








  From Republic to Ruin

  A History of the Roman Empire

  E.B Cohen

  2026

  © 2026 E.B Cohen. All rights reserved.



From Republic to Ruin
	From Republic to Ruin
	Chapter 1: The Founding Myth and the Kings
	Chapter 2: The Birth of the Republic and Its Constitution
	Chapter 3: The Conquest of Italy
	Chapter 4: Carthage: The First and Second Punic Wars
	Chapter 5: Mistress of the Mediterranean: Conquest of the East
	Chapter 6: The Gracchi and the Crisis of the Land
	Chapter 7: Marius, Sulla, and the Rule of the Sword
	Chapter 8: Spartacus and the Slave Wars
	Chapter 9: Pompey, Crassus, and the First Triumvirate
	Chapter 10: Caesar: Gaul, the Rubicon, and Civil War
	Chapter 11: The Ides of March and the Death of the Republic
	Chapter 12: Antony, Octavian, and Actium
	Chapter 13: Augustus and the Invention of the Principate
	Chapter 14: The Julio-Claudians: Tiberius to Nero
	Chapter 15: The Year of the Four Emperors
	Chapter 16: The Flavians and the Colosseum
	Chapter 17: The Five Good Emperors and the Pax Romana
	Chapter 18: The Roman Army and the Frontiers
	Chapter 19: Roman Law and Government
	Chapter 20: The Economy: Trade, Coinage, and the Grain Supply
	Chapter 21: Slavery and Roman Society
	Chapter 22: Daily Life: The City, the Baths, and the Games
	Chapter 23: Gods, Temples, and the Imperial Cult
	Chapter 24: The Rise of Christianity
	Chapter 25: The Severans and the Road to Chaos
	Chapter 26: The Crisis of the Third Century
	Chapter 27: Diocletian and the Tetrarchy
	Chapter 28: Constantine and the Christian Empire
	Chapter 29: The New Rome: Constantinople and a Divided World
	Chapter 30: The Barbarians at the Gates: Goths and the Battle of Adrianople
	Chapter 31: The Sack of Rome (410)
	Chapter 32: Attila and the Huns
	Chapter 33: The Vandals and the Last Emperors
	Chapter 34: 476 — The Fall of the Western Empire
	Chapter 35: Why Rome Fell — The Debate
	Chapter 36: The Survival of the East — Byzantium and Justinian
	Chapter 37: The Legacy of Rome — Law, Language, and the Idea of Empire
	Chapter 38: The Great Generals
	Chapter 39: The Emperors Remembered
	Chapter 40: Voices of Rome — Writers, Orators, and Ordinary Romans
	Epilogue: The Shadow of Rome
	Timeline
	Who’s Who
	The Roman Emperors: A Reference List
	Glossary
	Selected Bibliography and Further Reading



  
    	
      Title Page
    

    	
      Cover
    

    	
      Table of Contents
    

  




From Republic to Ruin


A History of the Roman Empire

E.B Cohen



Copyright © 2026 E.B Cohen

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any form without written permission from the publisher, except for brief quotations in reviews.

First edition, 2026





A Note on Names, Dates, and Method

This book covers more than twelve centuries, from the legendary founding of Rome in 753 BC to the deposition of the last Western emperor in AD 476, with a closing glance at the empire that survived in the East for a thousand years more. Dates before the common era are marked BC and descend toward the year 1; dates thereafter are AD and ascend. Where a date is uncertain, legendary, or disputed among historians, it is flagged as such.

Roman names are given in their most familiar forms — Pompey rather than Gnaeus Pompeius Magnus on every mention, Mark Antony rather than Marcus Antonius — with fuller names supplied where they aid recognition. Emperors are referred to by the names history has settled on. Latin terms are explained on first use and collected in the Glossary at the back, alongside a Timeline, a Who’s Who of the principal figures, and a reference list of the emperors.

The account that follows is grounded in the ancient sources — Livy and Polybius for the Republic, Suetonius and Tacitus and Cassius Dio for the emperors, Ammianus Marcellinus for the late empire — and in the work of modern historians. The ancient writers were not neutral: they wrote with agendas, moralized freely, and repeated rumor as fact, and where their testimony is doubtful this book says so. The aim throughout is a sober, readable history that gives due weight to politics and war but also to law, money, religion, slavery, and the texture of ordinary life — and that treats the Romans, in all their grandeur and cruelty, as human beings rather than marble statues.





Introduction: The Eternal City

On a spring morning in the year 1764, a young Englishman named Edward Gibbon sat amid the ruins of the Capitol in Rome, listening to barefoot friars sing vespers in the roofless shell of a temple, and conceived the idea of writing the history of the city’s decline and fall. The scene he described has become famous because it captures something true: that Rome, even in ruin, commands the imagination as no other power in history has done. Its roads still run beneath the highways of Europe; its language is the root of half the West’s speech; its law underlies the courts of a hundred nations; its very name is a synonym for empire, for grandeur, and for the catastrophe of greatness lost.

This book tells the story of how a small settlement of huts on the hills above the river Tiber grew, over centuries, into the master of the known world — and how that mastery was won, held, transformed, and at last, in the West, lost. It is a story of staggering ambition and equally staggering violence. The Romans conquered the Mediterranean and the lands around it not by accident but by a relentless will to dominate, a genius for organization, and a capacity for absorbing both their enemies and their gods. They built a state that endured, in one form or another, for over a thousand years, and an idea of order that outlived the state itself.

The arc of that story has a shape, and this book follows it. Rome began as a kingdom, threw out its kings, and became a republic governed by its Senate and people — a republic that conquered an empire but could not govern it, and tore itself apart in a century of civil war. Out of that wreckage rose Augustus, who cloaked a monarchy in republican forms and gave the Roman world two centuries of relative peace, the Pax Romana, in which the empire reached its height. Then came the long crisis: a century in which the empire nearly collapsed under invasion, plague, and civil war, and was saved only by ruthless reform; the rise of a new religion that would conquer the conquerors; the division of the empire into East and West; and the slow unraveling of the West before the migrating peoples it called barbarians, until in 476 the last emperor in Italy was quietly set aside.

But this is not only a story of emperors and battles. The greatness of Rome lay as much in its roads and aqueducts, its law courts and grain ships, its baths and amphitheaters, as in its legions. So this history pauses, at the empire’s height, to look at how Rome actually worked — how its army held a frontier thousands of miles long, how its law governed millions, how its economy fed a city of a million people, how it lived with the vast population of slaves on whose labor it rested, and how ordinary Romans passed their days. And it asks the question that has haunted the West ever since Gibbon sat among the ruins: why did Rome fall, and what did its fall mean?

