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Author’s Note

When anyone writes about slavery in the ancient world, they are also writing about slavery as we know it in the modern world. Slavery has not been abolished in the twenty-first century; an estimated 50 million people live in slavery as I write this in 2024. When we write about ancient slavery, however, we are talking about a specific form of slavery, which in the modern world has just one real parallel in scale and horror: chattel slavery in the Americas and the Caribbean. Chattel slavery is a particular type of slavery in which the law defines the slave as the property of the slaver which can be bought, sold, willed, lent and used as a commodity. In this system, the children of enslaved women are born as property too. The Romans practised this form of slavery, as did every single other ancient culture, and so did the colonial settlers in the Americas and the Caribbean. The last person to have been captured and enslaved and trafficked to the USA, Matilda McCrear, was alive during the Second World War. The last American person to experience chattel slavery – Elizabeth Cash Green – died in 1975, when my mum was twenty. This is not the distant past, and apologists for American slavery both before and after abolition have used Roman slavery as a justification for centuries. They still do. The race ‘science’ developed to defend and justify slavery in the Americas remains embedded in modern law, culture and experience. It isn’t possible to write about Roman slavery without referencing modern slavery and its impacts on the modern world. And so, with that in mind, here are a few explanatory notes on my approach.

Firstly, terminology. The debate about whether to use the term ‘slave’ or ‘enslaved person’ has been going on for a long time in academic circles. Those who defend the continued use of ‘slave’ argue that it’s the easier term, that it accurately depicts the experience of the enslaved and that it is, generally, the term that most enslaved people would use to describe themselves. In that last one, they are not wrong. The corpus of Latin inscriptions contains innumerable epitaphs in which a dead Roman person described themselves with merely their name and the word servus – slave. However, those who advocate for the use of ‘enslaved person’ argue that this terminology highlights the human being at the centre of the narrative. It also emphasises that enslavement is a process of dehumanisation, often of violence, not a single act. The debate continues and there remains no such thing as a neutral term. I can only tell you my feelings on the situation and my reasons for preferring the term ‘enslaved person’.1 I believe that the word slave is inherently and deliberately dehumanising. The use of the word slave to describe a person, per se, legitimises slavery because it separates The Slave from the human.

In addition, ‘enslaved person’ is a deliberately awkward term, unlike ‘slave’, which is familiar and easy. Slave comes off the page and slides into your brain with a billion easy connotations, so you don’t even think about it. ‘Enslaved woman’ or ‘enslaved child’, on the other hand, goes down hard and forces the brain to stop for a millisecond. In that millisecond, the image of ‘the slave’ – invariably a chained man, almost certainly Black – is interrupted and you can imagine different images in that space. A woman, a child, a white Gaul with a moustache or a bronzed Greek with long curls. So in part, I have chosen to use this terminology to make reading this more difficult for you (and the audiobook more difficult for me) so that you have to really think about slavery and who experienced it. No need to thank me! For the same reason, I have chosen to use the Latin terms dominus (masculine) and domina (feminine) rather than master, mistress, enslaver or owner. The English terms contain racial and cultural baggage that is hard for a reader or writer to overcome. All contain the notion of whiteness, for example, removing the possibility of imagining a Roman slave owner with any other skin tone. Dominus/a interrupts this thought process too.

The second area of debate in writing about ancient slavery is the use of modern slave narratives. This used to be more controversial than it is now; it’s pretty commonplace now because the sources for Roman slavery are inadequate.

Overwhelmingly, the written sources from the Roman world were produced by enslavers of the very richest kind. The voices of the enslaved are almost entirely lost, save for glimpses of lives left in the epigraphic record (mostly in the form of tombstones) and the writings of some imperial freedmen. Even there, we can only access the voices of the literate and the urban, and those who complied with their enslaved condition enough either to be freed or to die in a good enough position to leave something of themselves behind. The illiterate, the shackled, the rebellious, the suicides and the runaways are all absent from the surviving historical record. None wrote of their experience of being captured or beaten, of stealing to survive or out of rebellion, of being sold or having a child sold to another farm or province or continent, all of which we know happened. We only know what their enslavers thought about those things, mostly through the lens of law or contracts.

The absence of sources leaves historians with few options. The entirely ‘objective’ approach would be not to include enslaved voices at all, but that’s obviously terrible. Alternatively, we can read between the lines. When Columella, a Roman senator, describes his irritation at his field slaves stealing grain on one of his three enormous estates, for example, we can read a person trying to feed themselves, or selling grain on the side to save some money, or just engaging in petty resistance.2 This we will certainly do. A lot. But we can also use sources from other historical eras and use them with a bit of imagination and massive caveat. For the example from Columella where he grumps about grain theft, we could turn to Harriet Jacobs’s account of being an enslaved child, given carefully weighed-out and meagre rations by a cruel mistress who deliberately spat in pots of food so that her slaves couldn’t eat her leftovers, and we feel the starvation or desperation or anger that drives a person to steal when they can. This must be done with full understanding and acknowledgement that the transatlantic enslavement of millions of Black people was a unique horror in human history; it focused on a single race of people and was justified by philosophies disguised as science that impacted and impacts free Black people in ways that ancient slavery did not. The experiences are not equal. But the testimonies of those enslaved in the Americas often explore the same issues raised by enslavers in the Roman Empire. They can clearly illuminate the world and experience of chattel slavery, of having your entire physical being subjugated to another’s will, of enduring and sometimes failing to endure relentless efforts to subdue the mind as well, of living between the dangled promise of freedom and the looming threat of the whip, and they can tell us what it felt like to be removed from the category of human.

Just as the stories of the emperors are sometimes joyful, sometimes horrific, sometimes poignant and sometimes downright weird, so too are the stories of slavery. There is enormous suffering because to be enslaved is to inherently suffer lack of freedom, and sometimes that also involved violence and horror. But enslaved people are people,  and they left fragments of themselves behind, so there are also  love stories, lifelong friendships, the high highs of winning freedom, and low lows of child sexual abuse. Tiny victories abound, and sometimes there are big ones too. Also, there’s some weird shit. There’s a lot of piss, for example. Sorry about that in advance.
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War Captives

‘Servi are so called because generals have a custom of selling their prisoners and thereby saving (servare) them rather than killing them.’

