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    From the clash of ships and the counsel of statesmen, Polybius fashions a single, urgent inquiry into how a modest city learned to master a world.

The Histories is a classic because it marries breadth with method, transforming a sprawling Mediterranean century into a coherent explanation of political ascendancy. Where others recount deeds, Polybius tests causes, calibrating fortune and foresight, environment and institutions. His commitment to universal history, showing how events in Spain, Greece, and Asia pull on the same thread, anticipates modern systems of analysis. Writers and thinkers have long prized his rigor and restraint, treating him as a bridge between the narrative sweep of Herodotus and the analytical precision of Thucydides. The book endures as a model of disciplined historical thinking and lucid statecraft.

Polybius, a Greek statesman from Megalopolis and a leading figure in the Achaean League, wrote The Histories in the second century BCE during the Hellenistic period. Originally comprising forty books in Greek, the work survives only in part: Books 1–5 are complete, with substantial portions of Book 6 and fragmentary excerpts from later books preserved through ancient compilations. The narrative covers events from the mid-third to mid-second century BCE, focusing on the emergence of Roman predominance. Polybius writes as a participant-observer, having lived in Rome as a political detainee and moved among its leaders, which afforded him unusual access to sources and perspectives.

At its core, the work follows the interwoven affairs of the Mediterranean world: wars that cross seas, treaties that bind rivals and allies, and councils where calculations of honor and advantage determine the fates of cities. Polybius presents Rome alongside Carthage, Macedon, the Greek leagues, and the Hellenistic monarchies, insisting that no episode can be understood in isolation. His universal approach links distant campaigns, diplomatic maneuvers, financial pressures, and the morale of citizen bodies. The result is a panoramic account in which strategy and policy, geography and logistics, and the contingencies of fortune continually converge to reshape the balance of power.

Polybius states his purpose plainly: to explain how, in a relatively brief span, Rome advanced from regional actor to Mediterranean arbiter, and to show the mechanisms by which such changes occur. He writes for readers who would act in the world, offering a practical history useful to commanders and magistrates as well as to citizens seeking prudence. Without dramatizing for effect or moralizing by reflex, he probes motives, sequences, and consequences. He seeks to distinguish immediate triggers from underlying causes, and chance from design, so that patterns of success and failure might be recognized and evaluated with sobriety.

To achieve this, Polybius prizes firsthand inquiry. He travels routes armies marched, examines harbors and passes, consults treaties and decrees, and interviews participants. He tests claims against terrain and logistics, rejecting ornamented stories that obscure causation. He also practices rigorous source criticism, weighing partisan accounts and reminding readers that credibility is earned by method, not by flourish. Chronology matters: he synchronizes events across regions to reveal their cross-currents. Quantities matter: he attends to numbers, supply, and organization. Above all, he seeks clarity of sequence, believing that only a well-ordered narrative can support honest judgment about responsibility and choice.

Among his most influential sections is the analysis of Roman institutions and military organization. Polybius examines how authority is distributed and checked, how customs encourage discipline, and how civic habits sustain collective resolve. He offers a comparative lens, contrasting Roman practices with those of other states to illuminate why certain arrangements prove resilient. His broader theory of constitutional change, observing cycles of growth, corruption, and renewal, aims less to predict destiny than to warn against complacency. This institutional focus complements his battlefield narratives, making the book as much a study in political anatomy as a chronicle of campaigns.

The Histories shaped both ancient and later historiography. Roman authors, notably Livy, drew extensively on Polybius for method and material, and Greek and Roman compilers preserved large excerpts as exemplary political history. In early modern Europe, his assessments of mixed government and civic virtue informed discussions by Machiavelli and Montesquieu, helping to ground theories of balanced constitutions. Through these channels, his thought influenced debates about institutional design in subsequent centuries. Military historians, political theorists, and students of empire have continued to mine his pages for insights into strategy, coalition-building, and the practical limits of power.

For all its analytic ambition, the book remains a compelling narrative. Polybius writes in an unadorned, steady style that favors precision over spectacle, yet he knows how to pace decision and consequence. He pauses for carefully chosen digressions that illuminate a tactic, a law, or a custom, then rethreads them into the unfolding story. He respects contingency without surrendering to it, reminding readers that fortune may open doors, but institutions and discipline determine who can walk through them. The tone is sober but never bloodless, sustained by a moral seriousness that treats historical understanding as a civic obligation.

Contemporary readers will recognize in Polybius’s world the pressures of interconnected politics: conflicts spill across borders, economic choices reverberate abroad, and reputations become strategic assets. His insistence on causal explanation challenges simplistic narratives of decline or triumph. His attention to coalition dynamics, public morale, and institutional balance speaks to modern questions about governance and resilience. Even the fragmentary state of the later books underscores a truth he teaches: that knowledge is partial and must be tested against new evidence. Reading The Histories today is an exercise in strategic empathy and disciplined inquiry, rather than a search for ready-made lessons.

Because the work survives unevenly, the experience of reading can feel both expansive and tantalizing. The complete early books establish the method and scope, while later selections, preserved by ancient excerptors, highlight especially significant political and military analyses. Many modern editions foreground Book 6 for its discussion of institutions alongside the narrative arcs of the early wars, offering a balanced entry point for newcomers. What emerges, even in shards, is a coherent vision of how events interlock across regions and decades. The gaps invite active reading, encouraging comparisons, questions, and an appreciation for the historian’s craft.

To open The Histories is to encounter an inquiry into power that is neither cynical nor naïve. It considers fortune, character, law, logistics, and chance, and asks how communities hold together when tested by ambition and fear. Its themes include the interplay of institutions and leadership, the ethics of command, the management of alliances, and the consequences of success. It endures because it offers not a fable about inevitability, but a disciplined meditation on choice and structure. For readers facing a complex world, Polybius remains a steady guide to thinking broadly, judging carefully, and acting with informed restraint.
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    Polybius' Histories sets out to explain how, within a few decades, Rome came to dominate the Mediterranean world. Covering events chiefly from 220 to 146 BCE, the work weaves together concurrent campaigns and diplomatic moves into a single, interconnected narrative. Polybius insists on pragmatic history: establishing causes, consulting documents, interviewing participants, and personally inspecting places and routes. He distinguishes immediate pretexts from deeper origins and emphasizes the role of contingency, commonly called Fortune, without abandoning rational analysis. The opening books outline his plan, the need for universal history, and the standards by which he evaluates commanders, institutions, and strategic decisions.

The background begins with the First Punic War, when Rome shifted from a land power to a naval competitor to meet Carthage at sea. Through persistence, new fleets, and tactical innovations, Rome ultimately prevailed, taking Sicily and later Sardinia and Corsica. Carthage, constrained, turned to Iberia under Hamilcar and Hasdrubal, rebuilding strength there. In the western Mediterranean, a brutal mercenary uprising tested Carthaginian resilience. Meanwhile, in the Adriatic, Roman operations against Illyrian piracy brought the republic into the view of Greek cities and leagues, creating the first formal contacts that would later shape alliances and interventions in Hellenistic affairs.

