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I

The Rise of Rome

Rome began as a small settlement in Central Italy, which grew to become the capital of an empire that spanned three continents. At its peak in the early second century CE, the Roman Empire ruled an area covering two million square miles, stretching from the Atlantic coast of Iberia to the Persian Gulf, and from Scotland to the Red Sea. Starting with Augustus, who became the first emperor in 27 BCE, there was a chain of imperial rulers that lasted for over five centuries (or around 1,500 years if the Byzantine Empire is included). They were amongst the most influential rulers the world has ever seen, wielding unimaginable wealth and power. They became examples of not just greatness, splendour and majesty, but also evil, incompetence and perversion. The Roman Empire became a byword for strength and prestige, a symbol that leaders around the world often sought to appropriate.

The fascination with Rome stems from more than just the political power of its rulers; they were also spiritual leaders. After death, many emperors were elevated to the status of deity. Then, from the fourth century CE, they became patrons of Christianity, playing a major role in its rise to becoming the world’s largest religion. Roman culture and art remained a major influence on scholars and thinkers for centuries, whilst their feats of architecture and engineering likewise remained marvels.

Before the rise to imperial power comes the origin myth. According to legend, Rome’s history began on 21 April 753 BCE, when the city was founded by Romulus, the son of an Italian princess from the kingdom of Alba Longa in Central Italy and the war god Mars. Romulus and his twin brother Remus had been abandoned as infants on the banks of the River Tiber on the orders of their cruel great-uncle, who had overthrown their grandfather. Rather than die of exposure, the twins had been raised by a she-wolf. They were then found by a herdsman and raised in the countryside. As adults, they were told of their royal birth and killed their great-uncle and restored their grandfather. The brothers decided to found a city on the River Tiber but disagreed on the exact site. The dispute escalated, culminating in Romulus striking his brother dead in anger. Romulus was then declared king by his followers, founding his city on the Palatine, the most central of the Seven Hills of Rome. This origin myth reveals consistent themes in Roman history: political disagreements, feuds over power and internecine violence.

In reality, the area around Rome was first settled as early as the tenth century BCE, with archaeological evidence suggesting fortified towns were built in the vicinity two centuries later. It was one of many communities in the Central Italian region of Latium. Yet Rome survived and prospered, growing from a small settlement to eventually becoming the largest city in the world.

Roman kings had absolute power, but it was not a hereditary monarchy. When the king died, male citizens elected a new one, meaning the monarch ruled with the consent of his subjects, particularly elites. This system lasted until 509 BCE when Lucius Tarquinius Superbus, the final King of Rome, was overthrown. A prideful ruler, one of his sons had raped a noblewoman, leading to the nobility revolting. Realising the dangers of giving one man too much power, the leaders of the coup pledged that Rome would never again accept a king and instead became a republic. Although historians doubt the veracity of this story, it established a central foundation of the Roman Republic: hostility to anyone seen as monopolising power. There would be resistance to anyone seen as trying to establish themselves as a king.

Rome’s ruling elites and citizens were not content for their city to remain small. Rather, they sought to steadily take control of neighbouring areas, incrementally growing the Republic’s territory over the decades. This process was not a peaceful one but steeped in violence. Territories annexed by Rome, or accepting the Republic as their overlord, did so at the point of the sword. Those areas and people that resisted most fiercely were treated most harshly when they were ground down by the seemingly inexorable force of the Roman Republic. Left at Rome’s mercy, many defeated cities and territories faced fire and destruction, and the enslavement of their population. The response of most Romans would be short and to the point: vae victis, or, ‘woe to the conquered’.

The Roman Republic steadily grew through conquest. It first extended its power over the local region of Latium before dominating the rest of Italy. Further conquests saw Rome establish control over much of Western Europe, North Africa, the Balkans, Anatolia and the Middle East. Rome’s success was down to three linked factors: governmental systems, military strength and enslavement.