Gaius, Institutes Book 11

 

For a long time, possibly for most of Roman history, captives taken in siege and battle and raid provided most of the fodder for the Roman slave economy. Economic and demographic historians (all men) have been arguing for decades over precisely what proportion of Rome’s enslaved population was made up of newly captured enemies of the empire at various points, but those arguments are dense and inherently based on assumptions (including the surprisingly frequent belief that there were no women taken into slavery) so we will be leaving them to one side for now. What we do know for sure is that every year that the Roman Empire existed, from the first time they attacked a neighbouring city until maybe the sixth century CE, the Roman army removed individuals from their homes and absorbed them into the Roman economy as a slave. This process was always violent, painful and often involved intense cruelty.

This process is not unique to Romans. The Persian Empire didn’t run on volunteer labour either. It was a generally accepted part of ancient warfare that those who lost ended up imprisoned and sometimes enslaved. Prisoners and people counted merely as part of the booty of war, little different from the bronzes and silver that filled an army’s wagons after a victory. In particular, Romans seemed to consider everyone who was already enslaved within a conquered population to be part of the spoils of war. Enslaved people were, after all, moveable property of potentially great worth. Just as Romans took nice tables and women’s earrings, so too they took enslaved people. Three times, for example, the Roman historian Livy refers to enslaved people as part of the general and sometimes disappointing spoils of war. Pity the poor enslaved individuals of Cissus, sacked c. 218 BCE, who were abandoned in the city by the free people who fled and took their expensive slaves with them. Those left dealing with the ego blow of learning they were deemed too cheap to save were then confronted with the looks of disgust on the faces of the Roman soldiers who reluctantly looted them, complaining all the time about their worthlessness as spoils.2

One of the many millions of people captured by the Romans and sold into slavery was a man who died in Ravenna in the first century BCE. He wrote his own story, on his own tombstone, so that everyone who saw it would know what he endured and what he survived:

Gaius Julius Mygdonius, Parthian in origin. Born a free man and captured as a boy, given away to Roman territory. When helpful fate made me a Roman citizen, I began to save for when I became 50 years old. Ever since my youth I have wanted to reach my old age. Now, stone, receive me willingly; with you I shall be released from my worries.3

Gaius Julius Mygdonius wasn’t the name he was given by his father, and it wasn’t the name he bore when the Romans captured him, nor was it the name he was called on his travels to Italy or during his life in slavery. At some point he became merely Mygdonius to his captors and his enslavers, which simply denotes him as a person from Mygdonia (Bulgaria and northern Greece).4 Mygdonius describes himself as a Parthian, which means he was from ancient Persia.5

Captured in war as a child, we know that he experienced Roman war, possibly a Roman siege. Eyewitness accounts of Roman war terrify even across a few thousand years of distance. When the Romans breached the walls of a city, they killed, indiscriminately, everyone they came across, following their orders to ‘kill all they came across, sparing none, and to not start pillaging until the signal was given’. Bodies filled the streets. Not just of humans, but of dogs and horses cut in half, says the Greek historian Polybius who was himself taken captive in a Roman assault.6 The soldiers raped and killed until they were exhausted.7

We have two eyewitness accounts of the process of being taken as a captive by the Romans. Though sadly neither is by someone who was themselves enslaved, because both were too noble for slavery, they are by non-Roman witnesses to Roman war. The first comes from the works of Polybius, a Greek statesman from the fantastically named city of Megalopolis who ended up first a captive in Rome following the Third Macedonian War in 168 BCE, and then a tutor to Scipio Aemilianus. When Scipio grew up and became the leading general in the third war against Carthage, he took Polybius along with him – rather against Polybius’ will – and Polybius eventually wrote an account of what he saw during this time. The second account comes from Josephus, a Jewish scholar and leader born Yosef ben Matittyahu in Galilee who fought against the Romans in the Jewish War and was taken captive after the brutal siege of Yodfat in 67 CE. He accompanied the emperors Vespasian and Titus for the rest of the war until the sack of Jerusalem and the destruction of the Second Temple in 70 CE. Titus then took him back to Rome, where he developed a nice line in explaining Jewish history to the Romans and Roman history to the Jews.

Both Polybius and Josephus wrote accounts of the Roman process of taking and organising their captives following a battle or siege and, although they were writing 200 years apart, they are remarkably consistent. For a start, the life stories of both men provide useful examples that show that it was not local elites who were being enslaved by the Romans. Status protected people in captivity as it did in life and no Macedonian or Bithynian leader ever ended up chained in a field in Sicily. The people who the Romans took captive and enslaved were the poor, the workers and the already enslaved.

Mygdonius was one of these non-elites who survived the Roman onslaught. Still breathing when the signal came to stop the slaughter and start the pillage, Mygdonius became booty. Rounded up from his hiding place by a towering, battle-scarred soldier of Rome, he then waited to find out his fate. After hours, maybe days, of waiting the commander appeared to divide his captives; a tedious administrative job for a Roman general, but for Mygdonius and his fellow captives, perhaps the most important day of their lives. Would they be executed or enslaved? Would the general allow them to be ransomed, and was there anyone to ransom them?

Mygdonius was too lowly to be ransomed or taken into a relatively luxurious prison as a hostage, a fate open only to those blessed with noble blood.8 The choices facing him were death or slavery, and he was granted slavery. The Roman lawyers believed that slaves were called servi because generals saved (servare) them from death and so it was with Mygdonius. He was not given to the soldiers as a prize, or sent into public slavery, or kept as a treat by the general; he was simply sold there and then to the slave traders who followed the Roman army on even the smallest missions to take their booty and turn it into profit.9

Both Polybius and Josephus offer detailed breakdowns of individual sieges and the aftermath in which the huddled, terrified inhabitants of cities were divided up into categories and sent off to new lives. Polybius describes the short and (relatively) uneventful siege of New Carthage (Cartegena, Spain) in 209 BCE. Scipio took the city in a matter of days and without much struggle but still ‘as is the Roman custom’ sent his troops to slaughter the population without mercy, dismembering not just the people but also their animals and burning their homes until they had the New Carthaginian general in custody. This worked pretty fast because, well, it would. Start cutting a person’s children and dogs in half in front of them and they do tend to despair.

Within a few hours Scipio had accepted the unconditional surrender of his Carthaginian counterpart. The next day, he set to dividing up the booty, including the 10,000 prisoners. First, says Polybius, Scipio removed the political men with their wives and children and, asking them to look kindly on the Romans, he let them go free. This act of clemency was extended only to the city’s political elite.

