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direct the classics program. She teaches all
levels of Latin and Greek language, as well
as history courses on Ancient Greece and
Rome, Celtic Europe, and Ancient Western
Civilization. Dr. Titchener was named
Teacher of the Year for the College of

Humanities, Arts, and Social Sciences for 1994. In 1995, she was selected
the CASE Professor of the Year for the State of Utah by the Carnegie
Foundation, and she received the national Teaching Excellence Award (col-
lege or university level) from the American Philological Society in 1999. She
is the recipient of a Fulbright grant for research to Belgium for autumn 2003.
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became interested in the politics of fifth century (BCE) Athens, and she chose
for her dissertation topic a commentary on a biography of Nicias, one of the
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Introduction
In these lectures, we’ll explore the history of the ancient Romans from the
period of 1200 BCE to 476 CE, what is commonly called the “Fall” of the
western Roman Empire. I’ll describe the basic events and key figures of the
period, as well as illuminate various facets of cultural literacy, such as what it
means to “cross the Rubicon.” As we go along, we’ll explore certain themes,
such as the Romans’ intensely hierarchical outlook, their emphasis on
appearances, their concept of virtue based on military prowess, and their
devotion to the state.

Most people study Roman history because the Romans were responsible for
so many important elements of the Western, European tradition (the Julian
calendar, Romance [Roman-based] languages, republican form of govern-
ment, love of formal spectacle sport). The great poet Vergil summed up the
Romans’ contribution thus, as translated by John Dryden:

Let others better mold the running mass

Of metals, and inform the breathing brass,

And soften into flesh a marble face;

Plead better at the bar; describe the skies,

And when the stars descend, and when they rise.

But, Rome, ’tis thine alone, with awful sway,

To rule mankind, and make the world obey,

Disposing peace and war by thy own majestic way

To tame the proud, the fetter’d slave to free:

These are imperial arts, and worthy thee . . .

They themselves did not typically invent, but they rendered, or translated,
and they preserved and spread. At the end of the course, we’ll look at their
legacy and reexamine the assessment of Vergil that the Romans’ particular
talent was to “rule mankind and make the world obey.”



The Suggested Reading for this lecture is John E. Stambaugh’s The
Ancient Roman City.

Lecture 1:
Introduction to Rome, Italy, and
the Romans, 1200–753 BCE

6

L
E
C
T
U
R
E
O
N
E

Founding of Rome

Italy was blessed with a wonderfully strategic geographical location, standing
as a kind of sentinel in the western Mediterranean, and with fantastic natural
resources like grapes, olives, cereal grains, and metal ores. Grain was grown
in the fertile alluvial river valleys, both for domestic use and export, as was
flax for linen cloth and sails. Less fertile soil provided pasture for animals, and
the hillsides supported vines and olive trees. Grapes and olives, indigenous
to Italy, were first exploited by the Etruscans.

Because olive oil, so useful for burning lamps and bathing, raised the Italian
dietary calorie load, the Italian population increased more rapidly than that of
others. The need for organized agriculture inspired a landed aristocracy and
a manorial system that resulted in the Romans’ agrarian value system, and
ultimately led to the domestic military crisis of the second century.

The foundation myth of Aeneas dates to about 1200 BCE. Aeneas fled the
burning city of Troy with his old father on his back and his son Iulus by the
hand, ordered by Jupiter to found a “new Troy” in an unknown place. After
tarrying in Carthage, Aeneas was rudely set back on his course by Mercury,
at Jupiter’s command. He and his men suffered an awful shipwreck in which
they lost their boats and gear and washed up on the Italian coast. Aeneas
realized, watching one of his men roll up his food in a leaf and eat the whole
thing, that his men were “eating their plates,” and thus fulfilling the prophecy
that meant they had arrived at the place of their new city.

Aeneas and Iulus founded the city Alba Longa that ultimately becomes Rome.
Members of Julius Caesar’s family traced their lineage back to Iulus, and ulti-
mately to Iulus’s grandmother, Venus. The fact that the city name Roma
backwards spells AMOR, Latin for love, shows this close connection between
the Romans’ early history and Venus.

Roman Values

From the Aeneas foundation myth, it is clear that the Romans believed that
they came from somewhere outside of Italy and were conquerors from the
beginning. This reflects the values so typical of them.

Agrarian: The Romans considered themselves farmers at heart, which will
prove significant in their history when, for instance, veterans will want land
after completing their military service. Likewise, the Twelve Tables, the oldest
Roman laws we know of, have a distinctly agrarian focus (penalties for failing
to prevent water run-off).
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Conservative: The Romans almost inevitably favored old and established
over new and innovative. “Mos maiorum,” or “custom of our ancestors,” was
often invoked as a reason for maintaining the status quo.

AENEAS:
FATHER OF ROME

The foundation myth of
Aeneas explains where
the Romans came from.
Troy fought a war with
Greece, probably not
over the beautiful Helen,
but over trade and
money. The Greeks
defeated the Trojans and
burned the city. Aeneas,
prince of Troy, wished to
die in battle but instead
was given a mission by the god Jupiter to found a new city—a new Troy.

Aeneas obeyed the god out of piety and reverence. He left the burning city with his
old father Anchises on his back and his young son, Iulus, by the hand.

Stopping at Carthage, he fell in love with Dido and settled in. Jupiter sent Mercury to
kick Aeneas out of Carthage and on to an unknown place. Having been told only that
when he arrived his men would eat their plates, Aeneas set out again.

Aeneas and his men were shipwrecked, losing all their ships and supplies. One enter-
prising soldier put his food on a leaf and ate it, thus eating his plate—Aeneas then real-
ized this was the promised land.

Aeneas meets Dido, Queen of Carthage
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Map of Aeneas’s journey
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Hierarchical: In their personal, religious, and public lives, the Romans liked
to know where they fit in and to stay where they fit in.

Appearance-conscious: The Romans were very aware of appearances in
general, and cared very much about how things looked. It is a mistake to dis-
miss them as superficial because Senators wore a purple stripe on their
togas, or knights wore gold rings, making their status clear from a distance.
This behavior has at least as much to do with their hierarchical outlook.

“Dignitas” meant a dignified appearance and position, and a sense of fitting-
ness or appropriateness.

“Gravitas” meant authority and seriousness of purpose.

Roman values were, of course, reflected in and associated with Roman reli-
gion, particularly their reliance on hierarchy and consciousness of appear-
ance. Good examples are the worship of Vesta and Bacchus.

Vesta, goddess of the hearth, was served by young women from good fami-
lies who entered a thirty-year period of chastity. Vestals were influential politi-
cally and often very wealthy upon their retirement.

The Romans’ treatment of Bacchic worshippers was typical. Reluctant
to legislate religious behavior, the Romans effectively stopped this worship,
which involved orgies, by limiting the number of participants at a service
to only three, and by forcing worshipers to travel to Rome for permission
to congregate.

Jupiter, or Jove Pater, ruled over all, like a father over his family, taking care of
his children and punishing his children, if necessary, even to the extent of putting
them to death.
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VESTAL VIRGINS:
PRIESTESSES OF VESTA

The worship of Vesta involved
women priestesses called Vestal
Virgins. The Vestals were very impor-
tant in Roman political life because no
men were involved in the worship of
Vesta; thus men could trust these
women with their secrets. The Vestal
Virgins also kept the wills for the pop-
ulation. To be chosen as a Vestal was
a great honor for the family, particu-
larly patrician families. Girls entered
service at age seven and retired at
age thirty-seven. Their ability to store
wills, keep secrets, and be immune to
the charms of men enabled them to
collect wealth in the form of bribes. Although retired Vestals were older they were very
marriageable because of this wealth.

Vestal Virgins were meant to be virgins, literally. This was so important that the punish-
ment for women found not to be virgins was harsh. They were buried alive in a chamber
with one or two days of food. If the goddess agreed to rescue a Vestal, she would.
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1. Why were the Romans proud of their “destiny” to be conquerors?

2. Is there really any difference between a king and an emperor?

3. Would you want your daughter or sister to serve as a Vestal Virgin?

Stambaugh, John E. The Ancient Roman City. Baltimore: Johns Hopkins
University Press, 1989.

MacKendrick, Paul. The Mute Stones Speak: The Story of Archaeology in
Italy. New York: W.W. Norton & Company, 1983.

Scarre, Christopher. Penguin Historical Atlas of Ancient Rome. New York:
Penguin, 1985.

Williams, R. Deryck. Aeneas and the Roman Hero. London: Duckworth
Publishers, 2002.

1. Paul Halsall at Fordham University maintains the Ancient History Source-
book site that includes ancient Roman history —
http://www.fordham.edu/halsall/ancient/asbook09.html

2. Illustrated history of the Roman Empire —
http://www.roman-empire.net/index.html

3. Timeline: Ancient Rome provides a chronological index of the history of
Ancient Rome with extensive links to Internet resources; emphasis is placed
on the use of primary source material and new perspectives on the roles of
women in ancient times —
http://www.exovedate.com/ancient_timeline_one.html

�
Questions

Suggested Reading

Other Books of Interest

Websites to Visit

FOR GREATER UNDERSTANDING
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The Suggested Reading for this lecture is Plutarch’s “Romulus” in
Plutarch’s Lives, translated by John Dryden.

Lecture 2:
First There Were Kings, 753–510 BCE

10

The Romans began their formal history with the regal period, or rule by
kings. This period, 753 to 510 BCE, ended with a change in government, and
inaugurated the famous Republic. The seven semi-mythical kings themselves
are shadowy figures. Because the Romans’ penchant for annalistic history
means that they tended to fill in gaps, we know the names of these early
kings and the various achievements assigned to them, but they are best
viewed as a group, with the notable exceptions of the first and last.

Foundation Myths

The old stories
about Aeneas
show us that the
Romans
believed that
they came from
outside Italy and
were destined to be con-
querors. The importance of this
second foundation myth is what
Romulus and Remus can show
us about the Roman character.

Romulus, the first king of Rome,
was a bold adventurer. He and
his brother Remus were aban-
doned by their mother and res-
cued by a wolf, one of the
great symbols of Rome.

Romulus and Remus, des-
tined to found a city, dis-
agreed on its location. They decided to wait for a sign from Jupiter. Jupiter
sent his eagle to Romulus, whose choice of location prevailed. When Remus
did not respect the new town’s boundary, the sacred ditch called a pomerium,
Romulus killed him.

After construction was complete, Romulus populated his town by luring
Sabine women for wives. This so-called “rape of the Sabines” resulted in
the early alliance of Romans and Sabines, who contributed the family
name “Claudius.”
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Sculpture of a she-wolf nursing Romulus and Remus at the
Capitoline Museums, Rome.
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Romulus, posthumously renamed Quirinus, was deified on his death, a prac-
tice that will be revived later for some deceased emperors. The important
thing about this story is that the state and duty to it comes before family.

The Regal Period

The kings themselves, we are told by Livy, a Roman historian, were (after
Romulus) Numa Pompilius (715–673 BCE), Tullus Hostilius (673–642 BCE),
Ancus Marcius (642–617 BCE), Tarquinius Priscus (617–579 BCE), Servius
Tullius (578–535 BCE), and Tarquinius Superbus; the latter three were
Etruscans. Livy wrote history in the annalistic style, meaning the story should
start at the very beginning and continue to the present day. This means he had
to account for any gaps by using legend, stories, or anything else.

Thus although we have names and dates and achievements for the early
kings, we cannot rely on any of that information as “historical.” The impor-
tance of the kings lies mainly in the Romans’ subsequent hatred of them.

The Romans’ eviction of the kings and the monarchy itself was tightly connect-
ed to their own identification of themselves as separate from other Latins in the
area. Thus they threw off not only domination by one man, but domination by a
foreign man.

RAPE OF THE
SABINE WOMEN

Once Romulus began building
Rome, he needed women to populate
the city. Romulus approached the
king of the Sabines to recruit some
wives and was rebuffed. Then,
Romulus sent a message to the king
inviting his people to an entertainment
event. At the party, Romulus’ men
kidnapped the women and turned the
unarmed men away. With the winter
coming the men couldn’t fight to get
their female relatives back and had to
content themselves with waiting until
the weather warmed.