Polybius then narrates the outbreak of the Second Punic War. The siege of Saguntum in Spain triggers a chain of events leading Hannibal to march over the Alps into Italy. Early Roman attempts at decisive battle fail: defeats at the Trebia and Lake Trasimene expose tactical shortcomings and the dangers of underestimating an experienced opponent. The dictatorship of Fabius Maximus introduces delaying methods aimed at wearing down the invader. Polybius tracks the interplay of logistics, terrain, and morale, noting how allied loyalty and resource mobilization become as crucial as battlefield maneuvers in a protracted, multi-theater conflict.

The crisis deepens with the catastrophe at Cannae, yet the Roman state absorbs the shock, replaces losses, and refuses negotiation. Polybius follows contemporaneous theaters: in Sicily, sieges and shifting loyalties; in Spain, campaigns that erode Carthaginian control. The rise of Publius Scipio, later called Africanus, brings renewed initiative. He captures New Carthage, reforms troops, and builds diplomatic ties, notably in Numidia. A strategy of carrying the war to Africa compels Hannibal's recall and culminates in a decisive Roman victory. The settlement leaves Carthage severely limited, securing Roman preeminence in the west and opening a new phase of eastern engagements.

Book Six presents Polybius' analysis of Roman institutions as a key to Roman success. He describes a mixed constitution balancing consuls, Senate, and people, each restraining the others. Civic discipline, legal frameworks, and public religion, he argues, sustain obedience and collective effort. He details military organization: the manipular legion, fortified camps, oaths, pay, logistics, and funerary customs that honor valor. These arrangements, combined with social norms regarding contracts and credit, produce resilience under stress. The analysis, inserted within the war narrative, supplies an explanatory model for Rome's capacity to recover from losses and coordinate vast coalitions across distances.

Attention turns to Greece and Macedonia. Rome confronts Philip V in the Second Macedonian War, acting alongside Greek and Asian allies such as the Aetolians, Pergamum, and Rhodes. Campaigns in Thessaly and decisive fighting at Cynoscephalae break Macedonian power based on the phalanx. The proclamation of the freedom of the Greeks at the Isthmian Games signals a new Roman role as guarantor and arbiter. Polybius recounts embassies, settlements, and the recalibration of interstate relations, highlighting how proclamations, hostages, and garrisons are used to shape outcomes without permanent annexation, while underlying tensions and rivalries among leagues and kings persist.

Conflict with Antiochus III follows, driven by Aetolian appeals and great-power rivalry. Antiochus crosses to Greece but is defeated at Thermopylae and compelled to withdraw. Roman forces then operate in Asia Minor, where victory at Magnesia imposes the Treaty of Apamea, reducing Seleucid influence and rewarding allied states. Polybius integrates naval operations, sieges, and diplomacy, showing Rome's growing capacity to project power through coalition warfare and adjudication. Subsequent disputes among Greek states bring further Roman interventions and arbitration. The narrative emphasizes the mechanisms of settlement, financial indemnities, and boundary decisions that extend Roman authority without formal provincial rule.

The later books detail renewed Macedonian conflict under Perseus and the swift Roman victory at Pydna under Aemilius Paullus, after which Macedonia is divided and constrained. Political repercussions include the detention of notable Greeks as hostages in Italy, among them Polybius himself. Tensions within the Achaean League escalate, ending in the Achaean War and the sack of Corinth. In Africa, the final confrontation with Carthage results in the city's destruction. Polybius, attached to the circle of Scipio Aemilianus, witnesses key episodes. By 146 BCE, Rome's supremacy is consolidated, and the Mediterranean system is reorganized around Roman decisions.

Throughout, Polybius returns to his central inquiry: by what causes and processes did Rome gain mastery so rapidly. He distinguishes underlying causes from provocations, weighs the roles of leadership, institutions, finance, and training, and acknowledges Fortune where outcomes exceed planning. He outlines a cycle of constitutional change to frame comparative analysis of states. The work champions universal history, arguing that interconnected events must be studied together to understand consequences. The intended readers are statesmen and soldiers seeking practical lessons. The Histories thus provides a comprehensive narrative and an explanatory framework for the emergence of Roman hegemony.
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    Polybius set The Histories in the transforming Mediterranean of the third and second centuries BCE, a period when the Hellenistic kingdoms, city leagues, and Carthage contended with the rising power of Rome. The narrative spans roughly 264 to 146 BCE, from the outbreak of the First Punic War to the simultaneous destructions of Carthage and Corinth. The geographic canvas is expansive: Italy, Sicily, Sardinia, Iberia, Gaul and the Alps, North Africa, Greece, the Aegean, and Asia Minor. This interlinked world, knit by sea routes and imperial ambitions, furnished the material for a universal history focused on how Rome achieved dominion over nearly the entire oikoumene.

The work’s setting includes the Greek federal leagues (especially the Achaean League), monarchic Macedonia, the Seleucid and Ptolemaic realms, maritime Rhodes, and Carthage’s mercantile empire. It unfolds in camps, council chambers, and contested cities such as Rome, Carthage, Syracuse, Saguntum, Corinth, and Pydna. Polybius, an Achaean statesman from Megalopolis, scrutinized institutions, logistics, and geography, insisting on autopsy and inquiry. The time was marked by rapid coalition shifts, evolving military technologies, and fiscal pressures. These conditions, rather than isolated battles alone, provide the temporal and spatial matrix in which Polybius explains Rome’s ascent and the relative decline of Hellenistic autonomy.

The First Punic War (264–241 BCE) pitted Rome against Carthage for control of Sicily and maritime supremacy. Rome created a blue-water fleet, winning notable victories at Mylae (260 BCE) and the decisive Aegates Islands (241 BCE) under Gaius Lutatius Catulus, after setbacks including the African expedition of Marcus Atilius Regulus. The war ended Carthaginian rule in Sicily and inaugurated Rome’s first province. Polybius opens his narrative with this conflict (Books 1–2), framing it as the starting point of Rome’s expansion beyond Italy. He analyzes naval innovation, financial strain, and institutional resilience to illustrate the mechanisms of Roman adaptation.

The Mercenary War, also called the Truceless War (241–237 BCE), erupted when Carthage failed to pay soldiers hired during the First Punic War. Rebel armies under Mathos and Spendius ravaged Africa until Hamilcar Barca restored order with grim severity. Exploiting Carthage’s weakness, Rome seized Sardinia and Corsica around 238–237 BCE and raised the indemnity, further impoverishing its rival. Polybius treats this episode as a crucial prologue to renewed conflict, showing how fiscal duress and political fractures redirected Carthaginian energies. In his account, Roman opportunism and Carthaginian recovery in Africa and Iberia become essential preludes to the larger Mediterranean struggle.

In Iberia, Carthage rebuilt power under Hamilcar Barca (from 237 BCE), Hasdrubal the Fair, and later Hannibal. Hasdrubal founded Carthago Nova (modern Cartagena) around 228 BCE; the Ebro Treaty (226 BCE) with Rome attempted to delimit expansion north of the river. The siege of Saguntum in 219 BCE, a Roman-aligned city south of the Ebro, provoked war. Polybius details the Iberian consolidation as the strategic engine for Hannibal’s later campaigns, emphasizing mines, manpower, and diplomacy. By tracing treaties and alliances alongside material resources, The Histories links regional consolidation in Spain to the continental scale of the coming Second Punic War.