The next group to be identified were the craftsmen or artisans, people like stonemasons and carpenters. These 2,000 men he made slaves of the Roman Republic, publicly owned to ply their trade for the good of their enemy. Then, Scipio picked out the strongest young men and condemned them to serve in the Roman navy as oarsmen. He also promised these men that if they helped him win the war and didn’t, y’know, die in hideous ancient naval battle or drown in the Mediterranean, he would free them when it was all over. All the rest of the prisoners, he handed over to the proper officials to be sold to the dealers who followed the armies. Polybius recorded these details because he believed Scipio to be uniquely merciful and moderate and to have generally demonstrated that the Romans were a great bunch of lads. The fates of the men, women and children who were stripped, eyeballed and sold on the auction block were of no more interest to him than the fates of the individual silver coins taken from the city’s treasury. They were merchandise now to be dealt with as property, not people.

As Cicero finished a minor campaign in Cilicia, he wrote a long letter to his bestie Atticus describing his adventures and finished up by saying that the only plunder he had kept for himself were the captives being sold at that moment. ‘As I write, I have 120,000 sesterces on the block,’ he said, reducing all those poor people to cold cash and naked bodies.10

Josephus describes pretty much the exact same process happening in Judea in 69 CE. There, the Roman generals were less interested in winning the goodwill of the population they had defeated and so Josephus claims that, in total, the Roman army took 97,000 people into slavery in the Jewish War, which is more people than can fit in Wembley Stadium. He describes Vespasian dividing up the captives at Tarichaea in Galilee, executing 1,200 of the elites, sending 6,000 of the strongest young men to dig Nero’s folly of a canal in Greece and selling 30,400 people on the auction block.11 These numbers blur. They are simply too big to conceptualise as individuals. 30,400 Mygdoniuses. 30,400 of your child, your mum, your brother. 30,400 human beings. A year later, after the sack of Jerusalem, the Roman general decided to divide the captives up by age and looks: ‘he selected the tallest and most handsome of the youth and reserved them for the triumph; of the rest, those over seventeen years of age he sent in chains to the works in Egypt, while multitudes were presented by Titus to the various provinces to be destroyed in the theatres by the sword or by wild beasts; those under seventeen were sold.’12 Very few of these would ever know freedom again; most would die hideously. Every one of them would be chained by the neck and ankle and wrist and led on nightmare journeys across deadly seas to foreign places. Every one of them would be beaten, at least as part of the process of making a free person realise that they were no longer a person, of turning a human into a slave.

Thus, with thousands of others, Mygdonius was chained at the neck and the leg, the cold metal resting heavily on his collarbone, chafing at his ankle, rubbing his skin raw and red. We see how enslaved people moved across the empire in the tombstone of Aulos Kapreilios Thimotheos, a dealer in slaves who had a line of eight chained men carved into his 2-metre-high memorial.13 This was the first step in Mygdonius’ transformation from a person into a slave, a life which hung between life and death.14 Maybe he thought about escaping, maybe he thought about suicide as he walked from the city to the sea, and then endured the Mediterranean crossing. Many, many men and women killed themselves on the boats to escape the violence and humiliation they knew lay ahead of them.15

But Mygdonius always had hope. He says so himself. ‘Ever since I was young, I have wanted to reach my old age.’16 Captured as a child, Mygdonius clung to the dream of survival. Through his sale into imperial slavery, through the erasure of his old self and the creation of a new person: Mygdonius, the slave known only by his place of origin. Through his grinding years of enslavement, and his tireless work that finally led to him being freed. Through his third renaming, taking on Gaius Julius, the names of the people who enslaved him. Through it all, he remained a free Parthian in his heart. He saved and saved and worked and saved so that when he died, in his old age, his ashes could be interred in a huge sarcophagus of marble and the important facts of who he really was – free, freed, rejecting the slavery that sought to erase him – could be proclaimed forever to all who passed by.

The ancient sources like to boast about the Roman ability to utterly destroy a population and will often give figures to demonstrate the brutal and uncompromising nature of the Romans, or the totality of their victories. Roman numbers cannot be trusted (they like to round up) so their numbers are imaginary, meant to give a sense of scale rather than a specific accounting, but if they aim to inspire shock and awe then they succeed. Even before the massive wars, when Rome was simply fighting other Italian city states, the numbers of people taken prisoner and sold into slavery by the Romans are eyewatering. Livy totals 69,000 people enslaved in just four years between 297 and 293 BCE; that’s more than three times the size of the village I grew up in, and that’s the largest village in England! A generation later, during the first war against Carthage, the Roman army could take 25,000 people into slavery from a single town in Sicily, and by the time Julius Caesar had finished fighting in Gaul he could boast that he had personally enslaved one million people.17 After the final destruction of Carthage in 146 BCE, the Roman army took so many prisoners from around the Mediterranean and sold so many of them into slavery that it fundamentally changed the make-up of the Italian countryside and the entire Roman economy.18

This process of violent capture followed by dispassionate and arbitrary division decided the fates of millions over the course of the Roman Empire. Very few narratives of real people’s experiences survive from the ancient world, mostly I suspect because the vast majority of people elite enough to have left behind a written account of their lives were not enslaved and those who were enslaved ended up in situations where they did not have access to writing or epigraphy.FN1 Pliny the Elder, in his glorious encyclopaedia, lists a few famous people who arrived in Rome as captives, were sold as slaves and managed to win freedom with their extraordinary talents. Allegedly, Publilius Syrus, the inventor of Roman mime, Manlius Antiochus, the first astronomer in Rome, and Stabirius Eros, the first Roman grammarian, all arrived as captives on the same ship from Syria in around 100 BCE.19

From fragments of what is known about them, we can piece together shades of their lives. Stabirius Eros, for example, was certainly not born with either of those names. He was Syrian, possibly also from Antioch like Manlius and Publilius. When the Romans captured him as a child, they took him from his home and gave him the name Eros. Romans absolutely loved giving enslaved men funny Greek names like Eros (love), Onesimus (useful) and Felix (lucky).FN2

Eros was educated enough already such that he could develop the discipline of Roman grammar once he learned Latin, so you might think that he earned his freedom through his intellect and hard work. He did, but not from the person who initially bought him. As an adult, Eros was put up for sale in a public auction – a profoundly humiliating event – and had to purchase himself through an intermediary using his own savings. The intermediary then freed him and he took the surname of that person, Stabirius.20 He was then able to set himself up as a teacher of grammar and ended up teaching both Cassius and Brutus, who later went on to totally stab Caesar.

Publilius Syrus, on the other hand, did earn his freedom while still young. He apparently arrived as a child in Rome and was purchased to work in the house of the Publili family where he won the attention of his dominus with his hilarious wit. The main example of his childhood brilliance is a quip he made when his dominus saw an enslaved man suffering from dropsy lying miserably in the baking hot midday sun.FN3 When the dominus shouted at the poor guy and asked what the hell he was doing (suffering, man, he was suffering!), Syrus quipped that he was ‘heating up water’.21 Hilarious! This kind of thing won him freedom, won him popularity on the Roman stage, won him theatrical contests in front of Julius Caesar himself and eventually won him immortal fame through the publication of a collection of Wise Sayings. And here we are still reading about him and his wit.