Romulus’s men tried to seduce the
Italian women, claiming they were
overwhelmed by the women’s beauty
and by love for them. In the end the
women consented to marriage with
these Romans. So by the time the
Sabines came back for their female
relatives, the now-pregnant Sabine
women told their relatives to go back
home. They were married and fairly
happy where they were. Often this is portrayed as a violent exchange, whereas the
myth shows more that Romulus negotiated with these women to obtain the wives he
needed to populate a city.

A nineteenth-century depiction of the rape of the
Sabine women.
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Tarquinius Priscus

The only king we will discuss in detail is Tarquinius Priscus. When his kins-
man violated the noblewoman Lucretia, who became an icon for Roman wom-
anhood, Tarquin himself was driven out of town, and the monarchy abolished.
Lucretia was assaulted by Tarquin’s relative and coerced into a sexual liaison.
She both informed her male relatives, ensuring vengeance, and killed herself,
preventing any contamination of her family’s gene pool. The revenge of her
extended family eliminated not only the Tarquins themselves, but the entire
monarchy. From this time on, even the word “king” (Latin rex) was hateful to
the Romans. Several Romans later in history will be assassinated for trying to
become king. Although the Romans did eliminate the idea of a king they later
accepted an Emperor or father figure as the head of their country.

The role of the father (“pater” in Latin) was crucial in all public and private
relationships. This is one example of the hierarchical nature of Roman
social structure.

The Pater familias, ranking male member of a clan, had the power of life and
death over his family. Men could not sign contracts, own property, or marry
without their fathers’ permission. Fathers could and occasionally did execute
their sons or sell them into slavery.

The patron (from “pater”) and client relationship was one of the most impor-
tant in Roman society. Patrons provided money, food, legal advice, and sup-
port to their clients, who often formed a formidable voting block.

The patricians (again, from pater), or “fathers of their country,” acted as
fathers to the entire state as they, in the form of the Senate, made almost all
significant decisions for Rome.

THE PATRON AND CLIENT SYSTEM IN ANCIENT ROME

Social structure was very important for the Romans. The role of the Roman father
expanded into a more political role called patron. Most citizens had patrons and in turn
most citizens were patrons to others.

Patrons, the top of the pyramid, would support a number of clients. They fed their
clients, testified to their good character in court, and in general, cared for them. Often
they would host banquets for their clients, seating them according to their rank.

Clients, in turn, greeted their patrons each morning and performed a myriad of tasks
for the patron for money—including those as mundane as odd errands to illegal activi-
ties, such as assassinations and other political treachery. The more important the
patron, the more prestigious the client. Clients were important to the patron’s good pub-
lic appearance, serving as an entourage for their patron.

Many patrons would have been unable to participate in a variety of public assemblies
and sent instead their strong voting block of clients to vote for them.

The patron and client system was the foundation of the Roman social structure,
remaining so until the barbarian invasions that eventually tore the fabric of the
Roman Empire.
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1. How can someone be both a patron and client at the same time?

2. Why was Lucretia such an icon for the Romans?

3. Is rule by one man really such a bad thing?

Plutarch. “Romulus.” Plutarch’s Lives. Vol. 1. Ed. Arthur Hugh Clough. Trans.
John Dryden. New York: Penguin, 1992.

Alfoldy, Geza. The Social History of Rome. Trans. Frank Pollock and David
Braund. Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1988.

Beard, Mary, John North, and Simon Price. Religions of Rome: A History.
Two Volumes. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998.

Livy, Titus. The Rise of Rome, Books I-V. Trans. T.J. Luce, Jr. Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 1998.

Pomeroy, Sarah B. Goddesses, Whores, Wives, and Slaves: Women in
Classical Antiquity. New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1995.

Staples, Ariadne. From Good Goddess to Vestal Virgins: Sex and Category
in Roman Religion. London: Routledge Press, 1988.

Wiseman, Timothy Peter. Remus: A Roman Myth. Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1995.

Worsfold, T. Cato. The History of Vestal Virgins of Rome. Whitefish, MT:
Kessinger Publishing, 1997.

1. “Materials for the Study of Women and Gender in the Ancient World” is
part of the Perseus Digital Library resources —
http://www.stoa.org/diotima

2. The Perseus Digital Library provides a collection of primary texts, sec-
ondary sources, and artwork on ancient Roman history —
www.perseus.tufts.edu

�
Questions

Suggested Reading

Other Books of Interest

Websites to Visit

FOR GREATER UNDERSTANDING
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The “elders” of the state delivered their wisdom collectively as the Senate.
Although the new form of government allowed all free men to participate, the
reality was that only nobility had access to important political, military, and
religious offices. After the expulsion of the kings, patricians controlled these
offices (the former king’s duties devolved for the most part into two elected
officials called “consuls”), and dominated the Senate, Rome’s most important
decision-making body. By 287 BCE, that had changed. Roman historians call
the struggle between patricians and plebeians for equal access the “conflict
of the orders.”

Patrician Families

By 510 BCE, certain families had already become iden-
tified as “patrician” (from “pater,” or father). These fathers of
their country gave advice collectively as the Senate.
Roman citizens who were not patricians were plebeians,
or plebs. Later on wealthy plebeians would constitute
another order known as equites, or knights.

SPQR, which means “the Senate and the Roman People,” is
used to this day as the official designation of official Roman busi-
ness. The order of these units, senate first, is no coincidence.

Patrician clans, like the Julians and Claudians, were extensive
and extended networks strengthened by marriages and adoptions.

Traditional senatorial concerns included fiscal and foreign/military policy. As
the Roman state grew, so did the complication of treaties, foreign relations,
elections, taxes, military pay, and any other business routinely conducted by
a state.

In 500 BCE, there were about fifty clans, or gentes, comprising less than 10
percent of the free population.

The Plebeians

The plebeian order was not characterized by any particular birth or financial
qualification, and it did not enjoy a unanimous political outlook. Nevertheless, the
plebs demanded basic rights.

Non-patricians who were the first consulars in their family were known
as “new men.” Their descendants would be able to enter the Senate with-
out formality.

Among other rights, the plebs at various times demanded the right to inter-
marry, the right to appeal, and the right to run for public offices.

The Suggested Reading for this lecture is Ronald Syme’s The
Roman Revolution.

Lecture 3:
Internal Conflict: The Patrician and
Plebeian Orders, 510–287 BCE

14
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One important victory for the plebs was the creation and publication of the
Twelve Tables, some of the oldest remaining Latin texts.

Plebeian Secession

Their main weapon was secession, physically at first, as the plebs would
relocate across the river Tiber. Their presence in the military, as well as in
marketplaces and as clients to patrician patrons, was missed.

During the Conflict of the Orders, or struggle for rights, the plebs wanted
access most particularly to the Senate. Despite the fact that there had been ple-
beian consuls and senators in the past, general access was not common. While
they waited for access to the offices from which they would retire to the Senate,
the plebs created an officer, the tribune of the plebs.

The plebeian tribune not only could attend Senate meetings but exercise
the veto. Ultimately there would be ten, and they could veto one another in
the Senate or Assembly.

Because of the nature of his office, the plebeian tribune was physically pro-
tected by the plebs, who annually took an oath to protect his person with their
lives. It was a capital offense to assault a tribune.

ADOPTION

The Roman term was
adoptio or adoptatio. The
easiest way for an ambi-
tious plebeian to become
a patrician was through
adoption. Romans prac-
ticed adoption partly
because infant mortality
was quite high in ancient
Rome. It was not unusual
for a Roman woman to
have only three or four
out of eleven children sur-
vive. Many patrician fami-
lies had only daughters,
which were quite costly in
the dowry they took with
them when they married.

Patricians would adopt likely young men to add to their families. Adoption almost
acted as a form of patronage.

If a patrician father had eight sons, he might gladly have one adopted to avoid the
struggle for property after his death.

Sometimes sons were adopted after they had left the power of their parent in a cere-
mony called adrogatio. Daughters could not be adopted by this practice. In addition,
women were unable to adopt, for even their own children were not under their control.

Adopted sons were rarely plebeians, therefore keeping the familial units socially
intact. However, upon a vote of the populus an individual could be adopted above his
birth status.
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Plebeians were beginning to get somewhere in society. Often they were
wealthier than patricians and therefore a marriage between the two families
would infuse wealth into one and confer status on the other.

Plebeians ultimately gained access to the various priesthoods. These were
political positions because some priests could stop a session of the Senate
by hearing thunder—“a bad omen.”

Even after the creation of the tribunate, the people wanted their own assembly,
which Senators were not permitted to attend.

The traditional concerns of the peoples’ assembly were electing officials,
particularly the tribunes, and acting on matters put to them by the consuls on
behalf of the Senate. The patron-client relationship became even more impor-
tant as both Senate and Assembly attempted to bribe, intimidate, and other-
wise coerce their desired results.

In 287 BCE, a law proposed by Hortensius (Lex Hortensia) guaranteed that
legislation passed by the plebeian assembly was binding on all Roman citi-
zens. For most historians, this formally ends the Conflict of the Orders.

Young Politicians

The Cursus Honorum is the formal term for the Course of Offices an ambi-
tious young man followed. Eventually this sequence was formalized and reg-
ularized throughout all provinces of the empire. A military reputation was
important for office-seekers since the Roman definition of virtue is “acting like
a man.” Unlike the U.S. system, which makes a point of balancing powers,
the Roman system balanced the interests of patricians and plebs.

Prosopography, literally “face-writing,” is the study of history through political
office and the holders of those offices.

THE TWELVE TABLES

By about 494 BCE the plebeian classes had reached such a large number that the
patricians were forced to write down the laws of the nation. The Decemviri Consulari
Imperio Legibus Scribundis were given unprecedented powers to draft these laws, and
by the middle of the fifth century, stones were carved with the laws of the land so that
all would know the exact letter of the law.

The twelve tables are of antiquarian interest now because they constitute a rich collec-
tion of material about what was considered important to early Romans.

Through the fragments we have learned the following:

• Table One mandates that both parties must be present at a hearing and it must
end by sunset.

• Table Three gives debtors thirty days to pay before freedom is forfeited.

• Table Four makes a man’s will binding.

• Table Eight lists punishments for certain crimes, judging that a perjurer should be
put to death.

• Table Nine specifies capital punishment for crooked judges and those guilty
of treason.

• Table Eleven specifies there are to be no marriages between plebeians and patri-
cians, which we know was routinely ignored.
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The story of Roman government is actually the stories of the magistracies
and their clans. Many historians believe that by tracing these offices through
various noble families we can see trends in how and why Roman politics and
history developed the way they did in future years.

Offices in Ancient Rome

Young men would start out as aediles or those who put on the games. Then
through a system of election, young men began to improve their positions.

The quaestor was a quartermaster attached to a military unit. This is the first
mandatory office. Successful completion of this office greatly enhanced a
man’s reputation.

The praetor was a senior military officer, later a provincial governor.

The consuls were the two men who received the most votes in the annual elec-
tions. They convened and conducted Senate meetings, and acted as the State’s
representatives in all formal occasions. The consuls also had control over the
Senatorial army and the selection of praetors and questors. Consuls also retired
to the Senate, which made it possible for plebeians and their offspring to obtain
patrician privileges.

Other offices were possible, including the office of highest prestige, cen-
sor. Two censors were elected every five years from the ranks of former
consuls and served for eighteen months. They took the census and main-
tained the citizen rolls.

TRIBUNE OF
THE PLEBS

AEDILE

QUAESTOR

ROMAN
SENATE

PATRICIANS

EQUESTRIANS

PLEBEIANS

SLAVES

STRUCTURE OF THE ROMAN GOVERNMENT

CONSULS
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1. Why were the Romans so proud of their Republic?

2. Why was Lex Hortensia so important?

3. Was the Republic really that different from rule by kings?

Syme, Ronald. The Roman Revolution. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2002.

Aubert, Jean-Jacques, ed. Speculum Luris: Roman Law as a Reflection of
Social and Economic Life in Antiquity. Ann Arbor, MI: University of
Michigan Press, 2002.

Cicero, Marcus Tullius. Murder Trials. Trans. Michael Grant. New York:
Penguin, 1978.

———. The Republic and the Laws. Trans. Niall Rudd. Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 1998.