The Second Punic War (218–201 BCE) forms the core of Polybius’s project. Hannibal’s march through Gaul and across the Alps in late 218, with survivors perhaps under 30,000, produced electrifying victories: the Trebia (218 BCE), Lake Trasimene (217 BCE), and Cannae (216 BCE), where perhaps 50,000 Romans perished. Fabius Maximus adopted delaying tactics to blunt Carthaginian mobility, while several Italian communities, including Capua, defected. Polybius’s account, informed by autopsy and interviews, reconstructs marches, supply lines, and coalition management. He retraced Hannibal’s Alpine route and privileges logistics over legend, making the war an analytical showcase for causation, morale, generalship, and political endurance.

The Sicilian and Spanish theaters were decisive counters to Hannibal. Syracuse fell in 212 BCE to M. Claudius Marcellus after protracted resistance that featured the ingenuity of Archimedes; meanwhile, Roman reverses in Spain culminated in the deaths of the Scipio brothers in 211. Publius Cornelius Scipio (later Africanus) took command in 210, captured Carthago Nova in 209, beat Hasdrubal at Baecula (208), and arranged the alliance with Masinissa of Numidia. Polybius narrates these campaigns to demonstrate strategic learning and alliance-building. His attention to Cartagena’s harbor, mines, and captives exemplifies his method: economic geography and clemency policy fused to reconfigure the balance of power.

From 207 BCE the tide turned. Hasdrubal’s defeat at the Metaurus (207) crippled Carthaginian reinforcement in Italy. Scipio retook Tarentum (209) and transferred the war to Africa in 204, engineering the defeat of Syphax at the Great Plains (203). At Zama (202 BCE) Scipio and Masinissa defeated Hannibal; the peace stripped Carthage of its fleet, empire, and strategic freedom, imposing 10,000 talents over 50 years. Polybius treats Zama as the hinge of international order, pairing battlefield narrative with constitutional analysis of Roman capacity. The Histories binds this victory to Rome’s institutional synergy—consuls, Senate, and People—as a systemic cause of durable supremacy.

The Macedonian conflicts intertwined with the Punic struggle. The First Macedonian War (214–205 BCE) constrained Philip V, who had aligned with Hannibal; the Treaty of Phoenice (205) ended it ambiguously. The Second Macedonian War (200–196) saw Roman victories at the Aous (198) and Cynoscephalae (197), where Titus Quinctius Flamininus defeated the phalanx and proclaimed the freedom of the Greeks at the Isthmian Games (196 BCE). Polybius integrates these wars to show how Rome balanced multiple theaters, used allied navies, and leveraged Greek politics. His narrative connects Italy’s survival to calculated intervention in the Balkans and central Greece.

The Roman–Seleucid War (192–188 BCE) erupted when Antiochus III, aided by the Aetolians, crossed into Greece. Defeated at Thermopylae (191) and at sea off Corycus and Myonnesus (190), he suffered a decisive loss at Magnesia (190 BCE) to Lucius Cornelius Scipio, with Eumenes II of Pergamon. The Peace of Apamea (188) stripped Seleucid holdings in Asia Minor and imposed a heavy indemnity. Polybius situates this war within a system of deterrence and alliance politics: Rome’s partnership with Pergamon and Rhodes reshaped the eastern balance. The Histories interprets Apamea as another step in the transfer of hegemony from Hellenistic monarchs to Rome.

The Third Macedonian War (171–168 BCE) ended with Aemilius Paullus’s victory over Perseus at Pydna (June 168 BCE). Macedon was partitioned into four merides, and thousands of Greeks suspected of sympathies, including about 1,000 Achaeans, were deported to Italy (167 BCE). Polybius was among them, spending years in Rome within the circle of Scipio Aemilianus. He uses Pydna to illustrate tactical interplay between legion and phalanx and the postwar punitive system. The narrative also turns autobiographical, as his enforced residence afforded unique access to senatorial deliberation and archives, shaping his explanatory model of Roman decision-making.

The Illyrian Wars (229–228, 220–219 BCE) broke Adriatic piracy and extended Roman influence to Corcyra, Apollonia, and Epidamnus. Rome confronted Queen Teuta and later Demetrius of Pharos, asserting control over sea lanes vital for Italian commerce. These conflicts standardized Roman naval presence along the eastern Adriatic well before heavy intervention in Greece. Polybius cites them as early indicators of Roman projection beyond Italy, linking maritime security to imperial capacity. The Histories uses these engagements to trace how incremental policing actions, legal rulings, and alliances prepared the institutional groundwork that later enabled decisive wars against Macedon and the Seleucids.

Roman provincial organization emerged from victory. Sicily (from 241 BCE) became the first province; Sardinia and Corsica followed (c. 238–237 BCE). In Spain, Hispania Citerior and Ulterior were constituted in 197 BCE, with praetorian commanders and tax regimes tied to publicani. Polybius discusses levies, stipends, and tribute as fiscal engines of continuous war-making, noting how logistical depots and road networks supported legions. He connects these arrangements to a wider critique of governance: provinces supplied revenue, grain, and recruits that sustained multi-theater campaigns. The Histories thus embeds administrative expansion within the causal chain of Rome’s strategic endurance.

The Third Punic War (149–146 BCE) culminated in the siege and destruction of Carthage by Scipio Aemilianus. After years of tension and punitive diplomacy, Rome besieged the city, breached it district by district, and razed it; survivors were enslaved, and Africa Proconsularis was established. Polybius, close to Scipio, witnessed stages of the campaign and offered a sober autopsy of urban warfare, discipline, and political resolve. He links Carthage’s fall to long-term constraints from the 201 treaty and to Roman fears of revival. The Histories turns this finale into a meditation on power, security, and the fate of great cities.

The Achaean War (146 BCE) ended Greek autonomy west of the Aegean. Roman forces under Lucius Mummius defeated the Achaean League and sacked Corinth; the league was dissolved, and Greece was placed under the oversight of the Macedonian governor, with formal provincial status for Achaea arriving later under Augustus. Polybius, returning to Greece, helped mediate settlements and record events. He interprets the conflict through the failures of league leadership and demagogic miscalculation, contrasting Roman strategic clarity with Greek factionalism. The narrative makes Corinth’s destruction a companion to Carthage, signaling a synchronized reordering of the Mediterranean political landscape.

The Histories functions as a political critique by anatomizing the Roman mixed constitution—consuls, Senate, and People—as a system that checked corruption and balanced ambition. Polybius contrasts this with the volatility of pure democracies and the sclerosis of monarchies, mapping a cycle of constitutions and arguing that Rome’s blend delayed decay. He underscores the civic utility of religious observance in disciplining the masses, yet warns that wealth and imperial complacency threaten virtue. His treatment of provincial finance and public contractors implicitly critiques predation, setting ethical standards for governance against the temptations opened by conquest.