The chapters that follow move from the founding myth and the kings, through the Republic’s rise and ruin, the age of the emperors, the height of the Pax Romana, the great crisis and transformation, and the fall of the West, to the survival of the East and the long afterlife of Rome in the world it left behind. We begin where the Romans themselves began their story: with a tale of twins, a she-wolf, and a city founded in blood.





Chapter 1: The Founding Myth and the Kings

On the Palatine Hill in Rome, beneath the imperial palaces that would one day crown its summit, archaeologists have uncovered the postholes of small huts and the remains of a defensive ditch dating to the eighth century BC. Centuries later, Romans pointed visitors to a thatched dwelling they called the Casa Romuli, the Hut of Romulus, and tended it as a national relic, replacing its straw when storms or fire damaged it. To the Romans of the age of Augustus, no monument was more sacred, for it stood at the imagined point of origin: the spot where, by tradition, a shepherd-prince had drawn the first furrow of a city destined to rule the world. The hut was almost certainly not Romulus’s, and Romulus himself may never have existed. Yet the story Romans told about their beginnings shaped how they understood themselves more powerfully than any documented fact, and so any history of Rome must begin where the Romans began: with myth, and with kings.


The Trojan and the Twins

The Romans inherited two foundation stories and, with characteristic stubbornness, kept both. The older and grander traced their lineage to Troy. According to the legend most fully shaped by the poet Virgil in the Aeneid during the reign of Augustus, the Trojan hero Aeneas, son of the goddess Venus, fled the burning city after its fall to the Greeks, carrying his aged father Anchises on his shoulders and leading his small son by the hand. After long wanderings and a doomed love affair with Queen Dido of Carthage, he landed in Latium on the western coast of Italy, married a local princess, and founded a line of kings at Alba Longa. The story was attractive for many reasons. It gave Rome an antiquity to rival the Greeks, who looked down on the upstart Italians, and it rooted Roman destiny in the will of the gods.

The second story, the one most Romans meant when they spoke of their founder, concerned the twins Romulus and Remus. As Livy relates in the opening book of his great history Ab Urbe Condita (From the Founding of the City), the twins were the sons of the war-god Mars and Rhea Silvia, a princess of Alba Longa whose wicked uncle Amulius had usurped the throne from his brother Numitor, the twins’ grandfather. Amulius had forced Rhea Silvia to become a Vestal Virgin, sworn to chastity, precisely so that she should bear no heirs to threaten his stolen crown; when she gave birth nonetheless, claiming the god Mars as father, his fears were confirmed. Fearing the infants would one day claim their inheritance, the usurper ordered them drowned in the Tiber. But the river was in flood, and the servant charged with the deed left the basket in the shallows rather than venturing into the deep water. The basket carrying them grounded at the foot of the Palatine, where a she-wolf — the lupa whose bronze image became an emblem of the city — came down to the water to drink and instead suckled the abandoned children until a royal herdsman named Faustulus discovered them and carried them home to his wife to raise as their own. Grown to manhood as bold and quarrelsome young shepherds, the brothers came at last to learn of their birthright, overthrew and killed Amulius, restored their grandfather Numitor to the throne of Alba Longa, and then, scorning to remain subjects in another man’s kingdom, set out to found a city of their own on the hills beside the Tiber where they had been saved.

The skeptical reader of antiquity, and the modern historian alike, has long noticed how conveniently the tale serves Roman self-understanding. The very name of the she-wolf, lupa, was also Roman slang for a prostitute, and some ancient writers, including Livy himself, recorded the deflating alternative that the children’s foster-mother, Faustulus’s wife Acca Larentia, had been called “the she-wolf” because of her trade, and that this homely fact had over the generations been transmuted into a miracle. Such doublings — the noble version and the earthy one preserved side by side — are characteristic of how the Romans handled their own past. They were not naive believers in every marvel, but they treasured the marvels for what they expressed about the city’s destiny, and they were not above polishing the legend to a higher shine.

It was at this founding that the legend turned dark, and the Romans never flinched from the darkness. The brothers quarreled over which hill should be the city’s seat and which of them should rule. They sought a sign from the gods through the flight of birds, but the omens were disputed. In the most familiar version, Romulus began to build a wall on the Palatine; Remus, mocking him, leapt contemptuously over the low rampart, and Romulus killed him, declaring, “So perish whoever else shall leap over my walls.” The traditional date assigned to this founding, calculated by later scholars and never more than an educated guess, was 753 BC. That a city dedicated to law and order should be born of fratricide did not embarrass the Romans; it seemed to them a sober truth about power, repeated when civil war returned in their own lifetimes.



Romulus and the Shape of a People

Whether or not a man named Romulus ever lived, the figure the Romans assigned to him is revealing, for they credited their first king with inventing the institutions they held most dear. Having founded the city, Romulus needed citizens, and so — the tradition holds — he opened a sanctuary on the Capitoline where fugitives, exiles, and runaway slaves might find refuge, swelling his ranks with the rootless and the desperate. This was a frank admission, embedded in the national myth, that Rome was from the start a community of mixed and humble origins, willing to absorb outsiders. That willingness to extend membership, to make Romans out of foreigners, would prove one of the most distinctive and durable features of the Roman state.

But a city of men needed women, and here Romulus resorted to violence in the episode known as the Rape of the Sabine Women. Inviting the neighboring Sabine people to a religious festival, the Romans at a signal seized the unmarried women and carried them off as wives. War followed, until — in Livy’s telling — the abducted women themselves, now mothers of Roman children, threw themselves between their fathers and their husbands and begged for peace. The two peoples merged, and the Sabine king Titus Tatius ruled jointly with Romulus for a time. The episode, however troubling to modern readers, again carried a message Romans embraced: that their nation was forged from the union of different peoples, and that the line between enemy and citizen could be crossed.

Romulus is also said to have created the Senate, choosing one hundred elders, the patres or “fathers,” to advise him; their descendants formed the original patrician class. He divided the people into three tribes and thirty curiae for voting and military service, organized the first legions, and established the framework of religious and civil life, dividing the year and appointing the first priests. He fought wars against the neighboring peoples — the people of Caenina, Antemnae, Crustumerium, and the Sabines — and from the spoils of the first of these, according to tradition, he won the spolia opima, the highest battlefield honor, by killing an enemy king in single combat, an exploit so rare that in all the centuries to follow only two other Romans were ever credited with it.

