothers died violently in political conflicts, and their careers exposed the growing use of force within Roman public life. Mommsen regards the Gracchan moment as a turning point: not because disorder suddenly appeared, but because entrenched oligarchic resistance and popular mobilization made constitutional compromise increasingly difficult. The Republic’s institutions survived, yet their moral authority was weakened.

The period after the Gracchi saw repeated crises involving military reform, citizenship, and command. Gaius Marius, active from the late second century BCE, won major victories against Jugurtha and against the Cimbri and Teutones, while his prominence also reflected shifts in recruitment and political expectation. Mommsen emphasizes the danger posed when armies became tied to successful commanders and to promises of reward. He is interested less in personal anecdote than in structural change: extended commands, ambitious generals, and a senate unable to direct empire coherently. In his telling, the Republic’s instability stemmed from institutions no longer matched to the scale of Rome’s territories and military obligations.

The Social War of 91 to 88 BCE, fought between Rome and many of its Italian allies, was one of the most consequential conflicts in Republican history. The allies had long supplied troops and shared burdens of conquest, yet many lacked full Roman citizenship. The war ended with the extension of citizenship to much of Italy, though implementation was complex. Mommsen treats this as both a failure and a necessity: a failure of the old ruling class to incorporate partners in time, and a necessary step toward a more integrated Italian state. His interpretation underscores the centrality of citizenship policy to Roman strength and to the legitimacy of the Republic.

The first century BCE also brought civil violence associated with Lucius Cornelius Sulla. After conflicts over command against Mithridates and over the political control of Rome, Sulla marched on the city and later became dictator in the 80s BCE. His proscriptions, constitutional measures, and attempts to strengthen senatorial authority left a lasting mark. Mommsen’s treatment of Sulla is severe but analytical. He sees in Sulla a politician who recognized the depth of the crisis yet answered it with coercion and restoration on terms that could not endure. The episode demonstrates how legal forms were increasingly used by armed power rather than restraining it.

Amid these upheavals, Mediterranean piracy, the Spartacus revolt, and the wars against Mithridates reveal the Republic’s overstretched condition. Pompey and Crassus rose to prominence through commands and wealth that ordinary Republican magistracies had not been designed to manage. Pompey’s eastern settlements and extraordinary authority, especially in the 60s BCE, illustrate the concentration of military and diplomatic power in individuals. Mommsen repeatedly returns to this issue: Rome’s constitution, admirable in a city-state managing Italy, was ill fitted for governing a far-flung empire. As a result, emergency measures became normal, and personal prestige increasingly displaced collegial government and annual accountability.

Julius Caesar stands at the center of Mommsen’s surviving Roman history, especially in the volumes that culminate in the collapse of the Republic. Caesar’s career included the First Triumvirate with Pompey and Crassus, the conquest of Gaul in the 50s BCE, civil war after crossing the Rubicon in 49 BCE, and dictatorship before his assassination in 44 BCE. Mommsen is notable for his strongly favorable estimation of Caesar as a statesman of exceptional capacity. That judgment has long been debated, but it is grounded in verifiable political outcomes: Caesar defeated his rivals and pursued reforms in administration, colonization, debt, and provincial governance while centralizing authority in his own hands.

The work’s intellectual context is also crucial. Mommsen wrote after the revolutions of 1848 and amid debates over constitutionalism, national unification, liberal reform, and the power of bureaucratic states in the German lands. He himself was politically engaged, serving in public life and writing journalism as well as scholarship. These experiences shaped his admiration for energetic statecraft and his impatience with paralyzing oligarchy. Readers have often noted that his Roman narrative can echo nineteenth-century concerns without ceasing to be a work of ancient history. His Rome becomes a field in which modern questions about leadership, legality, class conflict, and national integration are tested against antiquity.

Mommsen’s scholarship was also shaped by advances in source criticism, comparative linguistics, legal history, and especially epigraphy. The nineteenth century saw growing efforts to collect inscriptions systematically, and Mommsen became a leading figure in that movement through work associated with the Corpus Inscriptionum Latinarum. This mattered for The History of Rome because he approached antiquity not simply through literary texts but through laws, coins, inscriptions, and institutions. His narrative therefore reflects a broader transformation in historical method, one that valued documentary evidence and critical reconstruction. The book’s authority in its own time rested partly on this methodological modernity as much as on literary force.

Taken together, The History of Rome functions both as an account of the ancient Republic and as a mirror of the century in which it was written. Its central themes are institutional adaptation, civic inclusion, imperial expansion, and the destructive consequences of political systems that fail to reform. Mommsen’s portrait of Rome is never neutral in tone; it praises administrative intelligence, criticizes entrenched aristocratic obstruction, and treats historical decline as the product of social and constitutional contradictions. For modern readers, the work is historically important not only for what it says about Rome from early Italy to Caesar, but also for how a nineteenth-century scholar used Rome to think about state power, citizenship, and political change.
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    Theodor Mommsen was a nineteenth-century German historian, philologist, jurist, epigraphist, and public intellectual whose work helped define the modern study of ancient Rome. Born in 1817 in Schleswig, he lived through an era of political upheaval, national consolidation, and rapid expansion in historical scholarship. He became one of the most influential classical scholars of his time by combining close study of inscriptions, law, and language with large historical interpretation. His best-known work, the multi-volume History of Rome, reached a wide readership well beyond specialist circles. In 1902 he received the Nobel Prize in Literature, an unusual distinction for a historian and scholar.

