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INTRODUCTION

 

Rome was one of the three pillars of Western civilization. Of the other two, Rome subsumed one (Greece) and succoured the last (Christianity).

It is little surprise, then, that Rome still looms so large in the landscape of Western culture: Roman Catholic; modern legal systems (based on Justininian’s Corpus Juris Civilis); the month of “July” (after Julius Caesar); the tradition of carrying brides across the threshold (a Roman rite); the Latin-derived languages of Italy, France, Portugal and Spain. Even English, the language of the Anglo-Saxons, is 33 per cent based on Latin.

Meanwhile, the physical landscape of the West bears countless imprints of Rome: the ruler-straight road that is the Fosse Way, the aquaduct at Nimes, the Colosseum in Rome, the amphitheatre at Caerleon, the baths at Bath. And when real Roman buildings have fallen to dust, generations of architects have revived the “Classical” style. There are middle-class housing projects the Western world over which have fake Roman columns around the portal.

If the sheer legacy of Rome is taken away, then there is the fascination of Ancient Rome itself. How did a hick village on some undulations beside the Tiber come to build the greatest empire of antiquity? Why did it last so long (nearly a thousand years)? Was it civilized – or was it debauched?

Ancient Rome, if you like, is plain interesting. Ancient Rome, if you must, is a necessary object of study in any understanding of the modern world in which we live.

This book of eye-witness accounts differs from the recorded histories of Rome. There are many of these, Gibbon’s History of the Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire and Michael Grant’s History of Rome being exemplars from vastly different times and perspectives. Recorded histories offer analysis and explanation. An anthology of first-hand reports gives something entirely different but complementary: the vicarious experience of “being there”. Since many of the events included are actually written by their movers and shakers (Caesar on the invasion of Britain, Augustus on his empire-building achievements, for instance), eye-witness history also allows intimate access to the mind-frame of the great men and women of the past. In other words, it’s the inside track.

There are two more virtues of this type of “personal” history. First, it’s invariably more vivid than recorded history. Second, it’s the actual basic building material of history books. Eye-witness report is what historians use to make their histories. Thus an anthology of eye-witness accounts also enables the reader to make his or her own interpretation. DIY history, perhaps.

An obvious difficulty in compiling such an anthology of Ancient Rome is the paucity of sources. By legend Rome was founded in 753 BC and by historians’ agreement it fell in AD 476. Probably the first true first-hand recorder of Rome was Cato the Elder (234–149 BC), and not until the 1st century AD do sources begin to proliferate. Or, at least, begin to survive the accidents of history; many of these records have been lost to invasion, fire, natural disasters, house-cleaning. Accordingly, the compiler of an eye-witness anthology of Rome is obliged to use a little licence. While most accounts are first-hand, some are “second hand”, by men and women who lived in the relevant time, or just after, and who can reasonably be supposed to have consulted direct eye-witnesses. Into this category falls Nicolaus of Damascus on Caesar’s assassination and Tacitus on Britain (his father-in-law was Agricola, a governor of the isles). On very few occasions I have employed accounts by Ancient historians – notably Suetonius – who flourished after the event because their words closely echo original sources. Suetonius, being a court historian, had access to all extant records, including original letters. Plutarch’s account of the slave revolt of Spartacus is allowed because, although hostile to Spartacus, his careful history at least allows the slaves of Ancient Rome to make an appearance in this book in the guise of something other than passive instrumentum vocale.

Because, of course, it should never be forgotten that the ancient records which do survive the vicissitudes of time tend to be those of the VIPs of politics and war. The voice of ordinary Romans is more difficult to call, despite the fantastic – by ancient standards – literacy of the Roman people. Graffiti (see pp 40–41, 210–211), and letters, mostly from Romanized Egypt and Britain, offer some glimpses of the lot of “ordinary” people and soldiers. I have supplemented this with excerpts from poetry and plays which depict everyday Rome, at work and at play.
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Rome 753 BC–31 BC
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