Social critique surfaces in his analysis of leagues and clientage. The Achaean League’s federal promise succumbed to factionalism, elite rivalry, and short-term populism; Polybius condemns demagogues who misled citizen bodies into ruinous wars. He also exposes the inequities of punitive settlements, hostageships, and collective punishments after Pydna and Corinth, even as he admires Roman discipline and legality. By juxtaposing clemency policies with episodes of brutality, The Histories probes the moral economy of empire. The work thus reveals class anxieties, city-league tensions, and the costs of hegemony, offering a sober appraisal of power’s benefits and corrosions in the Hellenistic Mediterranean.
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    Polybius was a Greek historian and statesman of the Hellenistic era, active during the second century BCE. Best known for The Histories, a multi-book account of the Mediterranean world and the rise of Rome, he sought to explain how Rome came to dominate so swiftly. Born in the Peloponnesian city of Megalopolis, he moved between Greek and Roman political spheres during a period of intense upheaval. His work combines political analysis, military narrative, and geography, making him a central source for events from the First Punic War through the destruction of Carthage and the subjugation of Greece. His approach privileges explanation over mere chronicle.

Raised within the civic traditions of the Achaean League, Polybius received the elite education typical of his milieu, emphasizing rhetoric, history, and practical statecraft. He early assumed public responsibilities and, in adulthood, held the office of hipparch, or cavalry commander, in the League. From this vantage, he learned the mechanics of alliance politics and warfare among Hellenistic states. He admired earlier historians such as Thucydides for their insistence on causation and sober judgment, and he criticized writers who relied on hearsay. This orientation shaped his own method: autopsy where possible, interviews with participants, and careful attention to documents and topography.

After Rome’s defeat of Macedon in the later 160s BCE, Polybius was among the Achaean figures taken to Italy as political hostages. In Rome he entered the circle of leading aristocrats, notably the household of Scipio Aemilianus, through which he gained unusual access to decision-makers and archival materials. He traveled widely in Italy and observed Roman institutions at close range, forming the comparative perspective that underpins his analysis of constitutions and imperial expansion. His extended residence in Rome transformed him from a regional statesman into a historian of the larger Mediterranean, able to juxtapose Greek experiences with the practices of an ascendant power.

The Histories originally comprised forty books, of which the first five survive complete and the remainder in fragments and later excerpts. The work aims to explain, not merely recount, focusing on the interconnected causes of events. Polybius developed a program of pragmatic history, insisting on knowledge of geography, logistics, and the character of political institutions. Book 6, often singled out, presents his famous analysis of the Roman mixed constitution and the cyclical change of regimes. He blended narrative of campaigns with analytical digressions, assessed the reliability of sources, and challenged predecessors (notably Timaeus) when their methods, in his view, lacked rigor.

Fieldwork was central to his practice. Polybius visited battlefields, ports, mountain passes, and cities to test accounts and understand constraints faced by commanders. He investigated routes in the Alps in connection with Hannibal’s invasion, traversed parts of North Africa and Iberia, and surveyed Greek regions where he had long been active. Accompanying Scipio Aemilianus on campaigns, he observed the Third Punic War and later incorporated those observations into his history. Beyond The Histories, antiquity attributed to him a biography of the Achaean leader Philopoemen and a treatise on tactics; these works do not survive intact and are known chiefly through later testimony.

Following Rome’s subjugation of Greece in the mid-second century BCE, Polybius returned to the Greek mainland and acted as a mediator between Roman authorities and local communities. Inscriptions credit him with advising on settlements and constitutional arrangements in several cities, reflecting his stature as a trusted intermediary. He continued to revise and expand his history, integrating fresh materials and reflections drawn from travel and consultation. Ancient reports place his death in the Peloponnese in the later second century BCE, with some accounts mentioning an accident while riding. By then, his reputation rested on both his statesmanship and his pioneering historiographical method.

Polybius’s legacy has been durable. Roman historians, notably Livy, drew extensively on him for narratives of the Punic Wars and for insight into Roman institutions. Early modern political thinkers found his analysis of the mixed constitution and constitutional cycles instructive; echoes appear in writers such as Machiavelli and Montesquieu. Today he is valued as both a source and a theorist: essential for reconstructing Hellenistic geopolitics and Roman expansion, and exemplary for his insistence on evidence, comparative analysis, and causation. Although much of his work survives only in fragments, modern translations and commentaries keep his arguments central to debates about empire and governance.
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This is the first English translation of the complete works of Polybius as far as they are now known. In attempting such a task I feel that I ought to state distinctly the limits which I have proposed to myself in carrying it out. I have desired to present to English readers a faithful copy of what Polybius wrote, which should at the same time be a readable English book. I have not been careful to follow the Greek idiom; and have not hesitated to break up and curtail or enlarge his sentences, when I thought that, by doing so, I could present his meaning in more idiomatic English. Polybius is not an author likely to be studied for the sake of his Greek, except by a few technical scholars; and the modern complexion of much of his thought makes such a plan of translation both possible and desirable. How far I have succeeded I must leave my readers to decide. Again, I have not undertaken to write a commentary on Polybius, nor to discuss at length the many questions of interest which arise from his text. Such an undertaking would have required much more space than I was able to give: and happily, while my translation was passing through the press, two books have appeared, which will supply English students with much that I might have felt bound to endeavour to give—the Achaean league by Mr. Capes, and the sumptuous Oxford edition of extracts by Mr. Strachan-Davidson.

The translation is made from the text of Hultsch and follows his arrangement of the fragments. If this causes some inconvenience to those who use the older texts, I hope that such inconvenience will be minimised by the full index which I have placed at the end of the second volume.

I have not, I repeat, undertaken to write a commentary. I propose rather to give the materials for commentary to those who, for various reasons, do not care to use the Greek of Polybius. I have therefore in the first five complete books left him to speak for himself, with the minimum of notes which seemed necessary for the understanding of his text. The case of the fragments was different. In giving a translation of them I have tried, when possible, to indicate the part of the history to which they belong, and to connect them by brief sketches of intermediate events, with full references to those authors who supply the missing links.

Imperfect as the performance of such a task must, I fear, be, it has been one of no ordinary labour, and has occupied every hour that could be spared during several years of a not unlaborious life. And though I cannot hope to have escaped errors, either of ignorance or human infirmity, I trust that I may have produced what will be found of use to some historical students, in giving them a fairly faithful representation of the works of an historian who is, in fact, our sole authority for some most interesting portions of the world’s history.

It remains to give a brief account of the gradual formation of the text of Polybius, as we now have it.

The revival of interest in the study of Polybius was due to Pope Nicholas V (1447-1455), the founder of the Vatican Library. Soon after his election he seems to have urged Cardinal Perotti to undertake a Latin translation of the five books then known to exist. When Perotti sent him his translation of the first book, the Pope thus acknowledges it in a letter dated 28th August 1452:—1

“Primus Polybii liber, quem ad nos misisti, nuper a te de Graeca in Latinam translatus, gratissimus etiam fuit et jucundissimus: quippe in ea translatione nobis cumulatissime satisfacis. Tanta enim facilitate et eloquentia transfers, ut Historia ipsa nunquam Graeca, sed prorsus Latina semper fuisse videatur. Optimum igitur ingenium tuum valde commendamus atque probamus, teque hortamur ut velis pro laude et gloria tua, et pro voluptate nimia singulare opus inchoatum perficere, nec labori parcas. Nam et rem ingenio et doctrina tua dignam, et nobis omnium gratissimam efficies; qui laborum et studiorum tuorum aliquando memores erimus.... Tu vero, si nobis rem gratam efficere cupis, nihil negligentiae committas in hoc opere traducendo. Nihil enim nobis gratius efficere poteris. Librum primum a vertice ad calcem legimus, in cujus translatione voluntati nostrae amplissime satisfactum est.”