Mommsen studied law and classical subjects at the University of Kiel, where he developed the rigorous philological habits that shaped his later research. Early in his career he traveled in Italy to examine ancient inscriptions directly, an experience that deeply informed both his method and his sense of Rome as a subject requiring documentary precision. His scholarship grew within the broader traditions of nineteenth-century German historicism and classical philology, which stressed critical use of sources and exacting textual work. At the same time, his prose was more vivid and forceful than that of many contemporaries, giving his historical writing an unusual literary power.

His professional path included academic appointments at several universities before he established a long and prominent career in Berlin. There he taught Roman history and law and became a central figure in learned institutions devoted to antiquity. Mommsen was not only a university scholar but also an organizer of large collaborative projects, especially in epigraphy. His public role extended into politics during the mid- to late nineteenth century, when he participated in liberal public life and addressed questions of state and national development. That combination of scholarship, institution-building, and civic engagement made him an unusually visible intellectual.

Mommsen’s reputation rests above all on his History of Rome, published in the 1850s, a work that brought together constitutional analysis, military history, social change, and portraits of leading figures in Roman public life. The surviving volumes traced Roman development through the end of the Roman Republic, and readers were struck by the energy of the narrative and the sharpness of its judgments. He also produced major studies of Roman constitutional law and Roman criminal law, works that remained foundational for generations of scholars. Across these writings, he treated Rome not as a static classical ideal but as a complex, changing political society.

Another central achievement was his work on the Corpus Inscriptionum Latinarum, the monumental collection of Latin inscriptions. Mommsen played a leading role in shaping and advancing this enterprise, which sought to gather, edit, and classify inscriptions from across the Roman world on a critical basis. This effort transformed the study of antiquity by making epigraphic evidence systematically available and by linking local documents to broader historical questions. His expertise in coins, provincial administration, and Roman law also appeared in numerous scholarly publications. Through such work he helped move ancient history toward a more documentary and interdisciplinary foundation.

Critical response to Mommsen during his lifetime was immense, though not uniform. Admirers praised his command of evidence, organizational ambition, and the dramatic clarity of his style, while some critics objected to the assertiveness of his political judgments and the strong analogies he sometimes drew between ancient and modern public life. His writing clearly reflected liberal commitments and an interest in civic institutions, themes closely connected to his interpretation of the Roman Republic and its crises. Even where later scholarship revised his conclusions, his methods, scale of learning, and capacity to synthesize vast materials ensured his continuing authority.

In his later decades Mommsen remained active as a scholar and public figure, continuing to write, edit, and guide major research enterprises in Berlin. He died in 1903, leaving behind a body of work that shaped classical studies, legal history, and the practice of evidence-based ancient history. His legacy endures in both specialist and general contexts: professional historians still engage with his editions and institutional projects, while broader readers remember the force of his historical imagination. Although many aspects of Roman history have been reinterpreted since his time, Mommsen remains a landmark figure in understanding how the modern study of antiquity was built.
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When the first portion of this translation appeared in 1861, it was accompanied by a Preface, for which I was indebted to the kindness of the late Dr. Schmitz, introducing to the English reader the work of an author whose name and merits, though already known to scholars, were far less widely familiar than they are now. After thirty-three years such an introduction is no longer needed, but none the less gratefully do I recall how much the book owed at the outset to Dr. Schmitz's friendly offices.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

September 1894.

Notes for Preface

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


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


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


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


  


  


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


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


  Thucydides.
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Ancient History

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

Italy

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

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

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

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

Italian History

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

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

Notes for Book I Chapter I

1. The dates as hereafter inserted in the text are years of the City (A.U.C[2].); those in the margin give the corresponding years B.C.
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Primitive Races of Italy

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

Italy is singularly poor in memorials of the primitive period, and presents in this respect a remarkable contrast to other fields of civilization. The results of German archaeological research lead to the conclusion that in England, France, the North of Germany and Scandinavia, before the settlement of the Indo-Germans[3] in those lands, there must have dwelt, or rather roamed, a people, perhaps of Mongolian race, gaining their subsistence by hunting and fishing, making their implements of stone, clay, or bones, adorning themselves with the teeth of animals and with amber, but unacquainted with agriculture and the use of the metals. In India, in like manner, the Indo-Germanic settlers were preceded by a dark-coloured population less susceptible of culture. But in Italy we neither meet with fragments of a supplanted nation, such as the Finns and Lapps in the Celto-Germanic domain and the black tribes in the Indian mountains; nor have any remains of an extinct primitive people been hitherto pointed out there, such as appear to be revealed in the peculiarly-formed skeletons, the places of assembling, and the burial mounds of what is called the stone-period of Germanic antiquity. Nothing has hitherto been brought to light to warrant the supposition that mankind existed in Italy at a period anterior to the knowledge of agriculture and of the smelting of the metals; and if the human race ever within the bounds of Italy really occupied the level of that primitive stage of culture which we are accustomed to call the savage state, every trace of such a fact has disappeared.

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

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

Iapygians

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

Italians

The middle of the peninsula was inhabited, as far back as trustworthy tradition reaches, by two peoples or rather two branches of the same people, whose position in the Indo-Germanic family admits of being determined with greater precision than that of the Iapygian nation. We may with propriety call this people the Italian, since upon it rests the historical significance of the peninsula. It is divided into the two branch-stocks of the Latins and the Umbrians; the latter including their southern offshoots, the Marsians and Samnites, and the colonies sent forth by the Samnites in historical times. The philological analysis of the idioms of these stocks has shown that they together constitute a link in the Indo-Germanic chain of languages, and that the epoch in which they still formed an unity is a comparatively late one. In their system of sounds there appears the peculiar spirant -f, in the use of which
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