Clough, Arthur Hugh, ed. Plutarch: Lives of Noble Grecians and Romans.
Vol. I. Trans. John Dryden. New York: Penguin, 1992.

Habinek, Thomas. Roman Cultural Revolution. Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1998.

Mitchell, R.E. Patricians and Plebeians: The Origin of the Roman State.
Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1990.

Roberts, John Maddox. The King’s Gambit. New York: St. Martin’s
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Robinson, O.F. The Criminal Law of Ancient Rome. Baltimore: Johns Hopkins
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The Ancient History Sourcebook at Fordham University provides the text of
the Twelve Tables, ca. 450 BCE —
http://www.fordham.edu/halsall/ancient/12tables.html
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The Suggested Reading for this lecture is Plutarch’s “Coriolanus”
in The Makers of Rome: Nine Lives by Plutarch, translated by Ian
Scott-Kilvert.

Lecture 4:
Roman Expansion in Italy, 510–287 BCE

Military conquest and colonization during the early Republic were two ways
by which Rome began systematically expanding her sphere of control. First to
come under Roman sway were her nearest neighbors. Wherever the Romans
and their army went, they built roads, temples, markets, theaters, baths, and
aqueducts.

Military Conquest

Rome’s attempt at the complete subjugation of Veii, an Etrurian town, in
405 BCE, was the first definite step in her career of world conquest, and
strained her resources to the breaking point. Tradition called it a turning
point in the city’s military history, and Romans remembered it in a way
similar to the ten-year siege of Troy. The territory gained here made even
more colonization possible.

The Etruscans

Of the various prehistoric civilizations in early Italy, that of the Etruscans is
the most important. Their burial habits, featuring sarcophagi, reveal much
about their society, since their language is still undeciphered. The Etruscans
ruled early Rome as kings, and were ultimately conquered by her. They con-
tributed much of what we think of as characteristic to Roman culture.

The Etruscans’ language is not Indo-European, so they were not indigenous
to Italy. Their arrival probably resulted from the upheaval taking place
throughout the Mediterranean in 1200 BCE. Their Bronze Age culture perme-
ated Italy, and by 900 BCE we see remains of the so-called Villanovan cul-
ture specific to Etruria.

Many Etruscan cities exported finished iron and bronze wares like helmets,
weapons, chariots, urns, candelabra, mirrors, and statues in return for other
raw materials and luxury goods. They also made linen and woolen clothing,
leather goods, fine gold jewelry, and pottery. Forests fueled the smelters and
provided wood for buildings and ships.

The Etruscans transmitted elements of Greek culture, as well as their own.

From the Greeks, the Etruscans learned the method of fighting known as the
hoplite phalanx, and the Romans perfected it.

The Greek, or Phoenician, alphabet was adapted by the Etruscans and not
only embraced by the Romans, but spread over the Western world. It is still
the alphabet the English language is written in thousands of years later.

The Etruscans’ engineering feats, particularly the foundation of the Great
Sewer, were impressive. Rome adopted the Etruscan arch and, by moving



and rotating it through space, created architectural triumphs like the
Colosseum.

The Romans enthusiastically adopted Etruscan gladiatorial combat as a
spectator sport.

The Romans learned grid-style city-planning from the Etruscans. Even today
you can see, from the air, the amazing patterns of the Roman grid in the divi-
sion of medieval farmland.

The “Etruscan discipline” was divination by entrails, particularly the liver. The
priests in charge of this were called haruspices. A priest would slaughter a
victim, take out the liver and tell from deformities what would happen.

The Sabines

To the northeast were the Sabines, memorialized in the myth of Romulus as
early enemies, but they were neutralized, or coopted by the acceptance of one
of their chieftains, Appius Claudius, into the community. The Aequi, southern
neighbors of the Sabines, were decisively defeated in 431.

The Samnites and Volsci

To the immediate east were tribes like the Samnites and Volsci. The latter
launched an invasion led by rogue Roman leader Coriolanus.

The details are unclear, but Roman tradition shows the city itself threatened by
invasion, and Shakespeare provides a memorable picture, largely based on
Plutarch’s Lives. These tribes were subdued by the end of the fourth century.

THE PHALANX:
DEVELOPMENTS IN
MILITARY STRATEGY

From the Greeks, the
Etruscans learned the method
of fighting known as the “pha-
lanx.” The hoplites, or heavily
armed soldiers, were lined up
in a phalanx, or a close forma-
tion or battle line.

This is a tremendous development in military history because the “hoplite phalanx”
operates much as a football scrimmage. There are densely packed lines of men crash-
ing into other densely packed lines of men, with the intention of creating an opening.
Then the remaining men pour through the opening and the cavalry comes around the
side and cleans up the enemy.

This is a tremendous difference from the old method of heroic fighting, where the hero
would ride in on his horse or chariot, disembark, wait politely for his opponent to get
prepared, then begin fighting.

There were several types of phalanx variations, including the hoplite phalanx in which
the men stood in close ranks and files armed with a stabbing spear (about six to
seven feet long) and shield. Typically, the phalanx was eight ranks, although they
ranged in depth.

The Greeks developed this successful strategy, the Estruscans copied it, and the
Romans perfected it.

© Photos.com
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The Celts

From the north came Rome’s first serious non-Italian enemy, the Celts.
The Gallic branch may have entered Italy peacefully at first, attracted by
the mild climate and natural resources, but by 400 BCE the Gauls were
being strongly resisted.

At the “Disaster of the River Allia,” a small tributary of the Tiber, the Romans
(with some Latin allies) met the Gauls, but couldn’t stop the Gallic charge,
and could not prevail against the Gallic long swords. Part of the Roman army
escaped by swimming the Tiber, but the road to Rome was now unguarded.

In 390 BCE, the Gauls occupied Rome and burned it down. Vestal virgins and
priests escaped with some cult objects, but the capital was held under siege for
seven months, during which it received no assistance from Veii or the Latin cities.
The Roman garrison was eventually driven by famine to surrender, at which time
the Gallic besiegers accepted a gold ransom and went off to settle south of the
Alps, just north of the Po River.

Although Rome recovered relatively quickly, her defeat at the Allia encour-
aged rebellion and insurrection on the part of her allies. Rome brutally and
efficiently suppressed these rebellions. By 338 BCE, the Latin league had
been dissolved, and its members granted full or partial Roman citizenship.

THE CELTS

“All Gaul is divided into three parts, one of which the
Belgae inhabit, the Aquitani another, the third, those
who in their own language are called Celts, and in
ours, Gauls.”—Julius Caesar

The Celts were a perennial enemy of Rome for
hundreds of years. Normally the Celts were larger
than the typical Roman soldier and their unortho-
dox, to the Romans, way of fighting provoked fear

among Rome’s rigidly formed phalanxes.

In 390 BCE, the Celts traveled over the Alps, weather-
ing the cold to settle in just north of the Po River, a
little close for the comfort of the Romans.

The Roman Senatorial Army was sent north to
meet this tremendous Gallic invasion, which in

this case involved the Celts pouring over the Alps. The Roman Army lined up in
their dignified orderly hoplite phalanx and were horrified to see naked, screaming
Celtic warriors snowboarding on their shields. Their faces were, most likely, painted
blue with their heads shaved halfway and the rest of their blond hair painted white.

The Celtic screaming horde was armed with the long swords like the Scottish clau-
gauh, which are swung above the head, not stabbed forward. The wild charge of the
Celts was extremely effective in this battle and they streamed through the orderly for-
mations of the Romans, turning a battle into a massacre and winning the day.

Sculpture of a Celtic warrior dating
from ca. third century BCE found
in France.
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COLONIZATION

Roman colonies were self-governing communities, each with its own administra-
tion, laws, and magistrates. Land often came from conquered territory and was
therefore sometimes far from the city of Rome herself. The future inhabitants would
“hand in their names” at Rome, set off for their new home, and, if necessary, physi-
cally prepare the ground. They would perform religious ceremonies in conjunction
with the foundation, and celebrate an anniversary.

Colonies served to decrease surplus population, give citizens down on their luck
another chance, and spread “Romanization” without military intervention. Their orga-
nization became the prototype for provincial administration. Since the inhabitants
were from Rome or Roman territory, they tended to organize things like the Romans
did. Colonies would typically have good roads, aqueducts, baths, temples, forums,
and theatres. Many of the best Roman ruins are now seen in former Roman
colonies or provinces, notably Spain.

Colonies

The Romans defined colonies as autonomous civic units, each with its own
individual laws, officers, and government. Typically, considering the Romans’
hierarchical outlook, there were several different kinds of colonies. These
units served to spread Romanization without military intervention, decrease
the surplus population, and act as advance outposts. The need for land, and
the conquest and eviction of locals that resulted, foreshadows the Romans’
problems in the first century BCE with veterans. Colonial government and
settlements acted as a prototype for provincial administration after the First
Punic War.

Until 338 BCE, fourteen colonies were established jointly with fellow members
of the Latin League. The colonists’ citizenship was that of the new community,
which became a Latin city like any other League member.

After 338 BCE Rome continued to found colonies with Latin status, although
the four thousand families or so of settlers were not necessarily of Latin ori-
gin, nor were any such colonies sited within the geographical area of Latium.

Rome established so-called “Citizen” colonies, where inhabitants kept their
Roman citizenship, in which about three hundred families were allotted tiny plots
of land. These colonists were meant to protect the coast.

Southern Italy

As the Romans extended their influence into southern Italy, called “Big Greece”
by its immigrant inhabitants, they were aiming to control the entire Italian penin-
sula south of the Po River.

The southern Italians called on King Pyrrhus of Epirus in northern Greece to
defend them.

Pyrrhus arrived (with elephants!), but his own ambitions were greater than
those of the southern Italians, and they sent him home as soon as they could.

By 267 BCE, when the southern Italians came to terms, the Romans controlled
the entire boot south of the Po River.



1. Did the Romans really have to expand?

2. Is a Pyrrhic victory ever somehow worth it?

3. Why didn’t the Gauls take over Rome when they could?

Plutarch. “Coriolanus.” The Makers of Rome: Nine Lives by Plutarch. Trans.
Ian Scott-Kilvert. New York: Penguin, 1978.

Goldsworthy, Adrian. Roman Warfare. New York: Sterling Publishing
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The Suggested Reading for this lecture is Polybius’s The Rise of the
Roman Empire, translated by Ian Scott-Kilvert.

Lecture 5:
The First Punic War and the

Emergence of Individuals, 264–241 BCE

The Greek historian Polybius (204–122 BCE) wrote that there was surely no
one so lacking in curiosity that he did not wish to know how the Romans had
subjugated the entire world (as he put it) in under two hundred years. He was
describing the Punic Wars, fought between Rome and Carthage (268–145
BCE), which changed the world and set the Romans on the path to empire.

Carthage

Carthage was a Phoenician colony (Punic = Phoenician) in northern Africa,
near modern Tunis, that became a wealthy trading city with abundant wheat
fields and wealthy plantation owners. She had a treaty with Rome as far back
as 510 BCE, one of the prime pieces of evidence for the fact that Rome had
become dominant by that time.

In 268, Carthage controlled southern Spain and the islands of Sicily, Corsica,
and Sardinia. Once Rome had succeeded in dominating the Italian peninsula,
it is not surprising that she became concerned about her relationship with
Sicily, the “football” being kicked by the Italian boot.

The Romans worried that an island so rich in wheat should not be controlled
by a foreign power. However, they were unwilling to start a war.

Rome was asked in 268 BCE to intervene in a dispute on the island of
Sicily involving former Roman mercenaries known as the Sons of Mars and
the city of Syracuse. Rome sent a small detachment into Sicily, which didn’t
much help the situation, but committed Rome to a course of attempting
world conquest.

The story of Dido (in Book IV of the Aeneid) in many ways acts as an expla-
nation for an enmity the Romans chose to view as traditional, despite evi-
dence to the contrary (like the 510 treaty). The story has to do with the virtu-
ous queen Dido, who fled Phoenician Tyre to settle in Carthage. The god-
dess Venus forced the Queen of Carthage to fall in love with Aeneas. When
Jupiter sent Aeneas away, Dido told Aeneas he had broken her heart, and
then killed herself. For the Romans, Carthage literally tried to stop the found-
ing of Rome.