On the 3d of January 1454 the Pope writes again to Perotti thanking him for the third book; and in a letter to Torelli, dated 13th November 1453, Perotti says that he had finished his translation of Polybius in the preceding September. This translation was first printed in 1473. The Greek text was not printed till 1530, when an edition of the first five books in Greek, along with Perotti’s translation, was published at the Hague, opera Vincentii Obsopaei, dedicated to George, Marquess of Brandenburg. Perotti’s translation was again printed at Basle in 1549, accompanied by a Latin translation of the fragments of books 6 to 17 by Wolfgang Musculus, and reprinted at the Hague in 1598.

The chief fragments of Polybius fall into two classes; (1) those made by some unknown epitomator, who Casaubon even supposed might be Marcus Brutus, who, according to Plutarch, was engaged in this work in his tent the night before the battle of Pharsalus. The printing of these began with two insignificant fragments on the battle between the Rhodians and Attalus against Philip, Paris, 1536; and another de re navali, Basle, 1537. These fragments have continually accumulated by fresh discoveries. (2) The other class of fragments are those made by the order of Constantinus Porphyrogenitus (911-959), among similar ones from other historians, which were to be digested under fifty-three heads or tituli; one of which (the 27th) has come down to us, discovered in the sixteenth century, containing the selecta de legationibus; and another (the 50th) de virtute et vitio. The printing of the first of these begins with the edition of Fulvius Ursinus, published at Antwerp in 1582. This was supplemented in 1634 (Paris) by an edition by Valesius of excerpta ex collectaneis Constantini Augusti Porphyrogeneti. The first edition of something like a complete text of Polybius, containing the five entire books, the excerptae legationes, and fragments of the other books, was that of Isaac Casaubon, Paris, 1609, fo. It was accompanied by a new and very brilliant Latin translation, and a preface which has been famous among such works. It contains also a Latin translation of Aeneas Tacticus. Altogether it is a splendid book. Some additional annotationes of Casaubon’s were published after his death in 1617, Paris.2 Other editions followed; that of Gronovius, Amsterdam, 1670: of Ernesti, Leipsic, 1764, containing Casaubon’s translation more or less emended, and additional fragments. But the next important step in the bibliography of Polybius was the publication of the great edition of Schweighaeuser, Leipsic, 1789-1795, in nine volumes, with a new Latin translation,—founded, however, to a great extent on Casaubon,—a new recension of the text, and still farther additions to the fragments; accompanied also by an excellent Lexicon and Onomasticon. This great work has been the foundation from which all modern commentaries on Polybius must spring. Considerable additions to the fragments, collected from MSS. in the Vatican by Cardinal Mai, were published in 1827 at Rome. The chief modern texts are those of Bekker, 1844; Duebner (with Latin translation), 1839 and 1865; Dindorf, 1866-1868, 1882 (Teubner). A new recension of the five books and all the known fragments—founded on a collation of some twelve MSS. and all previous editions, as well as all the numerous works of importance on our Author that have appeared in Germany and elsewhere—was published by F. Hultsch, Berlin, 1867-1872, in four volumes. This must now be considered the standard text. A second edition of the first volume appeared in 1888, but after that part of my translation had passed through the press.

Of English translations the earliest was by Ch. Watson, 1568, of the first five books. It is entitled The Hystories of the most famous Cronographer Polybios; Discoursing of the warres betwixt the Romanes and Carthaginenses, a rich and goodly work, conteining holsome counsels and wonderful devices against the inconstances of fickle Fortune. Englished by Christopher Watson whereunto is annexed an Abstract, compendiously coarcted out of the life and worthy Acts perpetrate by oure puissant Prince King Henry the fift. London, Imprinted by Henry Byneman for Tho. Hacket, 1568, 8vo. See Herbert’s Ames, p. 895. Another translation of the five books was published by Edward Grimestone, London, 1634, of which a second and third edition appeared in 1648 and 1673. A translation of the Mercenary War from the first book was made by Sir Walter Raleigh, and published after his death in 1647 (London, 4to). Next, a new translation of the five books was published in London, 1693 (2 vols. 8vo), by Sir Henry Shears, with a preface by Dryden. In 1741 (London, 4to) appeared “A fragment of the 6th book containing a dissertation on government, translated from the Greek of Polybius, with notes, etc., by A Gentleman.” This was followed by the first English translation, which contained any part of the fragments, as well as the five books, by the Rev. James Hampton, London, 4to, 1756-1761, which between that date and 1823 (2 vols., Oxford) went through at least seven editions. Lastly, a translation of Polybius’s account of Hannibal’s passage of the Alps is appended by Messrs. Church and Brodribb to their translation of Livy, 21-22. There is a German translation by A. Haakh and Kraz, Stuttgart, 1858-1875. And a French translation by J. A. C. Buchon, Paris, 1842, Orléans, 1875. For the numerous German essays and dissertations on the text, and particular questions arising from the history, I must refer my readers to Engelmann’s Bibliotheca. In England such studies are rare. Mr. Strachan-Davidson published an essay on Polybius in Hellenica; and his edition of extracts of the text (Oxford, 1888) contains several dissertations of value. Mr. Capes (London, 1888) has published an edition of extracts referring to the Achaean league, with an introductory essay on the author and his work. And a very admirable article on Polybius appears in the recent edition of the Encyclopædia Britannica by Mr. H. F. Pelham. There is also a good paper on Polybius in the Quarterly Review for 1879, No. 296. Criticisms on Polybius, and estimates of his value as an historian, will be found in Thirlwall’s History of Greece, vol. viii.; Arnold’s History of Rome; Mommsen’s History of Rome, book iv. c. xiii.; Freeman’s History of Federal Government and Essays; Bunbury’s Ancient Geography, vol. ii. p. 16; Law’s Alps of Hannibal. For the Roman side of his history, besides the works mentioned by Mr. Strachan-Davidson, a good list of the literature on the 2d Punic war is given by Mr. W. T. Arnold in his edition of Dr. Arnold’s history of that period (London, Macmillan, 1886).