At the end of his reign, according to legend, Romulus vanished during a sudden and violent storm while reviewing his army on the Field of Mars, the Campus Martius; when the darkness cleared, the royal throne was empty, and a senator named Julius Proculus came forward to swear that Romulus had appeared to him in a vision, taller and more beautiful than in life, and had commanded that Rome should cultivate the arts of war, for it was the will of heaven that the city should become the capital of the world. Romulus was thereafter worshipped as the god Quirinus, joining Jupiter and Mars among the chief deities of the state. Yet, characteristically, the Romans preserved a darker rumor beside the apotheosis: that the senators, resentful of the king’s increasingly autocratic ways, had themselves fallen upon him during the storm, torn him apart, and each carried a piece of his body away beneath his toga to conceal the murder. The coexistence of the two accounts — the king made god and the king murdered by jealous aristocrats — reflected a permanent tension in Roman political life and a permanent suspicion of any man who grew too powerful, a suspicion that would one day cost Julius Caesar his life on the floor of the Senate.



The Seven Kings

Roman tradition counted seven kings in all, ruling across the period from 753 to roughly 509 BC. The number is suspiciously neat, and the chronology cannot bear close scrutiny — seven reigns spanning some two and a half centuries would give each king an improbable longevity — so the list is best understood as a compressed and legendary memory rather than documented succession. Yet each king was remembered for a particular contribution, and together they were thought to have built up the apparatus of the Roman state.

After Romulus came Numa Pompilius, a Sabine of legendary piety, credited with founding Rome’s religious institutions: the priestly colleges, the cult of the Vestal Virgins who tended the sacred flame, the office of the pontifex maximus, and the calendar of festivals. If Romulus gave Rome its sword, Numa gave it its altar. He was followed by the warlike Tullus Hostilius, who destroyed Alba Longa, and by Ancus Marcius, remembered for extending Roman territory to the sea and founding the port of Ostia.

The last three kings bore the name or stamp of the Tarquins, an Etruscan dynasty, reflecting the powerful influence of Etruria, the sophisticated civilization to Rome’s north, on the growing city. The Etruscans, masters of metalwork, divination, engineering, and urban planning, gave early Rome much of its material culture and many of its institutions, from the symbols of royal authority — the purple-bordered toga, the curule chair, the fasces — to techniques of building and the arts of reading the will of the gods in the entrails of sacrificed animals and the flight of birds. That Rome could be ruled by a foreign dynasty without ceasing to be Rome was itself an early sign of the openness that would mark the city throughout its history.

Lucius Tarquinius Priscus, the fifth king, is credited with grand public works, including the beginnings of the great drain, the Cloaca Maxima, that drained the swampy ground between the hills to create the Roman Forum, the open civic space at the heart of the city, and the laying out of the Circus Maximus for chariot racing, as well as the start of the great temple of Jupiter on the Capitoline Hill. Servius Tullius, the sixth king — said in some accounts to have been born a slave and raised to the throne by the favor of the previous king’s widow — was honored above all as a reformer: tradition assigns to him the first census and the organization of the citizen body into property classes and voting units called centuries, a structure that determined a man’s place in the army and his weight in the assemblies for centuries thereafter. He was also said to have built the first great circuit of city walls, the line long known, probably wrongly, as the “Servian Wall.” His reign was remembered as a golden age of just kingship, which made the manner of his death all the more shocking to Roman sensibilities.

The seventh and last king was Lucius Tarquinius Superbus — Tarquin the Proud — and in Roman memory he became the archetype of the tyrant. He came to the throne, the tradition holds, through a double crime: his wife Tullia, the daughter of the good king Servius, conspired with him to murder her own father, and Tullia was said to have driven her carriage over her father’s corpse in the street, so that the lane was ever after called the Vicus Sceleratus, the Street of Crime. Once king, Tarquin ruled without consulting the Senate or the people, executed or exiled the leading men he feared, confiscated their property, and surrounded himself with armed bodyguards rather than relying on the consent of the citizens. He completed the great temple of Jupiter Optimus Maximus on the Capitoline, partly with the labor of the common people pressed into service, and his reign mixed magnificent building with arbitrary cruelty.

It was under Tarquin, too, that one of Rome’s most cherished legends placed the arrival of the Sibylline Books. An old woman, the Sibyl of Cumae, came to the king offering nine books of prophecy at an enormous price; when he refused, she burned three and offered the remaining six at the same price; when he refused again, she burned three more and demanded the original price for the last three. The astonished king bought them, and these books of fate were kept under guard and consulted in times of crisis for the rest of Roman history. The very word rex, king, became hateful to Romans through their memory of Tarquin’s tyranny, a charge that could destroy a politician five hundred years later. The hostility was so deep that “aspiring to kingship” remained the gravest of accusations throughout the Republic, a fact that would shadow the careers of men from the Gracchi to Julius Caesar, who was offered a crown in public and, sensing the danger, theatrically refused it.



The Spark of Revolution

The fall of the monarchy, like its founding, was wrapped in a tale of violence against a woman and the vindication of honor. According to the story told by Livy and dramatized for later ages, the king’s son Sextus Tarquinius raped Lucretia, a virtuous noblewoman and the wife of a Roman officer. Having summoned her husband and father and exacted from them an oath of vengeance, Lucretia took her own life rather than live dishonored. Her kinsman Lucius Junius Brutus — who had survived the king’s purges by feigning stupidity, hence his name “Brutus,” the dullard — drew the bloody knife from her body and swore by it to drive out the Tarquins and abolish the monarchy forever.

The traditional date of this revolution is 509 BC, and while modern historians treat both the date and the lurid details with caution, the broad outline — that Rome’s kings were expelled and replaced by a republic governed by annually elected officials and a Senate — is accepted as reflecting a genuine transformation. The Romans henceforth governed themselves under a system whose central principle was that no one man should hold supreme power for life. They called it the res publica, the public thing, the commonwealth, and its founding became the second great act of their national story.

That new order, born of a rape, a suicide, and an oath of vengeance, would carry Rome from a cluster of huts on the Tiber to mastery of the Mediterranean — and it is to the birth and inner workings of that Republic that we now turn.





Chapter 2: The Birth of the Republic and Its Constitution

In a year traditionally fixed at 509 BC, two men took office in Rome whom the Romans would remember as their first consuls: Lucius Junius Brutus, the avenger of Lucretia, and Lucius Tarquinius Collatinus, her widowed husband. According to Livy, Brutus’s first act was to make the assembled people swear a solemn oath that they would never again suffer any man to be king in Rome. The oath was more than a political formula; it was a vow that bound the Roman imagination for half a millennium.