Rome was rich in manpower, having conquered the Italian peninsula as far
north as the Po Valley, and stable in government after over two hundred
years of a successful Republic.

Carthage was not only wealthy from trade, but supreme in the west navally.
However, because the Carthaginian government was torn between seagoing
merchants and landowners, she was overly dependent on mercenaries and
post-election shifts in foreign policy.
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A series of battles ensued, with the Romans ultimately winning after
Carthage, exhausted financially, sued for peace. Rome was forced to develop
a navy, which she used with mixed results. Even when Rome won major naval
battles, she suffered terrible shipwreck losses, both from lack of experience
and bad weather. Carthage evacuated Sicily and accepted a moderate fine.

Results and Significance

It is hard to overestimate the importance of Rome’s acquiring her first
province. Suddenly, Rome had to maintain this province with a professionally
trained navy.

The office of the praetor, or governor, was created, and his duties and
power defined. This set Rome on the course of a bloated bureaucracy that,
arguably, eventually would lead to her downfall.

Now there was a distinction between Italian and non-Italian Romans. Now
that Rome had naval capability, her interests would inevitably turn east,
towards Greece, Asia Minor, and Egypt. Egypt was one of the richest sources
of grain in the known world. Asia Minor had gold and slaves.
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ROME’S NAVY IN
THE FIRST PUNIC WAR

In the accounts of the Greek historian
Polybius, we learn of Rome’s plan to create
120 warships. Rome hired boatwrights from
Corinth to build boats and train men to oper-
ate them.

There were two types of ships commis-
sioned: the trireme, which contained three lev-
els of oars with one man on each set of oars,
and the “quinquereme,” which was a major
advance in ship-making technology. This ship
could have three levels of oars, with each oar
rowed by two or three men. Each of these
ships required 160 men to maneuver.

A preferred method of fighting with these
ships involved ramming the enemy’s ship under the water line to sink the ship, the dis-
advantage being the Romans were unable to utilize the ship themselves. So Rome
developed another strategy.

Her use of the corvus, a kind of grappling plank, meant that she could fight naval bat-
tles using land-battle techniques. The plank was thrown over to the enemy’s ship so
the spike gripped the ship. Then foot soldiers boarded and conquered the ship, throw-
ing the enemy sailors overboard. Rome was quite successful with this method of attack
and won many battles.

However, the God Neptune was apparently not happy with the Romans’ success in
the First Punic War. They lost the bulk of their fleet in a storm.

A Roman warship equipped with a
corvus (shaded area at the bow).
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1. What might have happened if Rome had not gotten involved in
Sicilian politics?

2. Did Rome have a situation similar to that of the competing and diverse
political interests in Carthage?

3. How common is it for an art form to remain as unchanged over 2,000
years as Greek New Comedy has done?

Polybius. The Rise of the Roman Empire. Trans. Ian Scott-Kilvert. New York:
Penguin, 1980.

Goldsworthy, Adrian. The Punic Wars. New York: Sterling Publishing, 2002.

Menander. Menander, the Plays and Fragments. Trans. Maurice Balme. New
York: Oxford University Press, 2002.

Plautus, Titus Maccius. Plautus and Terence: Five Comedies. Deena Berg
and Douglass Parker. Indianapolis, IN: Hackett Publishing Company, 1999.

Bradford, Ernle. Hannibal. Unabridged. Narrated by Daniel Gerroll. Prince
Frederick, MD: Recorded Books, 1993. 7 cassettes/9.75 hours.
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The Suggested Readings for this lecture are Plutarch’s “Marcellus,”
“Fabius Maximus,” and “Cato the Elder” in The Makers of Rome: Nine
Lives by Plutarch and Polybius’s The Rise of the Roman Empire, both
translated by Ian Scott-Kilvert.

Lecture 6:
Rome’s Greatest Enemy:

The Second and Third Punic Wars

28

Hamilcar and Hannibal

The causes of the Second Punic War are painfully obvious. When the
Romans treacherously seized the islands of Corsica and Sardinia on a pre-
text, they incurred the bitter enmity of Hamilcar, father of Hannibal, soon to
become Rome’s most dangerous enemy. It was clear to Hamilcar that the
Romans could not be trusted, treaty or no treaty, and that Carthaginian ship-
ping and trading interests, as well as the survival of their state, was at risk.
During these wars, the personalities of many of the generals and participants
played a tremendous part. Men like Fabius Maximus, Marcellus, Hannibal,
Archimedes, Scipio Africanus, and Cato the Elder figure large in the historical
picture. After the third war, Carthage lay in ruins, while the Romans were
undisputed masters of the western Mediterranean, and were now looking
steadily toward the wealth and power of the east.

Surprisingly, Cathage was in a fairly strong position after the First Punic War,
having paid off her war debt despite having lost the advantage of Sicily as a
friendly port. So Carthage decided to enhance her holdings in Spain, a place
famous for its metallurgy, particularly in the form of swords.

This made the Romans unhappy, to see their neighbor actively expanding
territory. The Romans created a treaty where the Carthaginians agreed not to
come above the river Ebro in eastern Spain. However, in Carthage,
Hamilcar’s son Hannibal was not deterred.

Hannibal was a brilliant general and a fair and compassionate man. He ter-
rorized the Roman military for over fifteen years and was so effective that for
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FABIUS MAXIMUS

This great general was nicknamed “Lamby” as a child because of his gentle disposi-
tion. Later he became formally nicknamed “The Delayer,” and was known informally as
the “Shield of Rome” because of his nonconfrontational tactics against the great
Carthaginian general Hannibal. For years, Fabius reasoned with the Roman senate
and hot-headed younger officers, persuading them to let Hannibal tire of the fight rather
than risk further horrific losses of Roman life. He was forgiving of misguided efforts by
his subordinates and feared by Hannibal as a crafty and worthy opponent. His tactics
were successful enough to result in the recall of Hannibal to Africa by the Carthaginian
government. Sadly, at the end of his life, he became bitter over the Romans abandon-
ing his policy and adopting an aggressive military stance against Carthage, and went
so far as to use his influence to block funding of an African invasion.

To this day, stalling or delay tactics are known as “Fabian.”
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years the Romans told naughty children to behave or Hannibal would
get them!

We are told that Hannibal as a child was taken by his father down to the
sacrificial chamber of Baal, lord of the furnace, whom the Carthaginians wor-
shiped, and forced to swear on the altar eternal enmity for the Romans.
Archaeology has confirmed that children were sacrificed there, and the psy-
chological impact on young Hannibal must have been horrendous.

Hannibal’s plan was to weaken the Romans’ superior manpower by per-
suading her Italian allies to defect, leaving Rome vulnerable. But since the
Carthaginian general made it clear that he would not harm any allies who
stayed loyal to Rome, the allies exercised the better part of valor and chose
the safest course of action, staying loyal to Rome.

After disastrous Roman losses at the River Trebia, Lake Ticinus, and
Cannae, the general Fabius Maximus, nicknamed the “Delayer,” believed that
Rome could not defeat Hannibal in pitched battle, and advised a strategy of
non-confrontation, hoping that Hannibal would exhaust his supplies and go
home. This resulted in Fabius’ nickname “The Shield of Rome.”

The Romans launched an invasion of Syracuse by sea. Scipio Africanus per-
suaded the Senate to let him lead an assault on Africa. Fabius Maximus pre-
vented any funds being made available by the Senate, but Scipio paid for the
expedition himself.

Scipio turned Hannibal’s famous strategy, the “ring of steel,” against the
Carthaginian. Scipio had also made provisions to deflect the terrifying ele-
phant charge. Instead of presenting a mass front, the Roman soldiers lined
up in rows, allowing the elephants to pass down the aisles between them.

After their defeat at Zama in 202, the Carthaginians surrendered their navy,
evacuated Spain, became a dependent ally of Rome, and were fined 10,000
talents to be paid over a period of fifty years.

Hannibal crossing an
alpine river on his way
toward Rome.
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The Third Punic War

The Third Punic War took place because of two main factors, the ceaseless
agitation of Cato the Elder against Carthage, and the need for young patri-
cian men to acquire a military reputation.

The Carthaginians were provoked by their neighbors the Numidians into
attacking. Since this was a violation of the treaty provision wherein the
Carthaginians could not bear arms, the Romans declared war on Carthage.

Carthage instantly surrendered until hearing the Roman terms, which includ-
ed relocating their entire city ten miles inland. The Carthaginians, realizing
that this meant financial doom and ruin, refused to comply. They withstood a
Roman blockade until 146.

In 146 BCE, the Romans killed all Carthaginian men over twelve, sold the
women and children into slavery, burnt down the city, and sowed the land
with salt.

Plutarch tells us that Scipio pronounced a curse on the territory, although
historians don’t agree that this is true.

In the same year, 146 BCE, the Romans razed Corinth, the wealthiest and
arguably the most beautiful city in Greece. This clearly shows their intent to
continue their empire eastward and their willingness to employ extreme mea-
sures in order to make their point. They will not again face serious military
challenge from non-Italians in Italy until the fifth century CE.

We are told the general Scipio Aemilianus, grandson of the great Scipio
Africanus, victor of Zama, wept as he beheld the smoking ruins. Whether he
was contemplating a great power
brought to ruin or fearing for Rome’s
future we do not know.
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SCIPIO AFRICANUS

A member of the famous Cornelius clan,
Scipio got his nickname “Africanus” after his
great victory over Hannibal in Africa at Zama,
in 202 BCE. Scipio had gained great experi-
ence fighting in Spain early in this war,
despite his young age (twenty-two). He lost
his father and uncle at that time, and it was
arguably the desire to avenge them that
motivated young Scipio to defeat Hannibal.
The grateful Iberians saluted him as king for
his exploits in Spain. At Zama, Scipio turned
Hannibal’s own tactics against him and won
the Second Punic War for Rome.

Although this brought him great prestige, he incurred political ill-will by opposing the
old general Fabius Maximus, and then later suffered attacks in the form of accusations
of financial misconduct by his jealous colleagues. Ironically, he met the same fate as
his colleague Fabius Maximus, and left instructions that his body not be buried in
Rome because of this ingratitude.
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Scipio with tent soldiers in Africa during
the Second Punic War.
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1. Did Carthage really have to be destroyed for Rome to achieve victory?

2. Why do you think Scipio wept?

3. How might the world be different if Hannibal had conquered Rome?

Plutarch. “Marcellus,” “Fabius Maximus,” and “Cato the Elder.” The Makers
of Rome: Nine Lives by Plutarch. Trans. Ian Scott-Kilvert. New York:
Penguin, 1978.

Polybius. The Rise of the Roman Empire. Trans. Ian Scott-Kilvert. New York:
Penguin, 1980.

Hart, Basil Henry Liddell. Scipio Africanus: Greater than Napoleon. New York:
Da Capo Press, 1994.

Livy, Titus. War with Hannibal. New York: Penguin, 1972.

Nepos, Cornelius. Life of Hannibal. Trans. J.C. Rolfe. Cambridge, MA:
Harvard University Press, 1992.
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Destruction of the Roman Republic

After the Punic Wars, the Romans faced a local crisis. Many Italian family
farms had either gone bankrupt because the head of the household served in
the military or because the proprietor, awarded a farm as part of his sever-
ance pay, was unable or unwilling to work it.

Since there were many building programs underway, the patricians were
experiencing a time of great prosperity. Yet at the same time, the dispos-
sessed were migrating to Rome where they contributed to a growing and
unruly urban mob. The gap between “have” and “have-not” was growing.

Patricians had been buying up this land in violation of the Sexto-Licinian
laws limiting individual land ownership and combining the farms into mega-
plantations known as latifundia. Tiberius and Gaius Gracchus, grandsons of
Scipio Africanus, took on the question of land ownership from personal con-
viction, ambition, or a combination of the two.

Ultimately both men, as tribunes, were assassinated in office. Their assassi-
nations inaugurated a century of civil violence and ultimately brought down
the Republican form of government.

Tiberius

Tiberius Gracchus had grown up in a prominent patrician family and was
expected to achieve greatness in the military and political spheres. He
became disillusioned by his experience in the Numantine war in Spain, dur-
ing which he served as quaestor, or quartermaster. Returning to Rome, he
was dismayed by the sight of chain gangs of slaves working latifundia, giant
plantations made up of what had been small family farms.