Pliny recorded the names of these men because they lived exceptional lives. Arrival in Rome – or any other city – in chains and suffering the indignity of being sold in public with chalk on your feet (which denoted a foreign import) rarely presaged an illustrious end of life. Notably, all of the people that Pliny cites as interesting cases of foreign slaves made good arrived in Rome as children where they were purchased for domestic work because they were seen as trainable and malleable and where they had access to education. As we shall see from the Servile Wars, the first two of which were started by men who came from Syria at almost the same time as Publilius Syrus and Stabirius Eros, most adult men and women ended up in very different circumstances.

Captive taking and enslavement was a part of Roman life from the very start to the very end. No single year passed in Roman history when they weren’t fighting someone and taking captives in raids and skirmishes. We can assume that basically every single day a person who had been taken in war, turned into a slave, had their name changed and language changed and life changed, had to wander around their city and look with complex feelings upon the astonishing amount of art that Romans made depicting sad captives wailing and being brutalised. It always shocks me, no matter how long I study and write about the Romans, how much they loved brutalising people. They loved it! They revelled in it!22 Sure emperors and generals put harrowing images of men, women and children being taken captive on their triumphal arches and columns, but normal Romans also made amulets of prisoners tied up and looking sad and wore them as jewellery, and made incredibly expensive jewellery that depicted women being dragged by the hair across the floor and wore it about. How many Parthian children had to look at images of Parthian men being led to their deaths on the Arch of Septimius Severus in the Forum? The private artwork was more likely to be seen by people who had direct personal experience of the Roman army as an invading, raping, brutalising, enslaving force. One can’t help but wonder what it was like for enslaved Syrians and Britons and Ethiopians to dust – or even make – the mass-produced plaques depicting triumphal processions where their people walked in subjugation beside a celebrating Roman general which hung in some private homes, or the silver cups and gems given as gifts by emperors depicting conquered barbarians cowering beneath a glorious Roman.23

The Romans put these images on their public art to celebrate how much the gods loved them, how they had won glory, but there is something deeply weird and uncomfortable in how much they wanted to show the suffering of those they conquered and took captive, how they luxuriated in the despair and sadness on the faces of the captives, even on tiny objects like coins with bound captives. It speaks to something dark in the Roman soul, and I wonder what it felt like to be a person who was captured, chained, enslaved and who now needed to tolerate the Romans in order to survive, and to become Roman in order to thrive. For people like Mygdonius and Publilius Syrus who witnessed horror as children, who charmed their Roman domini, and won over a Roman public, how did it feel to earn a coin celebrating their enslavement? We can never know; we can only imagine what it was to swallow that pain, to move on and fall in love and have children. Which is what a lot of enslaved people did, and how the Romans kept their slave supply moving in times of Roman peace.
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Imperial Slavery

‘You should know that Herminos has gone off to Rome and become a freedman of Caesar so he can get official posts.’

Fragment of a letter from Egypt, 2nd century CE1

 

The Roman Empire at its height spanned millions of square kilometres, covering an area that now contains forty-three modern countries, and contained tens of millions of people.2 At its core was the Eternal City of Rome and at the core of that was the emperor in his palace. Perched on the Palatine Hill, he loomed over the city that loomed over the empire. When we write narrative histories, historians tend to act as though emperors ran empires alone. We say, ‘Claudius invaded Britain’ and ‘Augustus built the basilica’ because that’s how history works and because it would be both boring and bizarre to say, ‘Claudius ordered the invasion of Britain and a series of financial, administrative and military personnel made it happen.’ The result of being snappy and normal, though, is that we erase the lives and labour of thousands of enslaved and formerly enslaved people who carried the Roman Empire on their backs: the imperial administration.

First, a quick lesson on how the imperial household evolved over the centuries along with the whole imperial system. In the beginning was Augustus, who created the deeply weird system of Roman monarchy known as the Principate. His innovation in the world of monarchical systems was remarkable: he convinced his subjects that he wasn’t their king. He was merely the First Citizen – Princeps Civitatis in Latin. Over decades of evil genius, Augustus built a position which held dozens of honorary powers and privileges that, combined, elevated him above all other citizens but gave him no official role within the Republic he claimed to have ‘restored’ following generations of civil war. Next, he carefully built up his successor, his stepson Tiberius, by granting him, over yet more decades, the same collection of unofficial powers and privileges. After fifty years of subtle and sometimes less than subtle manipulation, Augustus created a system that had a monarch who everyone agreed to pretend was not a monarch. As a result, Augustus and his direct heirs largely ran the empire with their personal enslaved staff as if they were no different from Cicero running three estates. For the first century of Roman imperial history, all communication to and from the emperor, all imperial finances, all access to the emperor and his family, all petitions, legal cases, military activities, patronage and imperial decrees were controlled – to the utter disgust of many – by people personally enslaved by the Julio-Claudian family. This reached its apogee during the reign of Claudius (41–54 CE) when four formerly enslaved Greek men he inherited from his mum came to such prominence that the Senate found themselves begging one to accept money from them. We’ll talk more about these men in a bit.

The chaos of Nero’s reign (54–68 CE) led to a civil war which ended the line of hereditary succession and recreated the Principate as a monarchy unmoored from the concept of a very special royal family. By 70 CE, anyone could be emperor, if they had enough knives. This made the imperial household a bit complicated. Previously, all the domestic and administration staff had been owned as property by the emperor and passed to his successor as a patrimony, literally willed from one to the next in accordance with Roman law. When Galba overthrew Nero he was just a random dude in Spain and was emphatically not in Nero’s will. His decision to declare himself emperor both invented the fun new idea that random guys with armies could declare themselves emperor, and made manifest the fact that the imperial household belonged not to a single family but to the position of the emperor. Against all the precedent of Roman property law, Galba became the owner of all the people and things owned by Nero and revealed what had previously been implicit: the Romans had an emperor. This knowledge forced some things to change.