The newborn Republic at once demonstrated how seriously it took that oath, and how ruthless it could be in its defense. When it emerged that Collatinus shared the hated name of Tarquin, the people grew uneasy at having a man so connected to the kings holding the supreme office, and Brutus persuaded his colleague to resign and go into voluntary exile rather than let the taint of monarchy linger near power. More terribly still, when a conspiracy to restore the Tarquins was uncovered, the plotters were found to include Brutus’s own two sons. The consul, presiding as magistrate, did not spare them; he watched as his sons were bound, scourged, and beheaded for treason against the Republic, the lictors carrying out the sentence before their father’s eyes. The story, whether wholly true or shaped by later moralists, expressed an ideal that Romans held sacred: that loyalty to the res publica must override even the bonds of blood. Brutus himself soon fell in battle against the exiled Tarquins, killing and being killed by one of the king’s sons in single combat.

The exiled Tarquins did not accept their fall meekly — they conspired, they fought, and they enlisted the powerful Etruscan king Lars Porsenna of Clusium to march against the city. The legends of these early struggles gave Rome its first crop of patriotic heroes, figures held up to schoolboys for centuries as models of courage. There was Horatius Cocles, who is said to have held the Sublician Bridge single-handed against Porsenna’s army while his comrades cut it down behind him, then leapt fully armed into the Tiber and swam to safety. There was Mucius Scaevola, who, captured after attempting to assassinate Porsenna, thrust his own right hand into a fire and held it there without flinching to show the king how little Romans feared pain, earning the name Scaevola, “the left-handed.” And there was Cloelia, a Roman girl given as a hostage, who escaped and swam back across the Tiber to Rome at the head of a band of fellow captives. Whatever the historical kernel of these tales, they taught the values the Republic prized: self-sacrifice, defiance of tyranny, and devotion to the city above the self. But the lasting achievement of the revolution was not a battle or a legend. It was the construction, slowly and through generations of conflict, of a constitution that Greeks would one day study with admiration as the secret of Roman power.


The Magistrates and the Cursus Honorum

The Romans replaced the single king with two consuls, elected annually and holding equal authority. The principle was simple and shrewd: each consul could block the other, and because their term lasted only a year, no man could entrench himself. Each held imperium, the supreme power to command armies and administer justice, symbolized by the bundle of rods and an axe, the fasces, carried before them by attendants called lictors. The dual, annual, and collegial nature of the office expressed the Republic’s deepest fear — the fear of one-man rule — written into its very architecture.

Beneath the consuls grew a ladder of offices that came to be called the cursus honorum, the “course of honors,” through which an ambitious Roman climbed in a fixed sequence and at minimum ages. The lowest rung was the quaestorship, concerned chiefly with finance, which by tradition also conferred entry to the Senate. Above it came the aedileship, responsible for the city’s streets, markets, grain supply, and public games — a position that allowed an ambitious man to win popular favor through lavish spectacle, often at ruinous personal cost. Higher still stood the praetorship, whose holders commanded armies and, crucially, presided over the courts and shaped Roman law through their edicts. At the summit sat the consulship. Standing somewhat apart was the censorship, held by two former consuls every five years or so, charged with conducting the census, assigning citizens to their classes, awarding state contracts, and — most fearsomely — policing public morals, with the power to expel unworthy members from the Senate.

For genuine emergencies, the Republic preserved a memory of the kingship in controlled form: the dictatorship. In a grave crisis, on the nomination of the consuls, a single man could be appointed dictator, holding nearly absolute power and immune from the tribunes’ veto, but for a strict maximum of six months. To balance even this office, the dictator named a deputy, the magister equitum, the “master of the horse,” who commanded the cavalry under his authority. The model dictator, in Roman memory, was Lucius Quinctius Cincinnatus, summoned in 458 BC from his small farm across the Tiber — found, the story goes, plowing his fields in his shirtsleeves when the senators’ messengers arrived to inform him of his appointment — to save a Roman army surrounded by the Aequi at Mount Algidus. Having mustered the citizens, marched out, surrounded the besiegers in turn, and forced them to pass under the yoke, he won his victory in a matter of days, then resigned the dictatorship though weeks of his term remained and returned to his plow. The tale, however embellished by later writers fond of contrasting old virtue with present corruption, expressed the Roman ideal of power taken up only from duty and laid down the moment the need passed. It is no accident that when men like Sulla and Caesar later seized the dictatorship and refused to lay it down on schedule, Romans measured them against Cincinnatus and found them wanting; and it is no accident that, more than two thousand years later, an American general who relinquished power after victory would be hailed as a new Cincinnatus.



The Senate and the Assemblies

Beside the magistrates stood the Senate, the deliberative heart of the Republic. Its members were not elected but enrolled, generally from among former magistrates, and they served for life. The Senate held no formal legislative power in theory — it could not by itself make law — yet its actual authority, its auctoritas, was immense. It controlled the treasury, directed foreign policy, assigned provinces and commands to magistrates, and managed the conduct of war. Its decrees, the senatus consulta, were technically advisory but were ordinarily obeyed. A Roman magistrate held office for a single year and then returned to the Senate for the rest of his life; the Senate was thus the repository of collective experience, the body in which the great families perpetuated their dominance. When the Romans abbreviated the name of their state as SPQR — Senatus Populusque Romanus, “the Senate and the People of Rome” — they named the Senate first.

The “People” exercised their power through several assemblies, each organized on a different principle. The most important for elections was the Centuriate Assembly, descended from the army and organized by Servius Tullius’s property classes; in it the wealthier centuries voted first and, because voting stopped once a majority was reached, often decided the matter before the poorer citizens were called at all. The system was democratic in form but weighted heavily toward wealth. Other assemblies, the Tribal Assemblies, were organized by geographic tribe and passed most ordinary legislation. The Roman voter chose his magistrates and approved his laws, but he did so within a structure that gave the rich and well-born a decisive advantage, and he could vote only on proposals that magistrates put before him.



The Conflict of the Orders

The early Republic was not a settled balance but a long, often bitter struggle between two classes: the patricians, the closed aristocracy descended from the original “fathers,” and the plebeians, the far larger mass of ordinary citizens. At first the patricians monopolized the magistracies, the priesthoods, and the interpretation of the law, which remained unwritten and known only to them. The plebeians, who fought in the army and paid the price of war, found themselves excluded from power and, in hard times, crushed by debt that could end in enslavement to their creditors.