Roman Government

Though nominally democratic, the Roman Republic’s leadership was dominated by the patricians, a group of elite land-owning families. Just below them were the equestrians (or ‘knights’), who tended to be more involved with commerce. The vast majority of the Roman people were commoners known as plebeians, although it was possible for them to ascend to high office and become nobles. As Rome had expanded, some of the conquered were granted citizenship. These provincial families, even those who were from local nobility, were often regarded with disdain by traditional elites who had been Roman citizens for centuries.

The oldest continuous institution in Rome was the Senate. It started as a royal advisory council and evolved into a body of 300 to 500 that tried to guide the operation of government by debating new laws and policies. Although plebeians could serve in the Senate, most members were patricians. The Senate was so important that it featured in the initials that appeared throughout the Roman world: SPQR. This phrase, Senatus Populusque Romanus (‘The Senate and People of Rome’) represented the power and authority of the government and appeared on coins, monuments and documents, and continued to be used for centuries after the fall of the Republic.

The heart of Rome was the Forum, a public space in the middle of the city. Thousands flocked there to socialise, do business, attend legal trials, make offerings at its shrines and temples, or marvel at the monuments. Roman political life revolved around the Forum. Anyone wishing to court public favour would be well advised to address the crowds there. The Senate, whose proceedings were open to public view, usually met near the Forum.

The ‘democratic’ process in the Roman Republic showed how the scales of power were tipped towards the elites. Voting was a public act, which usually took place on the Campus Martius (‘Field of Mars’), an open space north of Rome’s walls. Elections to Rome’s various public offices were held at the end of the year, with the victors taking office the following January. The weeks before elections were highly charged, with candidates doing their utmost to secure votes by holding feasts and public entertainment. Often, they just resorted to bribery. Voting for senior positions was done through the Century Assembly, where citizens were grouped into 193 ‘centuries’ based on property ownership. Each century had a single vote and only the wealthiest actually had anything near 100 members – the poorest had thousands. The wealthiest centuries cast their ballots first, and voting was suspended once a candidate had won a majority. This meant the power of the franchise was diluted for the poor. Junior officials were elected by the Tribal Assembly, which divided citizens into thirty-five tribes based on their location, meaning elites held less power there. The body also had the power to vote on new laws.

The senior offices that ran the Republic were set out in the cursus honorum (‘course of honours’), the ladder of elected positions ambitious Romans sought to scale. The two most junior offices, elected by the Tribal Assembly, were quaestor and aedile. The quaestors were primarily involved in financial affairs, whilst the aediles were responsible for administering temples, games, markets and public buildings. Subsequent positions in the cursus honorum were elected by the Century Assembly. The praetors ran Rome’s legal system and acted as judges. Following this, they could become propraetors, spending time as a governor or commander. At the pinnacle were the two consuls, the most senior elected office. The consuls acted as political leaders – the fact there were two of them was a deliberate attempt to stop one man growing too mighty. After their year in office, consuls served as proconsuls, usually holding prestigious governorships or military commands. The Century Assembly periodically elected two censors responsible for tasks such as maintaining public morals, taking the Census and determining membership of the Senate.

There was one other major position: the ten plebeian tribunes (hereafter just called ‘tribune’). Tribunes dated back to the early fifth century BCE, when tensions between elites and commoners threatened to destroy the Roman Republic. To prevent this, the office of tribune, which was voted for and held only by plebeians, was created as a check on the power of the patricians and the Senate. Tribunes could veto any law or action, even by a consul, they regarded as threatening plebeian interests.

At times of crisis, when power sharing became a weakness, the Senate could appoint a dictator. This was reserved for only extraordinary occasions, such as the threat of foreign invasion, and was only supposed to be temporary. Dictators had sweeping powers (which even the veto of the tribunes could not override) but once the emergency was over, they were to step down and return their powers.

Aside from political power, elected office brought one further privilege: immunity from legal prosecution. As such, it was very difficult to remove powers and duties from office holders. However, once their time in office was over, so was the immunity. This would, as we shall see, motivate politicians to stay in office for as long as possible to avoid being held accountable by their rivals.