Finally, I have to express my warm thanks to Dr. Warre, Head Master of Eton, for aiding me with his unique knowledge of ancient and modern tactics in clearing up many points very puzzling to a civilian. To Mr. W. Chawner, Fellow and Tutor of Emmanuel College, for reading part of the translation in proof, and making valuable corrections and suggestions. And to Professor Ridgway, of Queen’s College, Cork, for corrections in the geographical fragments of book 34.
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I. Polybius

Fortune cast the life of Polybius in stirring times. His special claim to our admiration is that he understood the importance in the history of the world of the changes which were passing under his eyes, and exerted himself to trace the events which immediately preceded them, and from which they sprang, while it was yet possible to see and question surviving participators in them; to examine places, before they had lost all marks of the great events of which they had been the scene; and records or monuments before time had cast a doubt upon their meaning or authenticity. Nor is this ordinary praise. Men are apt to turn their eyes upon the past, as holding all that is worthy of contemplation, while they fail to take note of history “in the making,” or to grasp the importance of the transactions of their own day. But as every year has its decisive influence on the years which succeed it, the greatest benefactor of posterity is the man who understands and records events as they pass [1q]with care and sincerity. Laborious compilation, from the study and comparison of ancient records and monuments, has its value: it may often be all that it is possible to obtain; it may not unfrequently even serve to correct statements of contemporaries which have been deformed by carelessness or coloured by prejudice. But the best compilation is infinitely inferior in interest and instructiveness to the barest report of a contemporary. And when such a man is also an eye-witness of much that he relates; when he knew and conversed with many of the chief actors in the great events which he records; when again he tells us of transactions so remote in time, that all written documents have necessarily perished, and those in more durable bronze and stone all but followed in their train, then indeed the interest rises to the highest pitch. Like Herodotus and Thucydides, then, Polybius tells us of his own times, and of the generations immediately preceding them. It is true that the part of his work which has survived in a complete form deals with a period before his own day, just as the greater part of the history of Herodotus does, but in the larger part of the fragments he is writing with even more complete personal knowledge than Thucydides. He had, again, neither the faculty for story-telling possessed by Herodotus nor the literary and dramatic force of Thucydides. The language which he spoke and wrote had lost the magic of style; had lost the lucidity and grace of Sophocles, and the rugged vigour and terseness of Thucydides. Nor had he apparently acquired any of those artifices which, while they sometimes weary us in the later rhetoricians, yet generally serve to make their writings the easiest and pleasantest of reading. Equally remote again is his style from the elaborate and involved manner of Plutarch, with its huge compound words built up of intricate sentences, more like difficult German than Greek. Polybius had no tricks of this sort;3 but his style lacks logical order and clearness. It seems rather the language of a man of affairs, who had had neither leisure to study style, nor taste to read widely with a view to literature as such. But after all it is Greek, and Greek that still retained its marvellous adaptability to every purpose, to every shade of thought, and every form of literature. Nor is his style in the purely narrative parts of his work wanting in a certain force, derived from singleness and directness of purpose. He “speaks right on,” and turns neither to the right hand nor the left. It is when he reflects and argues and moralises, that his want of literary skill sometimes makes him difficult and involved; and though the thought is essentially just, and his point of view wonderfully modern, we continually feel the want of that nameless charm which the Greeks called χάρις.

His bent for historical composition was fortunately encouraged by the circumstances of his life, which gave Polybius special opportunities of satisfying his curiosity and completing his knowledge. Not only was he the son of a man who had held the highest office in the league, and so must have heard the politics and history of Achaia discussed from his earliest youth; not only from early manhood was he himself in the thick of political business; but he knew the sovereigns of Egypt and Pergamus, of Macedonia and Syria, and the Roman generals who conquered the latter. He had visited a Roman camp and witnessed its practical arrangements and discipline. And his enforced residence of sixteen years in Italy and Rome was, by the good fortune of his introduction to Aemilius Paullus and his sons, turned into an opportunity of unrivalled advantage for studying the laws, military discipline, and character of the imperial people whose world conquest he chronicles. Unlike his fellow-exiles, he did not allow his depressing circumstances to numb his faculties, exasperate his temper, or deaden his curiosity. He won the confidence of the leading men at Rome; and seems, while pushing on his inquiries with untiring vigour, to have used his influence for the benefit of his countrymen, and of all Greek subjects of Rome.

But, like so many of the writers of antiquity, he has had no one to perform for him the service he had done for others in rescuing their achievements and the particulars of their career from oblivion. Of the many testimonia collected by Schweighaeuser and others from ancient writers, scarcely one gives us any details or anecdotes of the writer, whose work they briefly describe or praise. We are reduced as usual to pick out from his own writings the scattered allusions or statements which help us to picture his character and career.


    Birth of Polybius.
  

Polybius of Megalopolis was the son of Lycortas, the friend and partisan of Philopoemen, who had served the Achaean league in several capacities: as ambassador to Rome in B.C. 189, along with Diophanes, on the question of the war with Sparta,4 and to Ptolemy Epiphanes in B.C. 186, 5 and finally as Strategus in B.C. 184-183. Of the year of his birth we cannot be certain. He tells us that he was elected to go on embassy from the league to Ptolemy Epiphanes in the year of the death of that monarch (B.C. 181), although he was below the legal age.6 But we do not know for certain what that age was; although it seems likely that it was thirty, that apparently being the age at which a member of the league exercised his full privileges.7 But assuming this, we do not know how much under that age he was. Two years previously (B.C. 183) he had carried the urn at Philopoemen’s funeral. This was an office usually performed by quite young men (νεανίσκοι)8, probably not much over twenty years old. As we know that he lived to write a history of the Numantine war, which ended B.C. 1339, and that he was eighty-two at the time of his death10, we shall not, I think, be probably far wrong if we place his birth in B.C. 203 and his death in B.C. 121 as Casaubon does, who notes that the latter is just sixteen years before the birth of Cicero. But though this is a good working hypothesis, it is very far from being a demonstrated fact.

Between B.C. 181-168 he was closely allied with his father in politics; and if we wish to have any conception of what he was doing, it is necessary to form some idea of the state of parties in the Peloponnese at the time.