The plebeians possessed one decisive weapon, and they were prepared to use it: they could simply withdraw. In 494 BC, according to tradition, the plebeians staged the first secessio, marching out of the city in a body to a nearby hill and refusing to serve in the army, leaving the patricians to defend Rome alone. A state perpetually at war could not function without its soldiers. The crisis was resolved by a great concession: the creation of the office of Tribune of the Plebs. The tribunes were officials of the plebeians, their persons declared sacrosanct — to harm a tribune was a capital sacrilege — and armed with the power of intercessio, the veto, by which a single tribune could halt almost any act of state simply by saying veto, “I forbid.” Here was a revolutionary instrument: a magistracy whose purpose was not to govern but to obstruct, to protect the individual citizen against the power of the magistrates.

Over the following two centuries, the plebeians extracted one concession after another, usually under the threat of secession or military strike — the ancient sources record several such withdrawals across the period. Around 451–450 BC came the Twelve Tables, Rome’s first written law code, drawn up by a special commission of ten men, the decemviri, and inscribed on bronze (or, some say, wood) and displayed in the Forum so that the law could no longer be a patrician secret guarded by priests. The code dealt with debt, property, inheritance, family authority, and the procedures of the courts; it was harsh by later standards — it permitted a creditor to sell or even, in the grimmest interpretation, kill an insolvent debtor, and it prohibited intermarriage between the orders, a clause so resented that it was repealed within a few years by the Lex Canuleia of 445 BC. But its great achievement was publicity: the law was now public knowledge, the common inheritance of every citizen, and Roman boys for generations were made to memorize the Twelve Tables as the foundation of their civic education. Cicero, four centuries later, recalled learning them by heart as a schoolboy.

The plebeians pressed on. The Licinio-Sextian laws of 367 BC opened the consulship itself to plebeians, requiring that one of the two consuls each year might be plebeian, and in time other high offices, including the censorship, the praetorship, and even the great priesthoods, fell open to them as well. A new aristocracy gradually emerged, the nobiles, defined no longer by birth into the patrician caste but by the holding of high office, an elite of mixed patrician and plebeian descent in which a handful of great families came to dominate the consulship generation after generation. And the long struggle reached its conclusion in 287 BC with the Lex Hortensia, passed after a final secession over debt, which made the resolutions of the plebeian assembly, the plebiscita, binding on the entire Roman people, patrician and plebeian alike, without need of senatorial approval. With this the Conflict of the Orders came formally to an end, not in the triumph of one class over another but in their fusion into a single citizen body governed by a shared and balanced constitution.



The Mixed Constitution

By the time these struggles ended, the Republic had evolved into a system of remarkable balance, and it found its most famous admirer in a Greek. Polybius, a statesman taken to Rome as a hostage in the second century BC, lived among the Roman aristocracy and set himself to explain how this people had risen, in barely more than half a century, to mastery of the known world. His answer, in the sixth book of his Histories, lay in the Roman constitution. Greek political thinkers had long taught that the three pure forms of government — monarchy, aristocracy, and democracy — each tended to decay into a corrupt form: monarchy into tyranny, aristocracy into oligarchy, democracy into mob rule. Rome, Polybius argued, had escaped this cycle by combining all three in equilibrium.

The consuls, with their imperium and command of the armies, represented the monarchical element; the Senate, with its control of the treasury and policy, the aristocratic; and the assemblies, with their power to elect, legislate, and judge, the democratic. Each checked the others, so that no single element could overreach: the consuls needed the Senate to fund their wars and the people to ratify their commands; the Senate needed magistrates to execute its will; the people needed leaders to guide them. To Polybius this was not the product of a single lawgiver, as the Spartans credited Lycurgus, but the slow work of struggle and experience — a constitution forged in the fire of the Conflict of the Orders.

It was a system magnificently suited to a city-state managing the affairs of central Italy. Whether it could govern an empire — whether its annual magistracies, its balance of jealous powers, and its fear of any concentrated authority could administer dominion over millions across three continents — was a question the Romans had not yet had to face. First they had to conquer Italy itself, and to that long struggle for the peninsula we now turn.





Chapter 3: The Conquest of Italy

In 390 BC — or 387, for the chronology of these years is uncertain — a Roman army marched out to meet a horde of Gallic warriors who had crossed the Apennines and were advancing down the Tiber valley. The two forces met at the river Allia, a few miles north of the city, and the Romans were routed so completely that the day, dies Alliensis, was marked on the calendar as accursed for the rest of Roman history. The Gauls, led by a chieftain whom tradition names Brennus, poured into Rome and sacked it, burning much of the city while a remnant of defenders held out on the Capitoline Hill. According to the legend, the citadel was nearly lost in a night assault but was saved when the sacred geese of Juno, startled, raised the alarm. When the Gauls finally agreed to leave for a ransom of a thousand pounds of gold, Brennus is said to have thrown his sword onto the scales with the contemptuous cry Vae victis! — “Woe to the conquered!” The humiliation was total, and yet within a century and a half Rome would be undisputed master of the entire Italian peninsula. How a city so nearly destroyed rose to such dominion is the story of the Roman conquest of Italy.


Recovery and the Latin League

Italy in the fourth century BC was a patchwork of peoples, languages, and ways of life, none of which would have guessed that the modest city on the Tiber would one day rule them all. The Etruscans held the north, in the rich lands of Etruria, their once-formidable power now waning under pressure from Romans and Gauls alike; the Latins, Rome’s kinsmen who shared its language and many of its gods, occupied the plain of Latium around the city; the hardy and warlike Samnites, organized in a loose confederation of tribes, controlled the central Apennine highlands; the Greek cities — Tarentum, Cumae, Naples, and others, collectively called Magna Graecia, “Greater Greece” — prosperous and cultured from centuries of trade, ringed the southern and western coasts; the Umbrians, Sabines, Lucanians, and a dozen other Italic peoples occupied the lands between; and the Gallic tribes who had sacked Rome pressed down from the broad valley of the Po in the north. Rome’s task over the following century and a half would be not merely to defeat these peoples in battle but to bind them into a single political and military system, and it is in the manner of that binding, even more than in the victories themselves, that the secret of Rome’s rise is to be found. Rome, recovered from the Gallic sack and protected by a new circuit of stone walls long misattributed to Servius Tullius, set about extending its influence among its neighbors, and inevitably this brought it into conflict with the other Latin towns that had once been its allies.

The decisive break came in the Latin War of 340–338 BC, when the Latin cities, resentful of growing Roman dominance and demanding a genuine partnership — one of their leaders is said to have proposed that the Latins receive half the seats in the Roman Senate and one of the two consulships each year — rose against Rome and were defeated in hard fighting. It was in this war that the consul Titus Manlius Torquatus reportedly had his own son executed for engaging the enemy without orders, even though the young man had won; discipline, in the Roman view, outranked even valor and even fatherhood, an echo of the harsh civic virtue of Brutus. Another consul of the war, Publius Decius Mus, was said to have performed the devotio, ritually dedicating himself and the enemy to the gods of the underworld before charging to his death to secure victory for Rome — a self-sacrifice his son and grandson were believed to have repeated in later wars.