The Roman Republic was far from being a democracy in the modern sense of the word, but it was just participatory enough to give its citizens a sense that their voice mattered, even in a small way, whilst guaranteeing the power of elites. This gave Rome a sense of political cohesion their rivals lacked, and explained why there would be great resistance to anyone who might upend this balance.

The Roman Army

Apart from their political system, citizens of the Roman Republic were bonded through military service. From Rome’s founding, free males of sufficient means were subject to conscription. At first, they were expected to provide their own weaponry and equipment, so plebeians generally served as infantry. The equestrians fought as cavalry (hence their name), and senior command positions were usually held by patricians. Non-Roman allies were recruited to fight as auxiliary troops (auxilia), often making up around half the strength of an army. Roman soldiers gained a reputation for discipline and organisation. Their army was based on the legion, a group of c. 5,200 men commanded by a legate. The legion was divided into ten cohorts, which themselves were divided into six centuries of eighty. In command of the century was the centurion, usually an experienced, professional officer.

The Romans fought with a coordinated fury, built around a core of veteran soldiers, allowing the Roman Republic to conquer neighbouring areas and eventually all of Italy. As Rome grew, it widened its tax base, enabling it to fund an ever-larger and stronger military. This gave them a tremendous resilience, which became their greatest strength. Even after crushing defeats, through conscription and taxation they could recruit and train more men than their enemies. Another strength was logistics and equipment. As the Republic grew and developed into the Empire, the state built fabricae – workshops where weapons, armour and other necessities were mass-produced. Most military equipment was standardised, making repairing and replacing it much easier. The generally excellent Roman roads (often built by soldiers – a shovel was an important part of the kit issued to new recruits) meant that supplies could be quickly sent to armies on campaign. Successful generals often became extremely wealthy thanks to looting and enslaving, and influential due to the loyalty of their veterans. Those who achieved significant success were granted a triumph by the Senate. The victorious general, treated as if he were the god Jupiter for a day, was allowed to process through the streets of Rome with their soldiers and plunder.

By the third century BCE, Rome dominated much of Italy. This brought them into conflict with the Carthaginian Empire, a mercantile power based in modern-day Tunisia. Both Rome and Carthage wanted control of the Mediterranean. The Romans defeated Carthage in the First Punic War (264–241 BCE), giving them control of most of Sicily. In doing so, they developed a navy, but the foundation of their military strength remained their army. During the Second Punic War (218–201 BCE), the famed Carthaginian general Hannibal, not to mention his elephants, had invaded Italy, destroying several Roman armies. Rome weathered this storm, sending an army to North Africa, which defeated Hannibal. Rome annexed all of Sicily, plus Sardinia and Corsica, as well as conquering land in the Iberian Peninsula, which they called Hispania. The Third Punic War (149–146 BCE) saw Roman forces capture Carthage after a three-year siege. No mercy was shown; the city was razed, and 50,000 of its inhabitants were enslaved. Rome annexed Carthage’s remaining territories, which became the province of Africa (hence, when ‘Africa’ is referred to, it means the province, not the continent).

Rome also expanded eastward, starting with Greece. The Greeks had been a major influence on Roman culture. Elite Romans learned Greek and cultivated a knowledge of their philosophy, rhetoric and literature. This did not stop Rome seeking to conquer Greece. Standing in Rome’s way was Macedon, which had been the font of Alexander the Great’s empire but had been reduced to a small kingdom in northern Greece. From 214 to 148 BCE, Rome fought four wars against the Macedonians and their allies, eventually defeating them. In 146 BCE, Rome vanquished the remaining independent Greek city-states. Mainland Greece became a Roman province. In 129 BCE Rome annexed Pergamum, a Greek kingdom in western Anatolia, which became the province of Asia (not to be confused with the continent).