Perhaps influenced by his Greek tutor and Stoic philosophers to favor
Hellenistic views of social justice, Tiberius set out to restore small farmers to
the Italian agricultural landscape and rid the city of the increasingly danger-
ous urban mob.

Tiberius renounced his patrician birthright, to the astonishment of all, so
that he could run for tribune of the plebs. This way he could participate in
Senatorial meetings, something he was technically too young to do on
his own.

As tribune, he proposed a land commission to reallocate illegally held land
and, out of the large ager publicus (public land) created after the Second
Punic War, establish small allotments with rent, and a promise not to disturb
the farmer for a certain number of years. This commission was invested with
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The Suggested Readings for this lecture are Appian’s The Civil Wars,
translated by John Carter, and Plutarch’s “Tiberius” and “Gaius
Gracchus” in The Makers of Rome: Nine Lives by Plutarch, translated
by Ian Scott-Kilvert.

Lecture 7:
Plantations and the Gracchi Brothers



33

judicial powers to decide all disputes arising from the redistribution of land.

The sitting tenants, those who owned the land, were understandably
opposed to this plan, but there was unexpected support from the leader of
the Senate, Tiberius’s father-in-law, as well as others.

The reaction of the Senate was to withhold financial aid from the land com-
mission. When King Attalos III died in Pergamum and bequeathed his estate
to the Romans, Tiberius introduced a bill to make some of that wealth avail-
able for settlers and to bring the matter of settling the kingdom of Pergamum
before the People, bypassing the Senate and incurring its wrath.

Tiberius began to lose support. Those who had been carried away by reform
fever, but had no personal stake, lost interest and the rustic voters, who did
have a personal stake, were busy with the harvest.

The nobles might have recovered ascendancy simply by letting nature take
its course, since Tiberius was unlikely to win reelection as tribune. Instead,
the Senate overreacted during an electoral assembly meeting. They clubbed
Tiberius and some three hundred of his supporters to death.

There was a superficial attempt to pursue the illegality of lynching a tribune,
and those who ranted the most about violence were condemned to death.

Although the Senate pursued Tiberius’s supporters, they did not try to block
the land commission, which continued its work. Thus the Senate made clear
the problem was not the land reforms, but Tiberius.

Gaius

Gaius Gracchus was only twenty-one years old in 133 BCE. Nevertheless,
he was appointed to the land commission, served as quaestor in Sardinia
in 126 BCE, was elected tribune in 123 BCE, and reelected in 122 BCE
without problem.

SEXTO-LICINIAN LAND LAWS

The Romans, who considered themselves farmers at heart, made many complex
laws concerning land ownership and use. Much political conflict, like that between
patricians and plebeians, and that between unpaid soldiers and their commanders,
centered on the ownership of land. There was a distinction between public land,
owned by the Roman state and regularly increased by conquest, and private land,
concerning which laws were not usually made unless there was some public need, like
need for access or water rights. Some of these laws are preserved in the Twelve
Tables, a very old law code containing some of the earliest preserved Latin. The
Sexto-Licinian laws, passed in 367 BCE, concerned the illegal use of public land,
which was being exploited by various patrician families. Tiberius Gracchus concentrat-
ed on the land crisis at the end of the Middle Republic. The areas he mainly focused
on included the decrease of small land owners and the increased reliance on slave
labor. There were other land issues, as well. These included the new wealth in Rome
and the Latifundia. Unfortunately, Tiberius Gracchus was unsuccessful in dealing with
these issues. Later, it was the enforcement of these laws and an effort to redistribute
this public land that led to the assassination of Tiberius and Gaius Gracchus.
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He reaffirmed the purpose of the land commission and removed any restric-
tions on its activities.

He carried a bill for foundation of overseas colonies and a new development
in Roman foreign policy, and he went himself to establish Junonia in northern
Africa, very near the site of old Carthage.

Junonia was the name of the colony founded by Gaius Gracchus, in north-
ern Africa, in 122 BCE. Because of the Romans’ previous destruction of the
city, during which they sowed the ground with salt, Gracchus could not settle
his colony on the original site of Carthage, but founded it nearby to take
advantage of its excellent harbor and fertile fields. He named it after Juno,
the Roman queen of the gods, who was closely identified with the
Carthaginian goddess Tanit, and settled six thousand colonists there.
Romans against the settlement of this colony spread rumors that the place
was cursed and that terrible omens had been seen in the area.

To avoid the tremendous fluctuations in grain price, he provided for the pur-
chase of overseas crops in bulk, and had them delivered to public warehous-
es from which they would be distributed on demand at a fixed rate, slightly
below market price. An unforeseen, and ironic, problem with the so-called
“grain dole” was that it encouraged further “urban drift” from the countryside
into Rome and increased the urban mob.

Frustrated by Gaius’s popularity and success, the Senate began to take
active steps. They bribed a rival tribune to undermine Gaius’s support by
proposing even more popular versions of laws. Senators spread rumors that
Gaius’s colony Junonia had been founded on banned territory in Carthage
and that awful omens were occurring (hurricanes, wolves and jackals remov-
ing the boundary markers). Finally, the senate’s “tame tribune” Drusus pro-
posed the formal annulment of the law establishing Junonia.

PONTIFEX MAXIMUS

The Pontifex Maximus was the chief official of the College of the Pontiffs, which com-
prised the most important of the four colleges of the Roman priesthood and included,
among other officials, the Vestal Virgins. Originally there were three pontiffs, all patrician.

During the struggle of the Orders, plebeians gained access to this office, and the num-
ber of pontiffs was increased. The pontiffs supervised sacrifices, games, festivals, and
other state rituals. They interpreted sacred law for the state and members of the public,
and kept books of their various rulings and decisions. They had jurisdiction over family
business like adoptions and inheritance. Although their relationship to the state was
advisory, the pontiffs wielded great power because of their ability to stop elections, sen-
ate meetings, and other official actions.

Augustus combined the other priesthoods and increased the office’s power; after this
time, emperors routinely held the office. Today the holder of this office is more com-
monly known as the Pope.
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In response to Senatorial aggression, Gaius assembled an informal body
guard that got carried away in a scuffle and killed one of the servants of the
consul, who persuaded the Senate to pass a resolution declaring that the
state was in danger, and called the Senators to arms. Gaius and his followers
took refuge on the Aventine hill. They negotiated in vain and were ultimately
overwhelmed and killed. The consul made arrests, held trials, and ultimately
executed more than three thousand people.

The importance of the Gracchi lies not in their reform programs, but in their
use of the popular assemblies as political tools to neutralize a hostile Senate.
Their “success” gives rise to the division between the best people, the opti-
mates, and the common folk, or populars, that will characterize the end of this
century, and most of the next.



1. Consider the motivations behind the brothers’ desire for reform. Do you
see similar examples today?

2. Was the Senate provoked to action or were they paranoid?

Appian. The Civil Wars. Trans. John Carter. New York: Penguin, 1996.

Plutarch. “Tiberius” and “Gaius Gracchus.” The Makers of Rome: Nine Lives
by Plutarch. Trans. Ian Scott-Kilvert. New York: Penguin, 1978.

Bernstein, Alvin H. Tiberius Sempronius Gracchus: Tradition and Apostasy.
Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1978.

Scullard, Howard H. From the Gracchi to Nero: A History of Rome from 133
BCE to CE 68. New York: Routledge, 1994.

Stockton, David L. The Gracchi. Cambridge: Oxford University Press, 1979.

The Ancient History Sourcebook at Fordham University provides an article
entitled “Appian: The Civil Wars—On the Gracchi” —
www.fordham.edu/halsall/ancient/appian-civwars1.html

�
Questions

Suggested Reading

Other Books of Interest

Websites to Visit

FOR GREATER UNDERSTANDING

36

L
E
C
T
U
R
E
S
E
V
E
N



37

The Suggested Reading for this lecture is Sallust’s The Jugurthine War
and the Conspiracy of Catiline, translated by S.A. Handford.

Lecture 8:
The Rise of Marius Through African and

Italian Wars, 128–83 BCE

After the assassination of the Gracchi brothers, politicians began to identify
themselves in terms of their support base. The optimates, or “best people,” had
the bulk of their political support in the Senate, while the populares counted on
support from the People’s assembly. As the various groups fought among them-
selves, they became unable to ignore problems brewing abroad. Soon the Italian
allies began lobbying for increased citizenship rights. Northern Africa continued
to occupy the Romans’ attention as their ally, Numidia, experienced an upheaval
in government. This so-called Jugurthine War provided the setting for the rise to
power of Gaius Marius, whose military reforms made possible the client armies
largely responsible for the fall of the Republican government.

Gaius Marius

Born a pleb in 157 BCE, Gaius Marius had a regular and, at least early on,
unremarkable political career, serving as quaestor and tribune of the plebs. At
age forty-two, he joined the very patrician Julian clan by marrying Julius
Caesar’s great aunt Julia.

He effected military reforms meant to professionalize the army, specifically
making the poorer classes eligible for service and training all soldiers up to
legionary standards. Ironically, these reforms led to the creation of client
armies, that is, armies who are loyal to their commanders rather than to the
Senate. The motive, means, and opportunity for these reforms came about
because of a war in Africa.

In 118 BCE, the Numidian king died, leaving the kingdom to his three sons.
Jugurtha assassinated one brother, and the other fled to Rome to ask for
help. The Senate decided to divide the kingdom in two and give Jugurtha the
western, or poorer, half.

By 112 BCE, Jugurtha had confined his brother up in Cirta, where the Italian
residents urged holding out, sure of Roman aid. The Romans were preoccupied
with matters in Germany and sent emissaries to reason with Jugurtha. Jugurtha
was polite until he captured Cirta and his troops massacred the Italian residents
as well as the locals, forcing the Senate to act.

When the Roman heavy infantry could not defeat the famous Numidian cav-
alry, an armistice was arranged, but it didn’t last and by 108 BCE, the
Romans and Jugurtha were still at a stalemate.

At this time, Gaius Marius, who had been serving as legate, won the con-
sular election for 107 BCE and asked for the Numidian command. The
Senate tried to block this, but the People prevailed and appointed Marius to
the Numidian command, thus encroaching on the Senate’s traditional right of



MARIUS’S
MILITARY REFORMS

Once he took over Numidian
command, Marius immediately
began to institute reforms, since
many senior military officers up
to this time were elected for
popularity or appointed as a
reward. Skill in military endeav-
ors was not a requirement.

Marius took volunteers, the
poor and anyone with the
desire. He trained these warriors in the art of war, especially against cavalry. He also
trained them in arts to make them more mobile, including the technique of building their
encampments. All of Marius’s soldiers carried shovels, digging tools, and other materi-
als necessary to build a camp quickly. Marius himself was highly popular with the lower
troops, who often called themselves Marius’s mules because of the shovels and other
supplies they carried.
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military patronage. He immediately set about making military reforms. He
fought for three years in Africa, but Sulla Felix, the future dictator, was the
one who finally captured Jugurtha. Nevertheless, Marius himself celebrated in
triumph for this victory. This emphasis on the individual as opposed to the
state can be seen as a harbinger of the destruction of the republic.

Most Italian allies were already irritated over their failure to move up after
their stalwart showing in the Punic Wars. Furthermore, many of them were
holding more land than legally permissible, and thus were adversely affected
by the Gracchian land bills.

They turned for help to their patron Scipio Aemilianus, the victor of Carthage in
146 BCE, who was sympathetic to them partly out of his understanding of their
Punic Wars contribution, and publicly repudiated Tiberius’s actions, saying, “if
Tiberius intended to seize the state, he was killed justly.” In 129 BCE, Scipio
transferred resolution of allied land issues out of the hands of the agrarian com-
mission and into the hands of one of the consuls. When he was found dead, the
allies had to plead their own case at Rome. The revolt of the Fregellae in 125
BCE provided a taste of things to come. No other colonies joined her, the set-
tlement was razed, and the inhabitants relocated.