What Rome did in victory mattered far more than the victory itself, for in 338 BC the Romans dismantled the old Latin League and replaced it with a network of individual settlements. Rather than reducing the defeated to subjects en masse or destroying them, Rome bound each community to itself by a separate treaty, granting different grades of status and deliberately preventing the subject communities from combining against it. Some towns received full Roman citizenship; others received “Latin rights,” a partial citizenship carrying important privileges such as the right to trade and intermarry with Romans and to acquire full citizenship by moving to Rome; still others became allies, the socii, retaining their own laws and self-government but bound to follow Rome in war and to supply troops at their own expense. Crucially, Rome demanded soldiers from its allies rather than tribute in money, knitting them into the war machine itself. This flexible, graduated settlement, which would be refined over the following century, was the true foundation of Roman power. It turned former enemies into stakeholders with an interest in Roman success, divided them so they could not easily unite, and, above all, gave Rome access to a reservoir of military manpower far deeper than that of any rival city-state — the resource that would let it absorb defeat after defeat and still field new armies.



The Samnite Wars

The hardest of Rome’s Italian struggles was against the Samnites, the tough mountain confederation of the central Apennines, in a series of wars fought intermittently between roughly 343 and 290 BC. The Samnites were no soft city-dwellers but a warlike people whose own ambitions to expand into the rich plains of Campania collided with Rome’s. The Second Samnite War, in particular, tested Rome to its limits and produced one of its most famous disasters.

In 321 BC, a Roman army marching through the mountains was trapped by the Samnites in a narrow defile known as the Caudine Forks. Surrounded, without escape and without hope of relief, the entire force was compelled to surrender. The Samnite commander, uncertain whether to slaughter the Romans or release them, took the advice of his aged father to do one or the other decisively; instead he chose a middle course that satisfied no one. He spared the soldiers’ lives but subjected them to the ultimate humiliation: stripped of their arms and armor and clad only in their tunics, the Roman soldiers were forced to pass “under the yoke,” bowing beneath a frame of spears, before being sent home in disgrace. The Romans repudiated the terms and fought on. The lesson they drew was not that surrender brought mercy but that it brought shame, and the memory of the Caudine Forks hardened a resolve that rarely admitted defeat as final.

It was in these grinding mountain campaigns that the Roman army is thought to have abandoned the rigid phalanx inherited from the Etruscans and Greeks in favor of the more flexible manipular legion, divided into smaller units called maniples — “handfuls” — that could maneuver independently over broken ground, advance and retire in successive lines, and adapt to terrain where a single dense block would founder. The legion was drawn up in three lines: the young hastati in front, the seasoned principes behind them, and the veteran triarii in reserve, a depth that gave rise to the Roman saying, when matters grew desperate, that “it has come down to the triarii.” The reform, traditionally credited to the wars against the Samnites, made the legion a far more adaptable instrument and helped offset the early Samnite advantage in mountain fighting.

The Samnite Wars were not fought in isolation, for the Samnites repeatedly drew in allies — Etruscans, Umbrians, and Gauls — to form coalitions against the growing Roman power. The climactic moment came at the Battle of Sentinum in 295 BC, during the Third Samnite War, when Rome faced a grand alliance of Samnites and Gauls (with Etruscans and Umbrians maneuvering nearby) in what was probably the largest battle fought in Italy up to that time. The Romans prevailed in a long and bloody struggle, and the victory effectively decided the mastery of Italy. By the end of the Third Samnite War in 290 BC, the Samnite confederation was broken, though Samnite resentment of Rome smoldered for generations and would flare again in later conflicts. Rome now stood as the dominant power in central Italy, its network of alliances and colonies stretching across the peninsula.



The Roads and the Censor

Conquest required not only victory in the field but the means to hold and bind the territory won, and here one figure stands out: Appius Claudius Caecus, who held the censorship in 312 BC. To Appius Claudius the Romans owed two enduring works of infrastructure. The first was the Aqua Appia, Rome’s earliest aqueduct, bringing fresh water into the growing city through an underground channel. The second, and more famous, was the Via Appia, the Appian Way, the great road driving south from Rome toward Capua and eventually Brundisium on the heel of Italy.

The Roman road was a strategic weapon as much as a convenience. Built straight and durable, paved with fitted stone over carefully laid layers of gravel and sand and crowned to shed rainwater, the viae allowed armies to march swiftly to trouble spots, messengers and supplies to move at speed, and colonists to settle newly won lands. Along these roads Rome planted colonies — settlements of Roman and Latin citizens at key junctions and frontiers — that served as permanent garrisons, market towns, and seeds of Romanization, spreading the Latin language, Roman law, and Roman ways of life into formerly hostile territory. The phrase that all roads lead to Rome would become literal: the network radiating from the city tied the peninsula together and made Roman power mobile and permanent.

Appius Claudius was himself a figure of fascination, the kind of forceful, controversial reformer the Republic both produced and distrusted. He was said to have championed the lower classes, enrolled the sons of freedmen in the Senate, and reorganized the voting tribes in ways that alarmed the conservatives. In extreme old age and blind — hence his surname Caecus, “the blind” — he had himself carried into the Senate to deliver a thundering speech against making peace with the invading king Pyrrhus, insisting that Rome should never negotiate while a foreign army stood on Italian soil; the speech, the first Roman oration to survive into later memory, stiffened the Senate’s resolve. The Appian Way and the Aqua Appia set the pattern for the tens of thousands of miles of road and the great aqueducts that would one day knit together an empire.



Pyrrhus and the Mastery of Italy

By the 280s BC, Roman expansion southward brought it into conflict with the wealthy Greek city of Tarentum on the heel of Italy. Unable to face Rome alone, the Tarentines appealed across the Adriatic to Pyrrhus, king of Epirus, an ambitious and gifted commander regarded as among the finest generals of his age and a distant relative of Alexander the Great. Pyrrhus crossed to Italy in 280 BC with a professional Hellenistic army that included a weapon the Romans had never faced: war elephants.