In addition to their conquests in Greece, Rome pushed north. They fought another old enemy, Celtic peoples called the Gauls, who had once threatened (and even sacked) Rome. During the fourth and third centuries BCE, the Romans had defeated and conquered Gauls in Northern Italy, creating the province of Cisalpine Gaul. From 125 to 121 BCE, the Romans defeated Gallic tribes in the region north of the Alps, annexing their land as the province of Transalpine Gaul.

These wars of conquest not only grew the strength and prestige of the Roman Republic, but also increased the supply of the final foundation of Rome’s strength: enslaved people.

Rome and Slavery

By the end of the first century BCE, slaves comprised up to 20 per cent of the Republic’s population. There were slave markets in most major cities, with the largest in Rome itself, on the Forum. The enslaved population of Rome was drawn from every corner of their conquests and the lands beyond. Slaves were active throughout the Republic, and later the Empire; serving as household servants and doing domestic labour, with some working as tutors, accountants, physicians, musicians and scribes. There were also ‘public slaves’ owned by the state, who performed tasks for the government, such as building public works, firefighting and conducting executions. The most skilled were given administrative responsibilities. Some slaves fought as gladiators, with the most skilled going to Rome, where some even became pampered celebrities. The majority of slaves were put to work in plantations (called latifundia) or mines and quarries. Most slaves were people captured in war (or their descendants). It was also possible to sell oneself or one’s children into slavery or be enslaved as punishment for debt. Slaves had few rights. Legally speaking, they were property and could be punished, tortured and even executed by their owners. Some slaves were granted freedom through manumission (the formal act or process by which a slave owner grants freedom to a person who is enslaved) or through saving enough money to purchase it (they were allowed to work for wages when not serving their masters), after which they became liberti (‘freedmen’). These liberti often maintained close relations with their former masters, serving as their clients. Although liberti were not full citizens and did not have the right to vote, their children would. This system of manumission was not entirely altruistic; the possibility of being freed acted as another means of controlling slaves and ensuring good behaviour. For most of those enslaved by Rome, this was not the outcome; most faced a life of back-breaking labour.

Those enslaved by Rome resisted, most commonly by escaping – or trying to. Anxiety over fugitive slaves was widespread and, if captured, runaways faced brutal punishments, like being branded or made to wear iron collars. Violent resistance was common. During the second and first centuries BCE, the increasing numbers of slaves in Italy led to more serious uprisings and a series of conflicts called the Servile Wars. The first started in 135 BCE in Sicily, home to many latifundia, and a vital source of grain for Rome. Conditions for slaves there were known to be particularly harsh. Slaves rose up and captured territory in the centre of the island, establishing their own communities; their leader even took to minting coins. It took until 132 BCE for a Roman army to defeat them. This would not be the last time there was a major slave uprising. As we will see, there would be two more major slave uprisings in the next fifty years.

By the end of the second century BCE, the Roman Republic was thus a great power, with the potential to grow greater still. This book tells the story of how the Roman Empire came into being in 27 BCE, rising from the ashes of the bitter struggle to control the Roman Republic. It will detail how the first emperor, Augustus, and his successors forged a polity that grew to its greatest size in 117 CE, commanding vast territories.

From this high point came a gradual decline, punctuated by periods (sometimes lasting decades) of strength and resurgence.

Despite its grandeur, Rome experienced invasions, civil wars and political instability, which became increasingly frequent from the third century CE onwards. Over time, the various internal and external pressures conspired to fracture and destroy the Roman Empire in the West, with imperial power only continuing in the East as Byzantium. Rome’s emperors, even the talented and effective ones, struggled to deal with these challenges. Their task was made all the more difficult by the ascension of incompetent and weak rulers who conspired to undermine imperial power. These problems conspired to cause the final fall of Roman power in the West in the later fifth century CE. This history will not be exhaustive, and every single detail cannot be covered in depth. Rather, this book will detail the most important and significant people and events that helped shape the Roman Empire.
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