The crowning achievement of Philopoemen’s career had been the uniting of Sparta to the Achaean league, after the murder of the tyrant Nabis by the Aetolians who had come to Sparta as his allies (B.C. 192). In B.C. 191 the Achaeans were allowed to add Messene and Elis to their league, as a reward for their services to Rome in the war against Antiochus. The Aetolian league, the chief enemy and opponent of Achaia, was reduced to a state of humble dependence on Rome in B.C. 189, after the defeat of Antiochus at Thermopylae (B.C. 191) and the Aetolian war (B.C. 191-189). From B.C. 190 then begins the time during which Polybius says that the “name of the Achaeans became the universal one for all the inhabitants of the Peloponnese” (2, 42). But though Sparta was included in the league she was always a restive and dissatisfied member; and the people of Elis and Messene, who were not very willing members either, were told by Flamininus that if they had any reason to complain of the federal government they were to appeal to him.11 Now, by a treaty of alliance with Rome, decreed at Sikyon in B.C. 198, it was provided that Rome should receive no envoys from separate states of the league, but only from the league itself.12 Flamininus, therefore, if he said what Livy reports him to have said, was violating this treaty. And this will be a good instance to illustrate the divisions of parties existing during the period of Polybius’s active political life (B.C. 181-169). We have seen that in B.C. 198 the Achaean league became an ally of Rome as a complete and independent state; that this state was consolidated by the addition of Sparta (192) and Elis and Messene (191) so as to embrace the whole of the Peloponnese; that its chief enemy in Greece, the Aetolian league, was rendered powerless in B.C. 189. The Macedonian influence in the Peloponnese had been abolished after the battle of Cynoscephalae (197) by the proclamation of Greek freedom by Flamininus (196). But all this seeming liberty and growth in power really depended upon the favour of Rome, and was continually endangered not only by the appeals to the Senate from separate states in the league, who conceived themselves wronged, but by treasonable representations of her own envoys, who preferred a party triumph to the welfare and independence of their country13. In these circumstances, there were naturally differences of opinion as to the proper attitude for the league government to assume towards a state, which was nominally an equal ally, but really an absolute master. There was one party who were for submissively carrying out the will of the Roman officers who from time to time visited the Peloponnese; and for conciliating the Senate by displaying a perpetual readiness to carry out its wishes, without putting forward in any way the rights which the treaty of 198 had secured to them. The leaders of this party, in the time of Philopoemen, were Aristaenos and Diophanes. The other party, headed till his death by Philopoemen, equally admitting that the Roman government could not be safely defied, were yet for aiming at preserving their country’s independence by strictly carrying out the terms of the Roman alliance, and respectfully but firmly resisting any encroachment upon those terms by the officers representing the Roman government. On Philopoemen’s death (B.C. 183) Lycortas, who had been his most devoted follower, took, along with Archon, the lead of the party which were for carrying out his policy; while Callicrates became the most prominent of the Romanising party. Lycortas was supported by his son Polybius when about B.C. 181 he began to take part in politics. Polybius seems always to have consistently maintained this policy. His view seems to have been that Rome, having crushed Philip and Antiochus, was necessarily the supreme power. The Greeks must recognise facts; must avoid offending Rome; but must do so by keeping to a position of strict legality, maintaining their rights, and neither flattering nor defying the victorious Commonwealth. He believed that the Romans meant fairly by Greece, and that Greek freedom was safe in their hands14. But the straightforward policy of the Senate, if it was ever sincere, was altered by the traitor Callicrates in B.C. 179; who, being sent to Rome to oppose what the league thought the unconstitutional restitution of certain Spartan exiles, advised the Senate to use the Romanising party in each state to secure a direct control in Achaia15. Acting on this insidious advice, the Roman government began to view with suspicion the legal and independent attitude of the other party, and to believe or affect to believe that they were enemies of the Roman supremacy. Lycortas, Archon, and Polybius, finding themselves the objects of suspicion, not less dangerous because undeserved, to the Roman government, appear to have adopted an attitude of reserve, abstaining from taking an active or prominent part in the business of the assemblies. This, however, did not succeed in averting Roman jealousy; and the commissioners, Gaius Popilius and Gnaeus Octavius, who visited the Peloponnese in B.C. 169, gave out that those who held aloof were as displeasing to the Senate as those who openly opposed it. They were said to have resolved on formally impeaching the three statesmen before the Achaean assembly as being enemies of Rome; but when the assembly met at Aegium, they had failed to obtain any reasonable handle against them, and contented themselves with a speech of general exhortation.16 This was during the war with Perseus, when the Romans kept a vigilant eye on all parts of Greece, and closely inquired which politicians in the several states ventured to display the least sympathy with the Macedonian king, or were believed to secretly nourish any wish for his success. It speaks strongly both for the independent spirit still surviving in the league, as well as for the character of Archon and Polybius, that they were elected, apparently in the same assembly, the one Strategus and the other Hipparch for the year B.C. 169-168.17 In this office Polybius doubtless hoped to carry out the principles and discipline of Philopoemen, under whom he had probably served in the cavalry, and whose management of this branch of the service he had at any rate minutely studied.18 But there was little occasion for the use of the Achaean cavalry in his year. Being sent on a mission to Q. Marcius Philippus at Heracleia to offer the league’s assistance in the war with Perseus, when their help was declined, he remained behind after the other ambassadors had returned, to witness the campaign.19 After spending some time in the Roman camp, he was sent by Q. Marcius to prevent the Achaeans from consenting to supply five thousand men to Appius Claudius Cento in Epirus. This was a matter of considerable delicacy. He had to choose between offending one or the other powerful Roman. But he conducted the affair with prudence, and on the lines he had always laid down, those, namely, of strict legality. He found the Achaean assembly in session at Sicyon; and he carried his point by representing that the demand of Appius Claudius did not bear on the face of it the order of the Senate, without which they were prohibited from supplying the requisitions of Roman commanders.20 He thus did not betray that he was acting on the instigation of Quintus Marcius, and put himself and the league in an attitude of loyalty toward the Senate.21 In the same cautious spirit he avoided another complication. Certain complimentary statues or inscriptions had been put up in various cities of the league in honour of Eumenes, king of Pergamus, and on some offence arising had been taken down. This seems to have annoyed Eumenes exceedingly; and Polybius persuaded the people that it had been ordered by Sosigenes and Diopeithes, as judges, from feelings of personal spite, and without any act of Eumenes unfriendly to the league. He carried his point, and thus avoided offending a king who at that time was on very friendly terms with Rome.22 But while thus minded to avoid unnecessary offence, Polybius and his party were in favour of strengthening the league by alliances which could be entered upon with safety. Egypt at this time was under the joint government of two Ptolemies, Philometor and Physcon, who were being threatened with an invasion by Antiochus Epiphanes. The friendship of the league with the kings of Egypt had been of long standing, as far back as the time of Aratus; and though that friendship had been afterwards interrupted by the Macedonian policy of Aratus, just before his death the father of these kings had presented the league with ten ships and a sum of money. The two kings now sent to beg for aid; and asked that Lycortas should come as commander-in-chief, and Polybius as hipparch. Lycortas and Polybius were in favour of supplying the assistance asked.23 But the measure was opposed by Callicrates and his partisans, on the specious ground that their whole efforts should be directed to aid the Romans against Perseus. Lycortas and Polybius replied that the Romans did not require their help; and that they were bound, by gratitude, as well as by treaty, to help the Ptolemies. They carried with them the popular feeling: but Callicrates outwitted them by obtaining a dispatch from Q. Marcius, urging the league to join the senate in effecting a reconciliation between Antiochus and the kings of Egypt. Polybius gave in, and advised compliance. Ambassadors were appointed to aid in the pacification; and the envoys from Alexandria were obliged to depart without effecting their object. They contented themselves with handing in to the magistrates the Royal letters, in which Lycortas and Polybius were invited by name to come to Alexandria.24


B.C. 167.
  