The tribune Saturninus, wishing to attach himself to the rising star of Marius,
carried a bill allotting sixty-six acres in Africa to each of Marius’s Jugurthine
war veterans. When Saturninus had an ex-tribune assassinated to improve
Marius’s chances of being elected consul, the Senate summoned Marius to
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THE WOMEN OF CIMBRI

The degree to which the
Celts feared capture is clear
from Plutarch’s description
of Marius’s soldiers fighting
the Cimbri:

“Here the greatest part and
most valiant of the ene-
mies were cut in pieces;
for those that fought in the
front, that they might not
break their ranks, were
fast tied to one another,
with long chains put
through their belts. But as
they pursued those that
fled to their camp they wit-
nessed a most fearful tragedy; the women, standing in black clothes on their wag-
ons, slew all that fled, some their husbands, some their brethren, others their
fathers; and strangling their little children with their own hands, threw them under
the wheels and the feet of cattle, and then killed themselves. They tell of one who
hung herself from the end of the pole of the wagon, with her children tied dangling
at her heels. The men, for want of trees, tied themselves, some to the horns of the
oxen, others by the neck to their legs, that so pricking them on, by the starting and
springing of the beasts, they might be torn and trodden to pieces. Yet for all they
thus massacred themselves, above sixty thousand were taken prisoners, and those
that were slain were said to be twice as many.”
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The women of Cimbri in battle
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exercise his consular power for the good of the state. Marius was now forced
to choose: would he act for the Senate or for his veterans?

Marius chose the Senate. He trapped Saturninus and his friends on the
Capitoline hill; while the Senate was deliberating, the crowd broke in and exe-
cuted Saturninus. Marius stood by, helpless, while the Senate nullified
Saturninus’s legislation as illegal through having been carried by violence.

In 98 BCE, Marius abandoned Italy for the east, leaving the Senate in full
political control of itself and the status of the Italian allies unclear. From
this point on, Marius was caught between the optimates and populares, as
each tried to force his hand.

When their then-patron Drusus was stabbed to death, the allies lost hope of
obtaining their citizenship rights peacefully. They formed an alliance and
raised an army of one hundred thousand men. The Romans were defeated
regularly, partly because they blamed Marius for their predicament and did
not use him as a military commander.

At the end of 90 BCE, one of the consuls, a cousin of Julius Caesar,
introduced a bill that conferred citizenship on Latin and Italian allies loyal
to Rome, and any currently at war who would lay down their arms.
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In 89 BCE, two tribunes proposed citizenship to all free allied men providing
they registered with a Roman official in the next two months. The same year
one of the consuls proposed a law granting citizenship to all free men south
of the Po River in northern Italy and Latin rights to those living north of the
Po, but south of the Alps. This legislation effectively ended the Social Wars,
during which the loss of life and property approached the levels seen during
the Second Punic War.

The settlement of the Social Wars added almost five hundred thousand new
citizens to the voting rolls. Although the economic situation was gloomy
(Rome endured food shortages and high prices), the debt-burden of individu-
als was very high, and the urban mob had swollen even larger with Italian
refugees, the union of the Italian peninsula was a crucial stage in the devel-
opment of a common, Latin culture.



1. Why would plebs and patricians intermarry?

2. Are the benefits of continuity (that is, Marius’s seven consulships) worth
the possibility of tyranny?

3. Why did it take such a crisis for the Italian allies to obtain their
full citizenship?

Sallust. The Jugurthine War and the Conspiracy of Catiline. Trans. S.A.
Handford. New York: Penguin, 1978.

Connolly, Peter. Greece and Rome at War. London: Greenhill Books, 1998.

Goldsworthy, Adrian Keith. The Roman Army at War: 100 BCE–CE 200.
Cambridge: Oxford University Press, 1998.

———. Roman Warfare. New York: Sterling Publishing Company, Inc., 2002.

Plutarch. The Fall of the Roman Republic. Trans. Rex Warner. New York:
Penguin, 1972.
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The Suggested Reading for this lecture is Plutarch’s The Fall of the
Roman Republic: Six Lives by Plutarch, translated by Ian Scott-Kilvert.

Lecture 9:
Strong Men Fight It Out, 123–53 BCE
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Sulla and Marius

Marius was now challenged for the informal position of Leading Citizen by
Sulla, a patrician. Sulla had served with Marius in the Jugurthine War and
was ultimately the one responsible for obtaining Jugurtha’s surrender.

Marius got the credit for this victory, but Sulla tormented him by wearing a
ring featuring Jugurtha’s surrender to Sulla. The animosity between them
increased steadily. Sulla wanted Marius’s command in the east against the
wealthy pirates.

Although Sulla forced the Senate to take away Marius’s command and give
it to him, in fact they vacillated between Sulla and Marius for years, declaring
first one then the other a public outlaw and removing him from command.

In 86 BCE, Marius died, leaving the Senate to face the wrath of Sulla, then
fighting pirates in the east.

Once his business in the east was complete, Sulla marched on Rome with
Roman legions. As the Senate scrambled to defend itself, everyone knew it
was a life-and-death choice, whether or not to side with Sulla.

Pompey, soon to be known as “the Great,” guessed right and joined Sulla.
This was his chance to leap-frog over the barriers to higher office his young
age presented.

Crassus, who had been in exile avoiding Marius, fought by Sulla’s side at
the very gates of Rome.

Ultimately, the Senate capitulated and Sulla was in sole control of the
Roman state, and he was then declared dictator by the Senate. Sulla took
terrible vengeance via proscriptions. He then set about restoration of the
Senate to its ancestral dignity and powers. Believing that he accomplished
his mission, Sulla abdicated.

The following year (79 BCE), he died of the horrible disease phthiriasis. The
power vacuum after Sulla’s death encouraged all kinds of ambitious politi-
cians, like Pompey and Crassus.

Pompey and Crassus

Pompey, already nicknamed Magnus, or the Great, went east to fight
pirates. In this way he would make money, gain a military reputation, and
position himself as the prime candidate for First Citizen. He had tremendous
success, defeating the pirates and making the eastern Mediterranean safe for
travel and trade. He had also made a series of political arrangements with
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eastern territories like Syria, Cilicia, and Judaea. Now he needed the Senate
to ratify these arrangements and pay his soldiers, and was horrified when the
Senate refused.

Crassus was very wealthy, but from distasteful sources, dealing in slaves,
operating an early form of fire department, and buying up proscribed property
below market value. So he needed prestige, ideally from a military reputation.
He thought he had achieved this when he defeated Spartacus and his slave
army, only to be cheated when Pompey showed up just in time to share cred-
it for the victory. He became the patron of the tax farmers, or publicans, only
to lose what little prestige he had by failing to persuade the Senate to rene-
gotiate the tax contracts.

Julius Caesar had kept a low profile during the Sulla years because of the
fact that Marius had been a member of Caesar’s family, and hence Sulla
hated Julius. At this time he had been elected Pontifex Maximus and served
a military mission. He was now determined to pacify Gaul and make it a
province. When the Senate awarded him the insulting post-consular province
of “swamps and byways” of Gaul, instead of the province itself, he could not
let the affront stand. He made common cause with Pompey and Crassus.

Caesar had tremendous popular support and veteran armies, but no money.
Pompey had tremendous military support in the form of “client” armies, but no
popular support, and Crassus had money. Their agreement to support one
another is usually called the First Triumvirate. Together, they were able to cir-
cumvent the Senate on any meaningful issue. Ultimately, the triumvirate fell
apart as the individuals all pursued their own aims.

PROSCRIPTIONS

After Sulla was established as dictator, no one was prepared for his ruthless actions
against his enemies.

He instituted a frightening procedure know as “proscriptions.” In this, a notice was
posted giving an individual twenty-four hours to leave Rome or be executed by the
state. Many Roman men took poison instead of facing execution as a criminal and hav-
ing their families lose all property and title. Sulla issued hundreds of these edicts. More
than three hundred senators alone were exterminated. During one meeting of what
remained of the Senate, screams could be heard from a field next door. Sulla demand-
ed the few senators in attendance to take no note of the noise, explaining that some
criminals were being executed and it was being done at his order. Only afterwards did
the senators learn that it was their compatriots who were being strangled, tortured, and
killed only yards away from them.

These proscriptions were supposedly done for only a few different reasons. These
reasons included revenge for the reign of terror, as a deterrant to others who may have
been thinking of rebelling in the future, and the removal of certain people Sulla did not
want in political positions, and land confiscated was given to Sulla’s supporters as
rewards. According to Sulla, it was a citizen’s duty to arrest or even kill someone if he
was on the list.
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1. Why would the Senate tolerate Sulla’s executions?

2. What was the plebeian assembly doing about all this?

3. Why did Sulla abdicate?
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Scott-Kilvert. New York: Penguin, 1978.
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Iggulden, Conn. Emperor: The Gates of Rome, Vol. 1. New York: Dell, 2003.

Langguth, A.J. Noise of War: Caesar, Pompey, Octavian and the Struggle for
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Weinrib, Ernest Joseph. Spaniards in Rome from Marius to Domitian.
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Langguth, A.J. A Noise of War: Caesar, Pompey, Octavian and the Struggle
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Brother Meeting Brother

Crassus was the first of the triumvirate to
fall, when he was killed treacherously at
Carrhae, invading Parthia.

Against the advice of his own officers,
Crassus agreed to meet the king of
Parthia to discuss terms. The
Parthians captured and killed Crassus,
cutting off his head and using it as a
theatrical prop.

Back in Rome, Pompey tried to play
Caesar, a popular politician, against the
Senate. The Senate in turn tried to use
Pompey to get rid of Caesar, figuring that
they would be rid of at least one, and pos-
sibly both troublemakers.

Julius Caesar was still in Gaul and had
been for some time fighting under
difficult circumstances. The
Senate asked Pompey to defend
the Republic against Caesar, after telling Caesar to lay down his command
and return to Rome for trial regarding his illegal passage of legislation—a
capital offense.

Civil war ensued when Caesar crossed the Rubicon on January 10, 49 BCE,
thereby becoming a public outlaw and himself declaring war on Rome and
forcing a military confrontation with the Senate.

Swiftly Caesar descended on Rome, almost as quickly as the messenger dis-
patched to warn of his advance. After a meeting with the Senate, Caesar
departed to fight Pompey in a civil war—brother meeting brother.

In 48 BCE, Caesar defeated Pompey at Pharsalus in Greece. Treacherously,
Pompey abandoned his men and fled to Egypt. Caesar did not massacre
Pompey’s men, but rather accepted them into his own army.

Pompey escaped to Egypt where he was assassinated by the Egyptians,
anxious to curry favor (as they believed) with Caesar. When Caesar arrived,
he wept at the sight of Pompey’s severed head. Later on this same trip, he
met Cleopatra.

45

The Suggested Reading for this lecture is “Julius” in Suetonius’s The
Twelve Caesars, translated by Robert Graves.

Lecture 10:
And Then There Was One: Julius Caesar, 53–44 BCE

Portrait bust of Julius Caesar
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Cleopatra

There was another feud in Egypt at the time. Cleopatra, instead of ruling
jointly with her brother Ptolemy, wanted Caesar to kill him, so she contrived
to have herself delivered to Caesar hidden in a rug. The intriguing Egyptian
ruler captivated Caesar and he stayed in Egypt for eighteen months. In his
efforts to escape Ptolemy’s army, Caesar accidentally burned down the
library of Alexandria.

In Rome, Caesar declared Cleopatra his common-law wife and recognized
his son Caesarion. Then he prepared to take on the Senate and the remnant
of Pompey’s supporters.

Cowed by his popular support, the Senate voted Caesar a ten-year dictator-
ship, converted in two years to a lifetime dictatorship. During this time, he
did the following:

Caesar reformed the calendar, adding sixty-seven days to the year 46 BCE
and renaming the month named Quintilis, number five, after himself, hence
July. The only other individuals with months named after them were gods.
This seemed to the Senate to be an action suggesting that Caesar intended
to pursue deification.

Caesar reduced the one million plus population in Rome by rebuilding the city
center and founding twenty new colonies for one hundred thousand citizens.

Caesar built a temple to his own mercy, a clear message of his intentions.

Caesar enfranchised various clients of his, including soldiers, doctors, and
teachers, allowing them to vote. Caesar also granted many of his clients in
Gaul the right to vote.