At the battles of Heraclea in 280 BC and Asculum in 279 BC, Pyrrhus defeated the Romans, but his victories came at a terrible cost in the lives of his irreplaceable veteran soldiers. After Asculum, surveying his losses, he is reported by Plutarch to have remarked that one more such victory over the Romans would utterly ruin him — the origin of the phrase “Pyrrhic victory,” a triumph as costly as a defeat. What astonished and dismayed Pyrrhus was the Roman capacity to absorb losses and return to the field; where a Hellenistic king could not easily replace a defeated army, Rome’s vast network of allied manpower allowed it to raise new legions again and again. “If we win one more battle against the Romans,” he is said to have despaired, “we shall be utterly ruined.”

After an inconclusive campaign in Sicily against the Carthaginians and a final, decisive defeat by the Romans at Beneventum in 275 BC, Pyrrhus withdrew from Italy for good, reportedly observing what a fine battlefield Italy would make for Rome and Carthage to fight over — a prophetic remark. With his departure, Tarentum and the remaining Greek cities of the south submitted, and by 272 BC Rome controlled the whole of peninsular Italy. The conquest had taken the better part of two centuries, but Rome now commanded a confederation of unmatched depth, a vast pool of soldiers, and a system of roads and colonies that turned military success into lasting dominion.

The mastery of Italy gave Rome something no other Mediterranean state possessed: a unified peninsula of allied communities bound to furnish soldiers, knit together by roads and colonies, and steadily absorbing Roman law, language, and identity. Where the Hellenistic kingdoms relied on hired mercenaries who fought for pay and melted away in defeat, and where Carthage depended on a patchwork of subject peoples and bought armies, Rome commanded a deep and renewable reservoir of motivated manpower that it could draw upon again and again. This was the engine that Pyrrhus had glimpsed and dreaded, and it was about to be tested against the greatest commercial and naval power of the age.

Master of Italy, Rome now looked across the narrow strait that separated the peninsula from Sicily — and there, on that rich and contested island, it would collide with the other great power of the western Mediterranean, the maritime empire of Carthage.





Chapter 4: Carthage: The First and Second Punic Wars

On a summer day in 216 BC, on a plain beside the river Aufidus in southern Italy near the village of Cannae, the largest army Rome had ever put into the field — perhaps eighty thousand men, though ancient figures are unreliable — advanced against a smaller force commanded by a Carthaginian general named Hannibal. By evening, the Roman army had been annihilated. Hannibal had allowed his center to give way slowly, drawing the dense Roman mass forward into a sack, then closed his cavalry and African infantry around their flanks and rear until the legions were surrounded and packed so tightly that many could not raise their weapons. The slaughter was methodical and immense. Among the dead, according to the historian Polybius, were one of the year’s consuls, scores of senators, and tens of thousands of citizens. It was the worst single defeat in Roman history. And yet Rome did not surrender, did not even open negotiations, and within fifteen years it would stand over a beaten Carthage. To understand both the catastrophe and the recovery, we must go back to the rivalry that produced them.


The First Punic War

The word “Punic” comes from the Latin name for the Phoenicians, the seafaring people of the Levant whose colonists had founded Carthage on the coast of North Africa, near modern Tunis, some centuries earlier. By the third century BC, Carthage was the dominant naval and commercial power of the western Mediterranean, its wealth drawn from trade, its strength from a powerful fleet and mercenary armies. Rome, by contrast, was a land power with little experience of the sea. When the two collided over the island of Sicily, the long stepping-stone between Italy and Africa, the result was the First Punic War, fought from 264 to 241 BC.

The war began over a dispute at Messana, on the northeastern tip of Sicily, where a band of Italian mercenaries called the Mamertines, who had seized the city, appealed to Rome for help against both Carthage and the Greek king of Syracuse. Rome’s decision to intervene across the strait, into an arena Carthage regarded as its own, was momentous; the conflict swelled into a struggle for the whole island. The Romans soon grasped that Sicily could not be won without sea power, and so they did something audacious: they built a navy from almost nothing. According to the historian Polybius, they used a wrecked Carthaginian warship that had run aground as a model for their own vessels and trained their inexperienced rowers on benches set up on dry land before the ships were even built. Unable to match Carthaginian seamanship in the maneuvering and ramming at which the enemy excelled, the Romans turned naval battles into land battles by fitting their ships with a boarding bridge, the corvus — the “crow,” a hinged gangplank with a heavy iron spike at its end that dropped onto an enemy deck, pinning the two ships together and allowing Roman legionaries to swarm across and fight as if on land. With this device the consul Gaius Duilius won the first Roman naval victory at Mylae in 260 BC, the first ever celebrated by a Roman, who was honored with a victory column adorned with the bronze rams of captured ships.

The war dragged on for more than two decades and was ruinous to both sides. A Roman invasion of Africa under the consul Regulus came to grief, and Regulus was captured; a famous and probably embellished tradition holds that he was later sent to Rome on parole to negotiate peace, only to urge the Senate to fight on, and then honored his word by returning to captivity and death in Carthage. The sea took a still heavier toll: storms destroyed entire Roman fleets, drowning tens of thousands of men in some of the greatest maritime disasters of antiquity, and the corvus, which made ships top-heavy, may itself have contributed to the losses and was eventually abandoned. Yet Roman persistence, and the deep manpower and financial reserves of the Italian alliance, prevailed where Carthage’s mercenary forces and treasury faltered. The final naval victory off the Aegates Islands in 241 BC, won by a fleet that wealthy Romans had funded out of their own pockets when the treasury ran dry, forced Carthage to sue for peace, paying a large indemnity and ceding Sicily, which became Rome’s first overseas province and the model for the provincial administration to come.

In the uneasy years that followed, Rome seized Sardinia and Corsica from a weakened Carthage in an act the Carthaginians regarded as naked treachery, and Carthage, under the able general Hamilcar Barca, set about building a new empire in Spain to replace its losses and rebuild its strength. It was Hamilcar’s son who would bring the next war to the gates of Rome itself.



Hannibal’s March

Hannibal Barca was, by the testimony even of his enemies, one of the supreme military commanders of antiquity. The story was told — perhaps embellished — that as a boy his father had made him swear an eternal oath of enmity to Rome before an altar. Whether or not the oath was historical, Hannibal pursued the destruction of Roman power with a relentless brilliance that nearly succeeded. The Second Punic War broke out in 218 BC after Hannibal attacked Saguntum, a city in Spain allied to Rome, and refused to back down.

What followed was one of the most daring campaigns in history. Rather than wait for a Roman invasion, Hannibal seized the initiative and carried the war into Italy by an overland route no one expected. He led an army of tens of thousands of infantry, cavalry, and a contingent of war elephants out of Spain, across the Pyrenees, through hostile Gallic country in southern France, and then over the Alps in the autumn of 218 BC. The crossing was a nightmare of cold, ambush, avalanche, and starvation; he lost a large part of his army and most of his elephants. But he descended into the plain of the Po valley with a hardened core of veterans, and there he began to win.