Careful, however, as he had ever been to avoid giving just offence to Rome, he and his party had long been marked by the Senate as opponents of that more complete interference in the details of Achaean politics which it wished to exercise. This was partly owing to the machinations of Callicrates; but it was also the result of the deliberate policy of the Senate: and it was doubtless helped by the report of every Roman officer who had found himself thwarted by the appeal to legality, under the influence of the party in the league with which Polybius was connected.25 Accordingly, soon after the final defeat of Perseus by Aemilius Paulus in B.C. 168, and the consequent dismemberment of Macedonia, the Senate proceeded to execute its vengeance upon those citizens in every state in Greece who were believed to have been opposed to the Roman interests. The commissioners entrusted with the settlement and division of Macedonia were directed to hold an inquiry into this matter also. From every city the extreme partisans of Rome were summoned to assist them, men who were only too ready to sacrifice their political opponents to the vengeance of the power to which they had long been paying a servile and treacherous court. From Boeotia came Mnasippus; from Acarnania, Chremes; from Epirus, Charops and Nicias; from Aetolia, Lyciscus and Tisippus; and from Achaia, Callicrates, Agesias, and Philippus.26 Instigated by these advisers, the commissioners ordered the supposed covert enemies of Rome in the several states to proceed to Italy to take their trial. To Achaia two commissioners, Gaius Claudius and Gnaeus Domitius, were sent. An Achaean assembly being summoned to meet them, they announced that there were certain men of influence in the league who had helped Perseus by money and other support. They required that a vote should be passed condemning them all to death; and said that, when that was done, they would publish the names. Such a monstrous perversion of justice was too much for the assembly, who refused to vote until they knew the names. The commissioners then said that all the Strategi who had been in office since the beginning of the war were involved. One of them, Xeno, came forward, declared his innocence, and asserted that he was ready to plead his cause before any tribunal, Achaean or Roman. Upon this the commissioners required that all the accused persons should go to Rome. A list of one thousand names was drawn up, under the guidance of Callicrates, of those who were at once to proceed to Italy27 (B.C. 167). The court of inquiry, before which they were to appear, was never held. They were not allowed even to stay in Rome, but were quartered in various cities of Italy, which were made responsible for their safe custody: and there they remained until B.C. 151, when such of them as were still alive, numbering then somewhat less than three hundred, were contemptuously allowed to return.28 Among these detenus was Polybius. We do not hear that Lycortas was also one, from which it has been with some probability supposed that he was dead. More fortunate than the rest, Polybius was allowed to remain at Rome. He had made, it seems, the acquaintance of Aemilius Paulus and his two sons in Macedonia, and during the tour of Aemelius through Greece after the Macedonian war.29 And on their return to Italy he was allowed by their influence to remain in Rome; and, acting as tutor to the two boys,30 became well acquainted with all the best society in the city. The charming account which he gives31 of the mutual affection existing between him and the younger son of Aemilius (by adoption now called Publius Scipio Africanus Aemilianus) bears all the marks of sincerity, and is highly to the credit of both. To it we may add the anecdote of Plutarch, that “Scipio, in observance of the precept of Polybius, endeavoured never to leave the forum without having made a close friend of some one he met there.”

But much as he owed to the friendship of the sons of Aemilius, he owed it also to his own energy and cheerful vigour that these sixteen years of exile were not lost time in his life. He employed them, not in fruitless indulgence in homesickness, or in gloomy brooding over his wrongs, but in a careful and industrious study of the history and institutions of the people among whom he was compelled to reside32; in ingratiating himself with those members of the Senate who he thought might be useful to his countrymen; and in forming and maturing his judgment as to the course of policy they ought to pursue. Nor was he without means of gratifying lighter tastes. He was an active sportsman: and the boar-hunting in the district of Laurentum not only diverted his attention from the distressing circumstances of his exile, and kept his body in vigorous health, but obtained for him the acquaintance of many men of rank and influence. Thus for instance his intimacy with the Syrian prince Demetrius, afterwards king Demetrius Soter, was made in the hunting-field33: and the value which this young man attached to his advice and support is some measure of the opinion entertained generally of his wisdom, moderation, and good judgment. We have no further details of his life in Rome; but we have what is better,—its fruits, in the luminous account of its polity, the constitution of its army, and the aims of its statesmen.


B.C. 151. Release of the detenus.
  

At last the time came when he was once more free to visit his own country, or to extend his knowledge by visiting the countries which he wished to describe. After repeated applications to the Senate by embassies from Achaia, made without avail, in B.C. 151 Polybius appeared in person to plead the cause before the Fathers. There was now, it was thought, no reason for retaining these unfortunate men. The original thousand had shrunk to less than three hundred; middle-aged men had become in sixteen years old and decrepit; they had lost connexions and influence in the Peloponnese; they had learnt by bitter experience the impossibility of resisting the power of Rome, and were no longer likely to venture on organising any opposition. Their longer detention could only be a measure of vengeance, and useless vengeance. Still the debate in the Senate was long and doubtful, until it was brought to a conclusion by the contemptuous exclamation of Cato: “Are we to sit here all day discussing whether some old Greek dotards are to be buried by Italian or Achaean undertakers?” Polybius, elated by a concession thus ungraciously accorded, wished to enter the Senate once more with a further request for a restitution of their property in Achaia. But Cato bluntly bade him “remember Ulysses, who wanted to go back into the cave of the Cyclops to fetch his cap and belt.”34


    Coss. L. Marcius Censornius, Manius Manilius, B.C. 149. Polybius sent for to Lilybaeum.
  

Polybius seems to have returned to the Peloponnese at once, and to have remained there until B.C. 149, when he was suddenly summoned to serve the government whose enforced guest he had been so long. It was the year in which the Senate had determined to commence their proceedings against Carthage, which were not to be stayed until she was levelled with the ground. In B.C. 150 the victory of Massanissa had restored the oligarchs, who had been superseded by the popular anti-Roman party in Carthage. These men hastened to make every possible offer of submission to Rome. The Senate had made up its mind for war; and yet did not at once say so. After demanding that full satisfaction should be made to Massanissa, it next decreed that the Carthaginians must at once give three hundred of their noblest youths as hostages to the Roman consuls Manilius and Censorinus, who had sailed to Lilybaeum with secret orders to let no concession induce them to stop the war until Carthage was destroyed.35 There was naturally some hesitation in obeying this demand at Carthage; for the hostages were to be given to the Romans absolutely without any terms, and without any security. They felt that it was practically a surrender of their city. To overcome this hesitation Manilius sent for Polybius, perhaps because he had known and respected him at Rome, and believed that he could trust him; perhaps because his well-known opinion, as to the safety in trusting the Roman fides, might make him a useful agent. But also probably because he was known to many influential Carthaginians, and perhaps spoke their language.36 He started for Lilybaeum at once. But when he reached Corcyra he was met with the news that the hostages had been given up to the consul: he thought, therefore, that the chance of war was at an end, and he returned to the Peloponnese.37

He must soon have learnt his mistake. The Consul, in accordance with his secret instructions,—first to secure the arms in Carthage, and then to insist on the destruction of the town,—gradually let the wretched people know the extent of the submission required of them. These outrageous demands resulted in the Carthaginians taking the desperate resolution of standing a siege. Censorinus and his colleague accordingly began operations; but they were not capable of so great an undertaking



















§ 2. The Sources of Polybius’s History



























§ 3. The Achaean League95



























































ROMAN CAMP FOR TWO LEGIONS






	P*.
	Praetorium.



	T T’.
	Tents of the Tribuni Militum of two legions.



	E E’.
	Equites of two legions.



	P P’.
	Principesofii”legi”



	H H’.
	Hastatixxofi.”legi”



	T T’.
	Triariiixxxof”legi”



	ES ES’.
	Equites of Socii of two legions.



	PS PS’.
	Peditesof So”ii ofxxx”Soc”



	PE PE’.
	Equites of the Praetorian Cohort of two legions.



	PP PP’.
	Pedites of”the Pra”etorian Co”rt of two le”



	EP EP’.
	Pedites extraordinarii of two legions.



	EE EE’.
	Equites extraor”dinarii two”



	Q.
	Quaestorium.



	F.
	Forum or market-place.



	V V’.
	Foreigners or volunteers.
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