In 45 BCE, a conspiracy formed among Senators, possibly alarmed at
Caesar’s popularity and autocratic bearing, and afraid of his potential monar-
chy, or possibly jealous, ambitious, or a combination of the two. They were
particularly alarmed at Caesar’s agreement to let the eastern provinces set
up his statue in temples. Ironically, some of the autocratic manner probably
came from Caesar’s efforts to control his situation when anticipating an
epileptic attack.

On March 14, 44 BCE, Caesar received a series of bad omens. For
instance, his wife dreamed that he died in her arms.

On the morning of March 15, 44 BCE, or as the Romans would say, the Ides
of March, Caesar set off for the Senate. His wife and friends begged him to
skip the meeting, or at least wear armor, or take a bodyguard; he refused.
When he reached the meeting, he was fatally attacked by the conspirators,
among whom was Caesar’s protegé Marcus Brutus. Most of Rome assembled
soon after to hear Caesar’s will read and discover who would be his heir.
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1. What if Pompey had won instead of Julius Caesar?

2. What if Julius Caesar had never met Cleopatra?

3. Did the conspirators really believe they were acting in Rome’s interest?
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———. The Conquest of Gaul. Trans. S.A. Hanford. New York: Penguin, 1983.

Catullus, Gaius Valerius. The Poems of Catullus: The Complete Poems. Ed.
Guy Lee. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1998.

Lucan. Pharsalia. Trans. Jane Wilson Joyce. Ithaca: Cornell Press, 1994.

McCullough, Colleen. Caesar. New York: William Morrow & Co., 1999.

Meier, Christian. Caesar: A Biography. Trans. David McLintock. New York:
Basic Books, 1996.

Plutarch. The Fall of the Roman Republic. Trans. Rex Warner. New York:
Penguin, 1972.

Shakespeare, William. Julius Caesar. Eds. Paul Werstine and Barbara A.
Mowat. New York: Simon & Schuster, 1976.

The Perseus Project at Tufts University provides links to articles and other
material on Julius Caesar —
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/cgi-bin/vor?x=33&y=6&lookup=Julius+Caesar
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The Suggested Readings for this lecture are William Shakespeare’s
Antony and Cleopatra and Vergil’s The Aeneid, translated by
Robert Fitzgerald.

Lecture 11:
Augustus, the Father of His Country, 43 BCE–14 CE

Antony and Octavian

When Caesar’s will was read, many were astonished to learn that his heir
was not Mark Antony, but Octavian, Julius’s great-nephew, away in Greece at
the time, undergoing military training.

Octavian returned immediately to Rome to claim his inheritance, most of
which Antony had already spent.

The Senate made Octavian a consul,
gave him an army, and sent him to
defeat Mark Antony. Octavian,
assuming he would not beat
Antony, made a pact with him.

Antony and Octavian made
common cause with a third
man, Lepidus, and formed a
Triumvirate. They defeated the
conspirators at a great battle in
Macedonia,at Philippi.

Octavian forced Lepidus into retirement and
bided his time until Mark Antony left for the
east, where he would meet up with Cleopatra.
Cleopatra formed an alliance with Antony,
wishing to recover Egypt’s ancestral territory.

Octavian showed himself a master of propa-
ganda as he turned Roman feeling against
Mark Antony, whom he portrayed as bewitched
by a foreign queen. In 33 BCE, he declared
war on Egypt and Cleopatra (not on Antony).

With the help of his able general Agrippa,
Octavian soundly defeated Antony and
Cleopatra at the battle of Actium in 31 BCE.

Antony, seeing Cleopatra’s barge heading
back to Egypt, swam after it. With only a
short time before the Romans would arrive in
Egypt, Antony committed suicide with a
sword. Cleopatra killed herself as
Octavian arrived.
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Augustus

In 27 BCE, Octavian accepted the title Augustus, and began his long, pro-
ductive term as “first citizen,” arguably the first emperor. In his memoirs,
Augustus claimed that his success came from his possession of the great
Roman virtues, “excellence, mercy, justice, and piety.”

His legacy is often called the Roman Peace, or Pax Romana. Peace at
home and abroad meant that Romans could direct their attention elsewhere.
He refrained from wars and expansion but still kept an active paid army in
the provinces.

He commissioned one of the world’s greatest poems, The Aeneid of Vergil,
a story of the founding of Rome. In the middle of the poem, Vergil presents
as a future vision great men such as the Gracchi brothers, Julius Caesar, and
Augustus. However, Vergil gives us two exit gates, one in which the good
visions come true, one in which the vision will prove to be false. Aeneas goes
through the gate of falsehood, or untrue dreams.

Augustus passed a lot of moral legislation encouraging large families. He
spent his own money, building a new Forum, renovating temples (like that of
Mars the Avenger), improving roads, building the Great Sewer (an enclosed
sewer), financing public games, and keeping grain prices artificially low. This
made him popular with everyone.

Augustus was both tribune and consul at the same time, with his political
power growing rapidly. He continued in power for almost fifty years. The one
problem Augustus couldn’t really solve was that of succession. Who would
rule after him?

If he didn’t solve this problem, all his work could be undone very quickly. He
had married Livia and was very much in love with her. However, they had
not been able to have any children. He did have one daughter of his own,
Julia, and he married her to a Roman general. She produced six children,
three of whom were male. All of Augustus’s choices for heir died early. Livia
had a full-time poisoner on her staff, which leads to the suspicion that per-
haps she participated in some of their deaths.

Livia already had a son when she married. Augustus was finally forced to
adopt his stepson, Tiberius, whom he disliked considerably.

Augustus died soon after adopting Tiberius and was almost immediately dei-
fied. Oddly, perhaps, Augustus died after eating a pear brought to him by his
wife Livia.



1. How was Octavian/Augustus different from other “strongmen” of Rome,
before and after him?

2. Was Octavian a good choice for heir by Julius Caesar?

3. Why do you suppose Vergil had Aeneas exit the underworld through the
Gate of False Dreams?

Shakespeare, William. Antony and Cleopatra. Eds. Paul Werstine and
Barbara A. Mowat. New York: Simon & Schuster, 1999.

Vergil. The Aeneid. Trans. Robert Fitzgerald. New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1990.

Augustus. Res Gestae Divi Augusti: The Achievements of the Divine
Augustus. Ed. P.A. Brunt. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1967.

Barrett, Anthony, A. Livia: First Lady of Imperial Rome. New Haven: Yale
University Press, 2002.

Dio, Cassius. The Roman History: The Reign of Augustus. New York:
Penguin, 1987.

Galinsky, Karl. Augustan Culture: An Interpretive Introduction. Princeton:
Princeton University Press, 1997.

Martindale, Charles, ed. The Cambridge Companion to Virgil. Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1997.

Virgil.org website maintained by David Wilson-Okamura provides links to
papers and articles from various scholars — http://virgil.org/links

Grant, Michael. Cleopatra. Unabridged. Narrated by Nelson Runger. Prince
Frederick, MD: Recorded Books, 2001. 11 CDs or 9 cassettes/12.75 hours.
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The Suggested Readings for this lecture are Robert Graves’s I, Claudius
and Claudius the God and His Wife Messalina.

Lecture 12:
The Empire’s First Century:

Julio-Claudians and Flavians, 14–96 CE

Good Emperors

The first century is characterized by a host of emperors, all of whose colorful
personalities have a great deal to do with shaping the empire and the
Romans’ relationship with one another.

Emperors should be evaluated in terms of specific criteria related to their
governing, not their personal habits. Good emperors do the following:

• Act in a fiscally responsible way both in terms of financial income
and expenditure.

• Are militarily conservative in terms of land grabbing.

• Are fair with provincials, providing military support and minimizing the
tax burden.

• Balance the interests of the military, Senate, and plebs.

• Act as a model for all Roman citizens.

• Act in a decisive and timely way.

• Establish a secure succession to prevent civil war after their deaths.

Throughout their marriage, Augustus and
his wife Livia had each been concerned
with making sure that their own clan lin-
eage, Julian and Claudian, respectively,
dominated the succession. Tiberius,
Livia’s son and Augustus’s stepson,
was a fine general but unfortunately
a tormented person. His death was
generally unlamented.

Tiberius made no plans for his succes-
sion, which makes him a bad emperor in
terms of the rules we have just discussed.

Tiberius’s great-nephew Gaius, nicknamed
Caligula, succeeded him as emperor. His
excesses, more than most emperors, have con-
tributed to the popular picture of Roman emperors
as a group of decadent, hedonistic, depraved, and
cruel individuals, wantonly forcing their will upon
the struggling masses. He was assassinated by
his own bodyguard after only four years.
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Ironically, Caligula was succeeded by his own uncle, Tiberius’s nephew,
Claudius, who was chosen by the army immediately after the assassination of
Caligula, while the Senate was meeting to consider restoration of the
Republic. He increased the empire’s territory.

The rule of Nero, the last Julio-Claudian, began well, as he was guided by
able tutors and under the thumb of his formidable mother Agrippina, widow of
Germanicus and granddaughter of Augustus. After these mitigating influences
were gone, Nero became increasingly preoccupied with his artistic and athlet-
ic interests. After the great fire of Rome in 62 CE, Nero blamed the
Christians, inaugurating terrible persecution, and driving Christianity under-
ground for almost two hundred years.

After his construction of an elaborate private palace called the Golden
House and a brutal revolt in Britain, Nero’s popularity waned to the point
where the Senate declared him a public enemy, and he committed suicide,
having effectively eliminated any possible successor.

The Flavian Dynasty

The year after Nero’s death, 68 CE, is called the Year of Four Emperors
because of the four men who strove to be ruler. The Senate and military con-
tended, sometimes bitterly, for their various candidates for emperor.
Vespasian was the last of the four, and the only one to rule more than a few
months.

Titus Flavius Vespasian was born in 9 CE, and emperor 69 to 79 CE. After a
distinguished military career that ended with his assignment to Judaea,
Vespasian joined forces with the prefects of Egypt and Syria. The Senate ulti-
mately chose Vespasian as emperor.

Vespasian spent time raising money in Egypt to cope with the Neronian
deficit. As part of his building program, he restored the capitol, built a Forum
and the Temple of Peace, and began work on the great Flavian amphitheater.
He was immediately deified upon his death. The historian Tacitus will write
later that Vespasian was the first emperor to have changed for the better.

During the reign of Vespasian’s eldest son Titus, Mount Vesuvius erupted,
burying the towns of Pompeii and Herculaneum, and the great amphitheater
begun by his father was dedicated. The so-called Colosseum still stands as
the most recognizable symbol of ancient Rome. Titus was instantly deified
after his death on September 13, 81 CE.

Vespasian’s younger son Domitian succeeded his brother. Like Nero, he
did well early on, but became cruel and paranoid. Ultimately, after a reign of
terror vividly commemorated by the satirist Juvenal, he was assassinated on
September 18, 96 CE, and the Senate condemned his memory.
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1. What might have happened to the spread of Christianity had Nero not used
Christians as scapegoats in the fire?

2. Is the Colosseum a good symbol of Rome?

3. Can good art be made under a repressive regime?

Graves, Robert. Claudius the God and His Wife Messalina. New York: Alfred
A. Knopf, 1989.

———. I, Claudius. New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1989. New York:
Penguin, 1999.

Grant, Michael. Cities of Vesuvius: Pompeii and Herculaneum. New York:
Sterling Publishing Company, Inc., 2001.

Jones, Brian W. The Emperor Domitian. London: Routledge, 1992.

Juvenal. Sixteen Satires. 3rd ed. Trans. Peter Green. New York: Penguin, 1999.

Shotter, David. Nero. London: Routledge, 1997.

Tacitus. The Annals of Imperial Rome. Adapted by Michael Grant. New York:
Penguin, 1976.

Graves, Robert. Claudius the God. Unabridged. Narrated by Nelson Runger.
Prince Frederick, MD: Recorded Books, 2003. 17 CDs or 15 cassettes/
19 hours.

———. I, Claudius. Unabridged. Narrated by Nelson Runger. Prince Frederick,
MD: Recorded Books, 2002. 14 CDs or 12 cassettes/16.75 hours.

Massie, Alan. Tiberius. Unabridged. Narrated by George Guidall. Prince
Frederick, MD: Recorded Books, 1994. 7 cassettes/10.25 hours.
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The Suggested Reading for this lecture is Edward Gibbon’s The Decline
and Fall of the Roman Empire, chapters 4 to 14.