At the Trebia in 218 BC, Hannibal lured an impetuous Roman army across a freezing river on an empty stomach and then sprang a hidden force, concealed in a watercourse, upon its rear, destroying it. At Lake Trasimene in 217 BC he achieved one of the greatest ambushes in military history: marching his men by night into the hills above a narrow road running between the lake and the high ground, he fell upon a Roman army strung out in the morning mist, trapping it against the water. The consul Gaius Flaminius was killed and his entire army of some fifteen thousand men was destroyed or driven into the lake to drown; ancient writers report that the struggle was so absorbing that neither side noticed an earthquake that shook the region during the battle. At each turn Hannibal demonstrated a tactical genius the Romans could not match in open battle, and he understood the Italian alliance system well enough to try to break it, releasing his Italian-allied captives without ransom while keeping the Romans, in the hope of detaching Rome’s subjects from their loyalty.

Then came Cannae on 2 August 216 BC, the masterpiece of double envelopment that military academies still study and teach. The Romans, having raised an unusually large army and placed it under the joint command of the consuls Lucius Aemilius Paullus and Gaius Terentius Varro, advanced in a deep, dense formation meant to smash through Hannibal’s center by sheer weight. Hannibal arranged his weaker Spanish and Gallic infantry in a crescent bowed toward the enemy, with his hardened African veterans on the wings; as the Romans pressed forward, the center deliberately gave way, drawing the legions into a deepening pocket, while the African infantry wheeled inward and the Carthaginian cavalry, having routed the Roman horse, closed the trap from behind. Surrounded on every side and crushed together so tightly that men could not wield their weapons, the Romans were slaughtered through the long afternoon. After Cannae, several major peoples of southern Italy, including the great and wealthy city of Capua, the second city of Italy, defected to Hannibal; Syracuse in Sicily went over to Carthage; and Philip V of Macedon allied himself with the victor. Rome seemed on the edge of collapse, and Hannibal’s lieutenant urged him to march at once on the city itself, reportedly telling him, “You know how to win a victory, Hannibal, but you do not know how to use one.”



Fabius, Scipio, and Zama

Rome’s survival owed much to a strategy that ran against every instinct of its warrior culture. Appointed dictator after Trasimene, Quintus Fabius Maximus refused to give Hannibal the pitched battle he sought. Instead he shadowed the Carthaginian army, harassed its foragers, cut its supply lines, and denied it the decisive engagement, wearing down an invader who could not easily replace his losses far from home. The Romans, hungry for vengeance and victory, mocked Fabius as “the Delayer,” Cunctator, a term of abuse. But after the disaster at Cannae — which occurred precisely when impatient commanders abandoned his caution — they came to see his strategy as their salvation, and “Fabian” became a byword for the patient war of attrition.

The crucial Roman insight was that Hannibal, for all his battlefield supremacy, could not take the city of Rome itself, lacked the siege capacity and reinforcements to finish his conquest, and was slowly being starved of support. While Hannibal roamed Italy unbeaten but unable to win, Rome carried the war elsewhere. In Spain a young general, Publius Cornelius Scipio — who had survived Cannae and the Trebia — methodically conquered the Carthaginian base of power, capturing the great city of New Carthage in a swift assault and driving the enemy from the peninsula. Adopting and improving Hannibal’s own tactics, Scipio forged an army capable of beating the Carthaginians at their own game.

Scipio then took the war to Africa itself, compelling Carthage to recall Hannibal from Italy to defend the homeland after more than a decade of campaigning. The two greatest generals of the age finally met at Zama, in North Africa, in 202 BC. Scipio neutralized Hannibal’s elephants by opening lanes in his formation through which the beasts could charge harmlessly, and his superior cavalry, supplied by his Numidian ally Masinissa, returned from routing the enemy horse to strike Hannibal’s army in the rear — a reversal of the very maneuver Hannibal had used at Cannae. Hannibal was defeated, and Carthage sued for peace. The terms were crushing: Carthage surrendered Spain, gave up its fleet, paid a vast indemnity, and bound itself never to wage war without Roman permission. Scipio took the honorific “Africanus.” Rome was now the unrivaled power of the western Mediterranean.



The Bitter End of Carthage

Hannibal lived on for years after Zama, first as a reforming statesman in defeated Carthage, where he curbed the corruption of the oligarchs, and then, when his enemies at home and in Rome forced him out, as a wandering exile at the courts of Rome’s eastern adversaries, including Antiochus III of Syria. To the end he remained the figure the Romans feared above all others; the tradition that as a guest of Antiochus he was asked to name the greatest generals of history and ranked himself behind only Alexander and Pyrrhus — adding, when pressed, that had he beaten Rome he would have placed himself first of all — captures the grudging awe in which antiquity held him. Hunted from refuge to refuge, he at last took poison around 183 BC in Bithynia rather than be handed over to the Romans who pursued him relentlessly even in old age. But Carthage, though stripped of its empire, remained a prosperous commercial city, and its mere existence rankled with a faction in Rome led by the stern moralist Cato the Elder. Cato, it was said, ended every speech in the Senate, whatever its subject, with the same refrain: Carthago delenda est — “Carthage must be destroyed.” When Carthage, provoked beyond endurance by the raids of Rome’s ally Masinissa, finally took up arms in self-defense without Roman permission, it gave Rome the pretext it sought.

The Third Punic War (149–146 BC) was less a war than an execution. The Romans laid siege to Carthage, and after a desperate resistance the city fell in 146 BC to an army commanded by Scipio Aemilianus, the adopted grandson of Africanus. The Romans burned Carthage to the ground, sold its surviving population into slavery, and turned its territory into the province of Africa. The later story that they sowed the ground with salt to render it forever barren is almost certainly a myth, but it captures the totality of the destruction. As he watched the great city burn, Scipio Aemilianus is said by Polybius, who stood beside him, to have wept and quoted Homer on the fall of Troy, reflecting that Rome too might one day meet such a fate.

The three Punic Wars together transformed Rome. They had begun with a city that possessed no navy and ended with a power that controlled the western Mediterranean from end to end, ruling provinces in Sicily, Sardinia, Spain, and Africa. They had forged a Roman capacity for total war and for the patient absorption of catastrophe that no rival could match. And they had brought home, in the flood of slaves, plunder, and provincial revenue, both the wealth and the social strains that would later tear the Republic apart, for the great estates worked by Punic and other captives, and the displacement of the small
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