Galba got killed in ten seconds flat and civil war raged for a year before everything settled down with the Flavian Period (69–96 CE) beginning with the reign of Vespasian. The Year of the Four Emperors, as 69 CE is known, saw the move from Augustus’ palace, basically a large family home, to the enormous dual palace complex that looked like a temple (known as the Domus Augustana and the Domus Tiberiana) with a corresponding increase in workers.3 These changes began the process of formalising the imperial household into departments and sub-departments with job titles but still staffed entirely by enslaved people and led by formerly enslaved people. It took another century for things to solidify but, by the end of the second century CE, the empire was being run by an administration, headquartered in Rome split into fairly clear departments (rationes in Latin), freedmen administrators and supervisors with enslaved men doing the grunt work. At every point in Roman imperial history enslaved people did the bulk of the work of running the imperial system, writing letters, filing letters, writing up contracts, enacting contracts, working out interest, collecting money, producing receipts and filing receipts. All the office work that makes a system real. And they proudly called themselves servi Caesaris (slaves of the emperor).

Forgive me for one second while I consider what the Roman Empire actually was, not as a concept but as a physical structure. In political philosophy, an empire is a form of state, a political body which rules over territories outside its original boundaries which has a central authority and, generally, a privileged ruling people. In practice, an empire is a series of interactions between people. The first interaction is usually military: armies arrive and fight. People scream and bleed and die for the right to control some land. When one of those armies was Roman, this usually ended with the Romans slaughtering 50 per cent of the people they fought and enslaving the rest, then burning down a couple of cities for good measure. So far, so familiar. That’s step one of empire building but destruction and conquest can only be part one. Part two is building structures of domination, which includes long-term military garrisons in some places but in most it means structures of bureaucracy. The Romans loved bureaucracy so they built forums and basilicas and imperial archives, where tax forms and grain doles and censuses were administered. After a couple of years, when cities had been rebuilt and rebellions brutally suppressed, the Roman Empire mostly consisted of interactions with Roman political officials and Roman bureaucrats, which – because of the weirdness of Roman law – mostly meant enslaved people and formerly enslaved people who acted as representatives of the emperor in every province, city, town, mine and quarry from Scotland to Syria.

Most of the scholarship and interest has focused on the careers of men in the imperial household after their manumission because these men ran everything from villas to provinces and some had really extraordinary careers. M. Aurelius Marcio, for example, describes his career beginning with his promotion to assistant head of the treasury in Rome, then a sideways move to be procurator in charge of all the mines in either Asia or Africa, then up to become the imperial agent in charge of the whole province of Britain, then back to Rome where he took charge of all theatrical supplies for imperial entertainments. He ended his career as the procurator for the province of Phrygia (central Turkey).4 He travelled a huge amount of the empire and acted as an imperial check on the behaviour of both the armies and the senatorial governors in London and Gordion (the capital of Phrygia). Similarly, T. Aelius Saturninus listed his career as beginning in Rome as an accountant in the central financial bureau under Hadrian, then running his own financial department in Rome where he did such a good job, he was promoted to be the imperial agent in charge of the province of Belgica.5 These stories go on and on, thousands of them, drawn mostly from epitaphs and inscriptions which men left behind to display their pride at their career achievements, which include manumission.

What is missing from all their stories is their slavery. It is as though their life began with manumission, but it didn’t. Though they erase it from their own lives, every man who administered or filed or managed anything in the Roman imperial system had their job because, at one point, they had been enslaved. Most were probably born into slavery and spent the first thirty years of their lives as slaves, thirty years which they all – without exception – scrubbed from their own descriptions of their glittering careers. Because they themselves erased this part of their lives and instead left behind nicely detailed accounts of their magnificent successes as freedmen, and because freedmen so significantly outnumber the enslaved in the surviving records, it’s so much easier to tell their stories; it’s so easy to tell the stories of Claudius’ freedmen who ordered the deaths of empresses and ran the whole imperial court for a couple of decades. We could talk, for example, about Pallas who became minister of finance under Claudius, was courted by princes and aristocrats, possibly slept with an empress, had the senators begging him to accept their love and money and eventually received the right to wear a gold ring and the toga of a praetor.6 He lived a truly incredible and unique life after his manumission by Claudius’ mother Antonia. Or we could talk about his colleague Narcissus, who addressed armies, manipulated emperors, killed an empress, received kings as guests, drained a lake and was allowed to wear the insignia of a quaestor.7

They are fun stories, but they are outliers and they erase their more representative lives as enslaved men who did dogsbody work. Here’s everything we know about Pallas and Narcissus’ lives before Antonia freed them: they were enslaved to Antonia and, in 31 CE, Antonia sent Pallas with a letter from Rome to Tiberius in Capri. That letter denounced Tiberius’ best friend and co-consul Sejanus and began his very bloody downfall. That’s it.8 Decades of two famous lives, vanished from history. It is so much harder to piece together the slivers of stories of the enslaved. But I wonder why would freedmen be so desperate to boast about being freed if being freed was easy or expected? For freedmen to have something to boast about, they must be special in their own time. They must be visible islands of privilege in an invisible sea of the enslaved. We also have to assume that all these men felt lingering shame about their former slavery because their lives began for them at manumission. So I am sorry to them that I am not going to talk about the freedmen and their post-manumission careers; instead I am going to talk about their lives when they were enslaved, whether they achieved freedom and management positions or not.

We shall start in school. Strange though that might sound, every man who became an imperial bureaucrat had to be literate and many had to be numerate. To manage the taxes, tributes, profits and losses, imports and exports pouring into Rome from all over the Mediterranean, thousands and thousands of boys had to learn how to do accounts. The poet Statius described the sheer scale of the money and stuff that flowed across the sea and made Rome rich which needed to be accounted for (please excuse his rather purple prose; he was a poet and they can’t help being like that):

Riches garnered from all peoples, the outgoings of the great world. All that Iberia ejects from her goldmines, that shines in Dalmatian mountains, that is swept up in Africa’s harvests, whatever sultry Nile threshes on his floor, what the sunken searcher of eastern sea picks up, cherished sheepfolds of Lacedaemonian Galaesus, transparent crystal, Massylian timber, the beauty of Indian tusk: all that the North Wind and fierce East and cloudy South brings in is entrusted to one minister and does his bidding.9

Poets, man. God bless ’em. The ‘one minister’ Statius mentioned here is the freedman minister of finance who was the head of the department and made the final decisions about things like (as Statius continues) ‘how much for Roman arms in every clime, how much for the tribes and the temples, how much for aqueducts, how much for bulwarks against the sea or the far-stretched chain of roads; the gold that shines in our lord’s lofty ceilings, the ore that is melted in the fire to shape the faces of gods or that clinks, stamped by the fire of Ausonia’s mint’. The minister made decisions about how much money would be allocated to a new road in Portugal, and then innumerable enslaved accountants and clerks spun into action. They took dictation to record that decision, then passed it to someone who turned that into a formal notice. Someone filed that notice in an archive, and someone else wrote an official letter to the commander of the Ninth Spanish Legion who would be responsible for building this road. Someone else wrote to another legion to inform them too. The legion will need surveyors to plan the roads and materials and more help to dig and carry and money for all those things. Messages start moving from office to office, from person to person, carts are requisitioned and donkeys to pull them and people to manage the donkeys. Receipts for everything are filed, cross-referenced, recorded and the account books are updated to track the cost of this project.