Lecture 13:
Gibbon’s Golden Age and the

Beginning of the End, 96–303 CE

The Five Good Emperors

It was even more clear, as Tacitus said, that now emperors could be made
outside of Rome. The Senate and military vied for the right to choose, but no
one wanted a repeat of 68/69 CE, the year of Four Emperors.

These two great entities cooperated on the choice of Nerva, a man of patri-
cian birth and great experience in public affairs. Since Nerva was old and
childless, the first order of business was securing the succession, which he did
by adopting Trajan, who at the time was governor of Upper Germany. Really,
this is his greatest achievement as emperor. Nerva’s death marked the end of
an era, in that he was the last Italian-born emperor.

Trajan improved the physical city of Rome with new buildings, pacified
rebellion in the east, and judiciously added territory to the empire. Trajan
was not interested in acquiring new peoples, just land on which to grow
crops. His biggest problem was once again in the east, which he suppressed
through a program of violent fighting and destruction. Early in his reign, he
adopted Hadrian, an experienced military man popular with the people,
Senate, and army.

Hadrian, an experienced soldier, was an educated Philhellene, or lover of
Greek culture. The Greeks made him an archon, or official of Athens. He
spent a lot of time on tour, visiting the different provinces and particularly
army outposts. This increased his popularity with the army and helped morale
on the frontier.

Hadrian built a great wall across Britain to protect the Roman province from
invasion by the Scots to the north. This process has yielded a great deal of
information about life on the Roman frontier.

Antoninus Pius was adopted by Hadrian and himself adopted Marcus
Aurelius, who was a student of Stoic philosophy. Marcus Aurelius tried to
reinstate a kind of Republican form of government, whereby he ruled with a
colleague, Lucius Verus. Verus died suddenly, and public pressure may
have been the reason Marcus Aurelius named his unsuitable son,
Commodus, his heir.

Commodus was an exhibitionist who was obsessed with gladiators. After
antics such as adopting the dress of the hero Hercules and renaming Rome
Colonia Commodiana, after himself, Commodus’s guards contrived his death,
ironically, in the arena, with no successor provided for.
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After Commodus

Following Commodus, Rome experienced another period of chaos and
bloodshed as various individuals, usually military commanders, usurped lead-
ership and ruled very briefly. These rules are known collectively as “barracks”
emperors, because of their association with the army.

Elegabalus is an example of the other kind of problem emperors this period
saw. He was a devotee of the Sun God and promoted a worship involving rit-
ualistic sexual intercourse.

When Diocletian came to power in 285, he was following almost a century
of chaos. He set about reforming the military and civil command structures,
as well as addressing some of the basic problems of Roman society.

• He reaffirmed the emperor’s prestige and authority.

• He attempted to control prices through an Edict of Maximum Prices and
by inflating debased coinage.

• He divided the empire in half to deal with the size of the empire and the
need for an orderly succession.

• He began work on a new capital city in the east on the site of old Byzantium,
which is why the eastern empire after 300 CE became known as the
Byzantine empire.

• He created the tetrarchy, a system of four rulers designed to secure
the succession.

• Old, sick, and influenced by anti-Christian courtiers, Diocletian passed
a series of Edicts of Intolerance, forcing Christians to recant. He abdi-
cated in 305 CE, forcing his colleague in the west to do the same,
dying soon after.
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1. What else could Diocletian have done to deal with the problems associated
with the size of the empire?

2. If Verus had lived, might Rome have drifted back toward a
Republican government?

3. Is there any way for rulers to prevent future rulers from undoing their work?

Gibbon, Edward. The Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire. Vols. 1–6. New
York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1993.

Aurelius, Marcus. Meditations. Trans. Gregory Hays. New York: Random
House, 2002.

Birley, Anthony Richard. Hadrian: The Restless Emperor. London:
Routledge, 1997.

Boatwright, Mary Taliaferro. Hadrian and the Cities of the Roman Empire.
Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2000.

Bowman, Alan K. Life and Letters on the Roman Frontier: Vindolanda and Its
People. London: Routledge, 1998.

Wilmott, Tony. Birdoswald Roman Fort: 1800 Years on Hadrian’s Wall. Mount
Pleasant, SC: Arcadia Publishing, 2001.

Yourcenar, Marguerite. Hadrian’s Memoirs. Trans. Grace Frick. New York:
Farrar, Straus & Giroux, 1976.

1. Hadrian’s Wall Country, Hadrian’s World Heritage Site —
www.hadrians-wall.org

2. Vindolanda Tablets Online — http://vindolanda.csad.ox.ac.uk
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Constantine

The tetrarchy failed almost imme-
diately as a means to guarantee
the succession. Constantius
Chlorus, father of the future
emperor Constantine, acceded to
power in the west. Upon
Constantius’s death in 306 CE, his
troops in Eboracum (York) Britain
declared for Constantine.

Constantine converted to
Christianity after having a vision
during the battle of the Milvian
bridge in 312 CE, against his rival
in the east, Maxentius. Sources
differ, but he saw either the Chi
Rho (combination of the first two
Greek letters of Christ’s name), or
a cross, and heard a voice say
“Conquer under this sign.”
Constantine made his soldiers
paint crosses on their shields, and
won decisively. By 324, he was
sole emperor.

Constantine not only made Christianity the religion of the empire, but had a
great deal to do with shaping it. He changed the traditional role of the
Pontifex Maximus, or head priest, to reflect the new Christian outlook. In the
east, the head religious leader, or patriarch, was also the political leader, but
in the west these offices were separate, causing friction.

Constantine improved life in other ways, most notably by minting a new gold
coinage of uniform standard weight. In 325 CE, the first ecumenical world
council, held at Nicaea, formalized a statement of essential beliefs of
Christian faith known as the Nicene Creed. Christianity was split now between
“orthodox” and variant Christians.

Constantine took over rebuilding Byzantium and named it after himself. In
337, Constantine died after being baptized on his deathbed according to the
custom of the times.
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The Suggested Reading for this lecture is St. Augustine of Hippo’s
Confessions of Saint Augustine.

Lecture 14:
Constantine, Barbarians, and the
Great Transformation, 303–476 CE

An illustration depicting Constantine’s vision that
inspired his conversion to Christianity.
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The Empire’s Destruction

The fifth century saw an increase in barbarian attacks on the geographically vul-
nerable west. Large populations moved, pushed from behind by the Huns.

In 410, the Visigoths, led by the heretic Christian Alaric, sacked Rome on
their third siege. The Goths mainly wanted land to settle in.

In 452, Attila the Hun, also a heretic Christian known as the “Scourge of God,”
was turned back from the gates of Rome by Pope Leo I.

In 476, Odoacer, a German, became the first barbarian ruler of Rome, complet-
ing what is known as the “fall” of the western empire.

Edward Gibbon believed that Christianity was the root cause for the fall of
the western government. He asserted that Augustine’s “City of God” (that is,
heaven) versus the city of man diverted men. Human allegiance, naturally,
was directed toward the former. It was even suggested that the empire’s
destruction could be part of God’s plan.



1. Did the Roman empire really fall?

2. In the end, was the Republic the high point of Rome?

3. Was Vergil right, that the Romans’ special gift was “to rule”?

St. Augustine of Hippo. Confessions of Saint Augustine. New York:
Doubleday, 1972.

Bourbon, Fabio, and Anna Maria Liberati. Ancient Rome: History of a
Civilization That Ruled the World. New York: Barnes & Noble Books, 2000.

Bulfinch, Thomas. Bulfinch’s Greek and Roman Mythology: The Age of
Fable. New York: Dover Publications, 2000.

Drake, H.A. Constantine and the Bishops: The Politics of Intolerance.
Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2002.

Hibbert, Christopher. Rome: The Biography of a City. New York: Viking, 1988.

Howarth, Patrick. Attila: King of the Huns: The Man and the Myth. New York:
Barnes & Noble Books, 1995.

Marcellinus, Ammianus. The Later Roman Empire (CE 354–378). Trans.
Walter Hamilton. New York: Penguin, 1986.

Pohlsander, Hans A. The Emperor Constantine. London: Routledge, 1996.

St. Augustine of Hippo. City of God. Ed. David Knowles. Trans. Henry
Bettenson. New York: Penguin, 1972.

Resource pages for biblical studies — www.torreys.org/bible
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Suggested Reading:

Appian. The Civil Wars. Trans. John Carter. New York: Penguin, 1996.

Gibbon, Edward. The Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire. Vols. 1–6. New
York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1993.

Graves, Robert. Claudius the God and His Wife Messalina. New York: Alfred
A. Knopf, 1989.

———. I, Claudius. New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1989. New York:
Penguin, 1999.

Plutarch. The Fall of the Roman Republic: Six Lives by Plutarch. Trans. Ian
Scott-Kilvert. New York: Penguin, 1978.

———. “Coriolanus.” The Makers of Rome: Nine Lives by Plutarch. Trans.
Ian Scott-Kilvert. New York: Penguin, 1978.

———. “Marcellus,” “Fabius Maximus,” and “Cato the Elder.” The Makers
of Rome: Nine Lives by Plutarch. Trans. Ian Scott-Kilvert. New York:
Penguin, 1978.

———. “Tiberius” and “Gaius Gracchus.” The Makers of Rome: Nine Lives
by Plutarch. Trans. Ian Scott-Kilvert. New York: Penguin, 1978.

———. “Romulus.” Plutarch’s Lives. Vol. 1. Ed. Arthur Hugh Clough. Trans.
John Dryden. New York: Penguin, 1992.

Polybius. The Rise of the Roman Empire. Trans. Ian Scott-Kilvert. New York:
Penguin, 1980.

St. Augustine of Hippo. Confessions of Saint Augustine. New York:
Doubleday, 1972.

Sallust. The Jugurthine War and the Conspiracy of Catiline. Trans. S.A.
Handford. New York: Penguin, 1978.

Shakespeare, William. Antony and Cleopatra. Eds. Paul Werstine and
Barbara A. Mowat. New York: Simon & Schuster, 1999.

Stambaugh, John E. The Ancient Roman City. Baltimore: Johns Hopkins
University Press, 1989.

Suetonius. “Julius.” The Twelve Caesars. Trans. Robert Graves. New York:
Penguin, 2003.

Syme, Ronald. The Roman Revolution. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2002.

Vergil. The Aeneid. Trans. Robert Fitzgerald. New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1990.

Other Books of Interest:

Alfoldy, Geza. The Social History of Rome. Trans. Frank Pollock and David
Braund. Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1988.

Aubert, Jean-Jacques, ed. Speculum Luris: Roman Law as a Reflection of
Social and Economic Life in Antiquity. Ann Arbor, MI: University of
Michigan Press, 2002.



COURSE MATERIALS

61

Other Books of Interest (continued):

Augustus. Res Gestae Divi Augusti: The Achievements of the Divine
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University Press, 2002.
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Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1978.

Birley, Anthony Richard. Hadrian: The Restless Emperor. London:
Routledge, 1997.
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Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2000.
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Civilization That Ruled the World. New York: Barnes & Noble Books, 2000.
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Bulfinch, Thomas. Bulfinch’s Greek and Roman Mythology: The Age of
Fable. New York: Dover Publications, 2000.

Caesar, Julius. The Civil War. Trans. Jane F. Gardner. New York:
Penguin, 1976.

———. The Conquest of Gaul. Trans. S.A. Hanford. New York: Penguin, 1983.
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Guy Lee. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1998.
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University Press, 1998.
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Dio, Cassius. The Roman History: The Reign of Augustus. New York:
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Drake, H.A. Constantine and the Bishops: The Politics of Intolerance.
Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2002.
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Galinsky, Karl. Augustan Culture: An Interpretive Introduction. Princeton:
Princeton University Press, 1997.

Goldsworthy, Adrian. The Punic Wars. New York: Sterling Publishing, 2002.

———. The Roman Army at War: 100 BCE–CE 200. Cambridge: Oxford
University Press, 1998.

———. Roman Warfare. New York: Sterling Publishing Company, Inc., 2002.
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Habinek, Thomas. Roman Cultural Revolution. Cambridge: Cambridge
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Da Capo Press, 1994.
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