The scale of Roman bureaucracy is dizzying. Dozens of men wrote, added up, moved money, moved wax tablets and they all needed to know how to read, write and add up. Most of these men were born into slavery and trained for these jobs in childhood and most of them received their schooling in one of two schools: the Palatine Paedogogium and the Paedogogium ad Caput Africa. These two buildings have been identified as schools partly because of epitaphs of enslaved people like Alexander and Niceratus who had themselves commemorated as teachers at the schools and also because both buildings were covered in graffiti by kids, a lot of which read something like ‘Marinus is leaving school!’10 In these buildings, generations of boys – exclusively boys – born into slavery sat in rows and learned the skills necessary for their predetermined futures. Some, like Marinus, were trained as doorkeepers and others, like Odades, as guards, all were given some rudimentary literacy and about 10 per cent were taught higher level writing and numeracy skills so they could enter the administration.11

No textbooks survive from Rome, sadly, but many do survive from Roman Egypt as well as scraps of exercises by schoolboys from across the centuries and provinces, and they speak to an educational system that was almost freakishly consistent across time and place and very freakishly focused on rote learning and repetition.12 It seems that kids in the Roman Empire first learned letters, then syllables, then words through rote learning lists and then writing them out. Over and over again. At some point, probably at the age of about twelve, the teachers separated the boys into those who would be trained in domestic service or trades and those who would continue to be trained in clerical, administrative or accountancy service.

On the one hand, the boys picked to become administrators entered a career path that had significantly better outcomes in terms of promotion and manumission than any other form of slavery. A good percentage of men who administered the empire could be freed and a select few could obtain positions of real power and influence. On the downside, however, these boys were subjected to some of the most boring years of education I can imagine. Years of more rote learning and copying out. All the educational materials that survive from the Roman Empire for trainee administrators, scribes and accountants show either tables to be learned or are exercises completed by students where they repeatedly copied out the same sentences or problems.13 Surviving textbooks from Roman London and Egypt show that kids who ended up in the financial side of the imperial administration spent a lot of time learning how to calculate interest and loans, and convert amounts using generic problems and pretty complex calculations. I am allergic to numbers, so these textbooks look like hell to me, but I am completely obsessed with a fragment from second-century CE Egypt where a boy got halfway through working out a problem, got bored and drew an adorable little drawing of a man instead. Not a very good drawing, but an adorable one.14 The doodle is a reminder, I think, that although being an imperial administrator could be the best of a bad lot for enslaved boys, it was nonetheless the best of a very bad lot. We will never know how many artists and writers and singers or geniuses of any creative stripe were lost to the Roman slave system which gave them no choice about where they ended up.

Those who got siphoned into the clerical side of the administration first learned shorthand through memorisation and then learned specialist skills like how to take dictation and how to copy correctly. Finally, they spent a hideous amount of time learning the correct formulae for how to address people, how to date letters and how to draw up specific forms and documents with the correct terminology. They did this by writing them out again and again until they got them right every time.15 Given how they spent their days, it’s no wonder that the boys in the imperial schools at Rome celebrated when they left school or that they spent their downtime writing on the walls about sports and accusing one another of being anally fucked, or drawing dicks on things. Boys don’t change, it seems. There’s a glorious piece of graffiti where one boy drew a picture of the god Mars and then another boy added a massive penis to it. One really striking piece of graffiti from the school shows a man with a donkey head being crucified. At his feet stands a boy and next to the boy the artist wrote, ‘Alexamenos worships his god’.16 This appears to be a drawing of a baby Christian, enslaved on the Palatine, being bullied for being a Christian in the second century CE. What a wonder of a thing. Kids are so funny and so silly. Even in slavery, where rape has become so common that they tease one another about it (‘Felix pedico’, ‘Bassus pedico’), they giggle and doodle and make fun of each other.17

We have no clue how many years enslaved boys spent in the imperial schools. In the rest of the Roman world, apprenticeships for young people, including trainee scribes, lasted two to three years so we can have a stab and guess that it was probably about the same for boys on the Palatine. When they graduated school (and wrote their names on the wall to mark the occasion), they were placed into positions in either the financial side of the administration or the clerical side. This mattered, a lot. Those who ended up being accountants would remain in slavery for much longer than those who didn’t. You’ll remember, I hope, that Roman law had no function for free people to handle money on behalf of another free person so men who worked with money did not see freedom until they were much older than men in other professions. It’s super weird and super wild that the Romans allowed enslaved people to technically be in charge of the finances of an entire province, but it’s because enslaved people had no legal personhood. Those who became scribes or copyists or archivists, on the other hand, if they turned out to be good at it, could potentially be freed at thirty if (if) they got promoted to management. Virtually all management positions in the clerical side of the administration were held by men who experienced slavery.18

What this means, though, is that all of the sub-management positions were held by enslaved men. These are among the most invisible but important men in the empire. They are completely absent from literary sources and we see only tiny glimpses of individual lives in the epigraphic record. We can’t reconstruct any kind of consistent life course or experience for young men in the imperial administration, or those who remained in enslaved positions for their entire lives. Like the parable of the blind men groping an elephant, we can only describe the tiniest fragments of the whole and confess that our information is just not good enough to do more than that.FN24 I can tell you that those in the imperial administration were separate and distinct from those men called servi publici (public slaves). Public slaves existed from the very earliest Roman Republic, but imperial slaves were an innovation of the Imperial Period. Those enslaved to the emperor had none of the legal privileges of the servi publici, like the ability to make a will or the right to a salary. Instead, people enslaved to the emperor got a social prestige that could elevate them far above any other enslaved person, and a great many freeborn people.

The prototypical example of the enslaved imperial officer is a dispensator (treasurer) of the province of Gaul under Tiberius named Muscius Scurranus. Scurranus died while travelling between Rome and Gaul and his travelling companions clubbed together to erect for him a wonderful epitaph commemorating him as treasurer of Gaul and as their dominus. Turns out he travelled with sixteen enslaved attendants, including two cooks, two people in charge of silver, a doctor, two valets, his own treasurer and a lady of uncertain profession (decide for yourself).19 Scurranus was obviously rich as hell and his is a striking epitaph. The man had an entourage to rival Taylor Swift. God knows how many people he had at home. But the reason that Scurranus gets cited in every single book and article about enslaved imperial officials is that he is unique. Of the 4,000 other inscriptions commemorating other enslaved and formerly enslaved people in the next half millennium of the Roman Empire, across the millions of square kilometres administered by imperial slaves, no one else is remembered like this. Scurranus is the trunk of the elephant that was the imperial administration, a part but not the whole. He cannot be representative of the experience of all the millions of men who worked in the thousands of offices all over the Mediterranean. Scurranus might be representative of a subset of financial administrators who got promoted to high-level financial management roles in the first century but remained in slavery because of a quirk of Roman law, but that’s it.

Thankfully, we have access to an amazing repository of more representative, albeit less sexy, evidence in the form of two cemeteries from Roman Carthage in Tunisia from which 900 tombstones were excavated in the nineteenth century, virtually all of them commemorating an enslaved man from the imperial administration in Africa.FN25 20 The cemeteries provide a useful reminder that the imperial administration stretched far away from Rome, like a hideous octopus. Not all people enslaved by the emperor lived in Rome and got courted by the aristocracy. Most of them didn’t. Most of them lived in the provinces and the closest they got to the Palatine was their procurator. A quick and dirty crash course on how the Romans administered the provinces, here: each province was a large geographical district ruled either by the Senate or the emperor.21 Each province had a governor, who was a senator, usually a former consul, and was assisted by two or three other senators of various subordinate ranks. They were supported by people enslaved by the city they were based in. Alongside the senators, each province was appointed a procurator, a personal representative of the emperor who was an imperial freedman in the early empire and an equestrian in the later centuries. He was supported by a permanent staff of enslaved and freed administrators from the imperial household, one of whom would be a dispensator like Scurranus but many, many more were people like Primus, a supervisor of letter carriers, who died in Carthage aged forty-three.22

Postmen make up a significant proportion of the people commemorated in the Carthaginian cemeteries, revealing the invisible web of enslaved people who moved constantly around the empire carrying letters and decrees and information from one place to another. This could be a risky job. Remember Cicero freeing that guy who brought him good news? Well, that had a flip side. The emperor Hadrian once stabbed a messenger in the eye because he brought bad news. Just grabbed a stylus and drove it through an innocent man’s eyeball, spraying blood and vitreous fluid across his face like a horror movie. Imperial slavery: it’s all fun and games until someone violently loses an eye. These postmen, millions of men like Primus, were the engine of the empire, moving information between Rome and its peripheries. We can guess at the sheer volume of words being moved around by such men from the mundanity of the letter collections left behind by men who believed their ephemera to be worth preserving for future generations, like Pliny the Younger. (They were; just not for the reasons they thought. More people should publish their letter collections so that future historians can cite them. Publish your WhatsApps. Please.) Pliny’s tenth (!) book of letters contains only missives sent using the imperial postal service between himself and the emperor Trajan while Pliny was on Very Important Bureaucratic Business fixing up the province of Bithynia, of which 121 letters survive. Pliny displays an extraordinary inability to use his initiative, which I guess is fair when you live under an absolute monarch, but this means that he writes a lot of letters asking for guidance on things like whether some people can form a firefighting crew and whether he should execute Christians who won’t stop saying they are Christian, forcing Trajan to respond (no and yes respectively). The system by which these letters moved back and forth between Bithynia, which is in northern Turkey on the Black Sea, and Rome in the middle of Italy is an absence. The only mention of how these letters got across the 2,500 kilometres between Pliny and Trajan is when Pliny apologises for using the official imperial post for private letters.23 The personal letters between Marcus Aurelius and his teacher (and profoundly disinterested object of his affections) Marcus Cornelius Fronto occasionally hint at the extent of the imperial postal service.FN26 Marcus Aurelius, not yet emperor, complains that he has a sore throat from dictating ‘almost thirty letters’ (never mind the sore hands of his scribes or the bodies of his postmen) and their letters frequently mention messengers arriving, waiting, being held back and sometimes complaining, making visible for a second the invisible network of enslaved men moving across the map of empire every minute of every day.24

These men travelled on a system of carriages which ran along every Roman military road. Each town and city in the empire, as part of its duties to the emperor, was forced to provide carriages and pack animals to imperial agents and soldiers moving from one place to another which could only be used by people travelling on imperial business holding official permits (produced by enslaved scribes and copyists). This system allowed official messengers and couriers to travel fairly quickly from one side of the empire to the other, travelling from town to town on free carriages and changing frequently so that one was always moving towards the recipient.25 The first emperor, Augustus, set up this system because he was a needy micromanager who needed to personally know what was happening in every corner of his empire at every moment. He initially had men stationed along the roads, passing notes to one another, each running their own short distance, but quickly found that he wanted to ask more questions of his messengers than they could answer. So he changed up the system, and made the couriers travel between the provinces and Rome, back and forth, over and over, so that he could quiz them on the finer points of the messages they carried.26 This service, called the cursus publicus, helped maintain the empire by allowing information to flow through it quickly and constantly, and maintained a constant irritating colonial imposition on every town lucky enough to have a military road running through it. At any point, an imperial courier could turn up with a permit and demand that someone drive him three towns over, for free.FN27 And they definitely did, all the bloody time.

Historians strongly suspect that being enslaved to the emperor in the imperial administration, no matter where one lived or worked, gave people what we in Ireland call ‘notions’ and what the English call ‘ideas above their station’. We suspect this because so many of them proudly displayed ‘slave of the emperor’ or ‘faithful slave of the emperor’ on their tombstones, way more than privately enslaved people did. It has also been noticed that enslaved and freedmen in the imperial administration married free women at a very high rate.27 Less than a quarter of men in imperial slavery anywhere in the empire married women in slavery, suggesting that they had a high enough social status (in a society that was obsessed with social status) to be attractive to freed and even freeborn women regardless of their legal status as slaves.

Not that these notions always corresponded to reality: I really love a letter exchange preserved in central Italy between two freedmen in the imperial treasury. In about 168 CE, during the reign of Marcus Aurelius, a local freedman bureaucrat named Septimianus wrote to Cosmus his boss in Rome to complain. In Septimianus’ district, enslaved imperial shepherds – owned by the emperor – had been complaining to him that they were experiencing regular harassment from local soldiers and magistrates, causing them to lose the emperor’s sheep. Stressed and upset, the shepherds had escalated the issue to Septimianus whose job was accounting for imperial property in the area. He had tried to resolve the problem by pulling some rank on the magistrates and the soldiers as a representative of Marcus Aurelius himself, but they had, basically, told him to piss off: ‘they persist in this same defiance, saying that they will pay no attention either to my letters or even if you were to write to them yourself,’ he told Cosmus in despair. You can feel the frustration in Septimianus’ letter, his feeling that he should have the respect due to the representative of the imperial treasury, a member of the familia Caesaris, but that freeborn soldiers and local yokels didn’t give a damn about respecting him. He may have escaped slavery and attained a relatively important position, but in his day-to-day relations he could still be treated as a slave and he, like the enslaved shepherds, had little recourse.FN28  I can’t help but feel that this kind of thing happened a lot in the empire.

Nonetheless, in other areas members of the imperial familia did experience benefits. Even way out in the sticks of the empire, they got privileges that other enslaved people didn’t. A tablet of rules for life in an imperially owned mine in Portugal, for example, sets the prices for the bathhouse: 1 as for men, half an as for women of any status, but imperial slaves and children bathe for free.28 This specifically refers to men who worked for the freedman procurator, a man who was always a former imperial slave. The procurators acted as the official representatives of the emperor in all of his commercial and political endeavours. Every villa, every mine, every brickmaking workshop and every province had an imperial freedman procurator, supported by a small army of enslaved men filing paperwork, setting quotas and representing the emperor’s interests. Men like Fuscinus and Iustinus in Ampelum (now Zlatna, Romania). Both describe themselves as being born in slavery; Fuscinus was put to work as a courier while Iustinus was a secretary or librarian.29 I keep describing these people as men, but Iustinus died at the age of fifteen. Some of them were just kids, who lived their whole lives as the bureaucratic face of imperial power in institutions large and small. From the educational resources, we can hypothesise that Iucundus spent his days taking dictation, copying out documents, writing letters, contracts and lists and deploying a comprehensive knowledge of official formulae for people’s titles, document formatting and dating conventions.
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A Timeline of Roman History

21 April 753 BCE Foundation of Rome

753–510 BCE The Seven Kings

510 BCE The overthrow of the kings and the institution of the Roman Republic.

510–146 BCE Early Republic. During which Rome conquers all of Italy and begins overseas expansion. The defeat and sack of Carthage in 146 BCE makes Rome the sole military power in the Western Mediterranean.

146–79 BCE Middle Republic. A period of intense expansion into the Eastern Mediterranean. Rome becomes significantly richer and the economy shifts. Individuals start to compete with one another for military power in Rome, leading to the first civil wars between Marius and Sulla and the first two Servile Wars. In 80 BCE, Sulla wins the civil wars, becomes dictator, proscribes all his enemies and promptly retires to the countryside having ‘restored the Republic’. The period of the two Sicilian Servile Wars.

79–27 BCE Late Republic. First Pompey, then Caesar take over the running of the Republic. A time of intense political violence and corruption inside and outside of Rome with multiple civil wars and a third Servile War as well as foreign wars. When Caesar is assassinated, his great-nephew Octavian leads a campaign of political violence that ends in 27 BCE when he is granted the title ‘Augustus’ and becomes emperor.

27 BCE–68 CE The Julio-Claudian Period. The first imperial dynasty which contains all the famous emperors (Augustus, Tiberius, Caligula, Claudius, Nero). An attempt to create a hereditary monarchy which failed when Nero was overthrown by an army general, revealing that the Roman imperial system was in fact a military dictatorship.

69 CE Civil War: The Year of the Four Emperors

69–97 CE The Flavian Period. Vespasian wins the civil war of 68–69 CE to become the first Flavian emperor. He entirely rebuilds the Palatine palace complex and makes being emperor a more official legal position. He leaves his throne to his son Titus, during whose reign Vesuvius erupts and buries Pompeii. Finally, Domitian, Vespasian’s younger son, takes over. Domitian is assassinated because of his bad personality, bringing the dynasty to an end.

97–192 CE The High Empire, also known as the Antonine Period and the period of the Five Good Emperors. Nerva, Trajan, Hadrian, Antoninus Pius, Lucius Verus and Marcus Aurelius oversee a century of expansion and internal peace largely because they do not use a hereditary system but all choose their heirs. Marcus Aurelius ruins this in 170 CE when he lets his rubbish son Commodus (of Gladiator I fame) become emperor and he runs it into the ground. Commodus is assassinated, ending the dynasty.

192 CE Civil War 2: The Year of the Five Emperors!

193–235 CE The Severan Period. Septimius Severus wins the civil war to become emperor, the first African (Libyan) man to rule the empire. He allows his sons to inherit his throne. Caracalla (of Gladiator II fame and objectively the hottest Roman emperor) immediately kills his brother Geta (also of Gladiator II) and goes to war. Caracalla is assassinated while having a poo. This almost brings the dynasty to an end but Caracalla’s aunt manages to lead her grandson Elagabalus to the throne by pretending he is Caracalla’s son. The dynasty ends two decades later when Alexander Severus is assassinated by an angry soldier for refusing to go to war with some Germans.

238 CE The Year of the Six Emperors!!

238–293 CE The so-called Third Century Crisis in which twenty-six men proclaimed themselves emperor across five dynasties and three regions of the empire broke away into separatist mini-empires (the Gallic Empire, the first British Empire and the Syrian Empire). Ended by Diocletian and the creation of the Tetrarchy.

293–324 CE The Tetrarchy. In which the empire is split into Western and Eastern halves each with two capitals and two emperors: one senior emperor (Augustus) and one junior emperor (Caesar) in each half. This goes great for about as long as you’d expect (less than a decade) before collapsing into civil war as there are now four positions to fight for.

324–337 CE The Sole Reign of Constantine. Constantine I becomes the sole emperor having killed everyone else, legalises Christianity, moves the capital of the empire to his own city of Constantinople in Turkey, converts to Christianity on his deathbed and changes everything.

337–476 CE Late Antiquity. A gradual splitting off between the Western and Eastern halves of the empire, during which the Romans are involved in mostly wars of defence against external armies rather than civil or expansionist wars. They lose many of them. Famine, climate change and plague cause intense political instability. In 476 CE, the Ostrogothic king Odoacer takes over Rome and sends the final emperor of the Western Empire out of the city with his little toga in a bag. Rome is never again part of the Roman Empire.

476–1453 CE  The Byzantine Empire Period. The Roman Empire continues from Constantinople. The Roman Empire finally falls (arguably) in 1453 with the Ottoman sack of Constantinople and the death of emperor Constantine XI in battle.
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