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T
oday, Rome is a beautiful tourist attraction 

more likely to play host to camera-toting 

travellers than barbarian hordes, but in the 

ages of the ancient world it was the epicentre 

of civilisation. The crown jewel of a nation 

that assumed every form – kingdom, republic and 

empire – a realm so powerful it changed the face of 

history forever. In the name of Rome and its ever-

changing governments, it redefined the principles 

and engineering of warfare, revolutionised 

modern infrastructure and ushered in 

the beginning of the Middle Ages.

And like any great 

superpower, it carved its 

borders across the face of the 

world. From the cold shores of 

Britannia to the warm sands 

of Palestine and Egypt, Rome 

created for itself an empire 

that was a sight to behold, but 

one that invited attack at every 

juncture. The ancient world was 

not a pleasant place – full of plague, 

storms and warring tribes from every 

corner of the wild – but it was still a canvas upon 

which Rome instilled the principles of its own 

special form of civilization.

It rose from humble beginnings, forming from 

the “gens” or clans of Italy, united under a new king 

with the ambitious vision for a greater state. It was 

from the fires of that origin that some of the most 

iconic Roman concepts were forged, not least of 

which were the very beginnings of the Senate; the 

democratic voice of the people that spent the next 

From its humble beginnings as a small kingdom of 

warring fiefdoms, to one of history’s most imposing 

superpowers, Rome was a nation for the ages

The legend 
of Rome

The 
Roman Empire 
technically only 

refers to a relatively short 
period in the history of 

Ancient Rome – it existed 
as a kingdom and a 

republic before 
that.

few eras battling the rulers that would come and go 

at Rome’s helm.

As a kingdom, Rome began to fashion itself 

as a capital to be proud of; the pillars and grand 

designs of the Greeks and the Etruscans informing 

an architectural flair that would find itself in 

everything from municipal buildings to the roads 

it laid across the realm. The folly of kings soon 

led Rome to take a new form, forged for a new 

age – the Roman Republic. A shining beacon 

of democracy built on the back of a 

military the world had never seen 

before – organised, disciplined and 

hardened in the name of conflict 

and invasion. The legions of 

Rome became the hammer 

that conquered the known 

world, but they would also 

bring the nation to the brink of 

destruction in a crisis to follow.

Democracy brought Rome 

greatness, but also left it open to 

the schemes of powerful men and 

the actions of Julius Caesar transformed the 

nation into a new state, one focused on conquest 

anew. An empire, with an emperor at its highest 

seat of office and a desire to reshape in his image. 

As the Roman Empire, Rome became stronger than 

ever, but for all its innovations and advancements 

in engineering (many of which would be lost to the 

Dark Ages to come), Rome would attempt to rule 

a world that was changing rapidly. And so its fate 

would be sealed – one more great empire falling in 

place of another...

9

The legend of Rome



10

Ancient Rome conjures images of 

men in white robes arguing the issues 

of the day in the Roman Forum, and 

emperors leading armies with one 

hand while holding off assassination 

attempts with the other. In reality, the 

Romans lived their lives under many 

different forms of government, but 

the Senate endured through them all. 

Formed in 753 BCE with the creation 

of the Roman Kingdom, the Senate 

was the product of a deeply patriarchal 

society. The oldest and wisest men 

from influential families oversaw the 

creation of laws, conduct trials and 

debate on behalf of the people.

Under the guise of the Republic, 

the Roman dream of a true democratic 

governance flourished. The Senate 

rose to its highest level of power, 

and through its ranks rose plebeians 

(regular citizens). Following the rise 

of the Triumvirate (where three men 

vied for power in government) and 

the eventual Empire, Romans were in 

fealty to a single man yet again.

The Romans had a practical view of religion. It informed 

almost every facet of their lives not because they were 

particularly pious, but because superstitions and rituals 

were an everyday part of life. The Romans saw the 

work of the gods in everything they did, and the role of 

enacting those rituals fed back into society’s patriarchal 

structure. It was the role of the head of the household 

to perform a day’s rituals, making offerings to Jupiter 

or Saturn. The same idea applied to the military, with 

prayers made to Mars on the eve of battle.

Roman religion took many of its elements from 

external sources. Concepts from Greek practices and 

Etruscan myth became intertwined with Roman rituals, 

with prayer and sacrifice more of an inherent part of life 

than a religious element. Religion was even represented 

in government – the official oversight of rites to 

counteract bad omens and attract prosperity for a new 

emperor fell at the feet of the Pontifical College.

Government

Religion

Book of the Roman Empire

The elements
of Ancient Rome
From religion and the arts to the use of slaves and 
infrastructure, Ancient Rome was a unique society that 
operated on its own terms

In many ways, Ancient Rome was well ahead of its 

time. Despite all of the ancient trappings, the great 

minds of Italy were always busy looking upwards 

and onwards. For the Senate and Rome’s many 

revolving leaders, extending borders of the realm 

was of paramount importance. Soldiers were the 

true currency of progress, and conquering new 

lands and absorbing their people was the fuel 

needed to power that machine. That cycle swelled 

Rome’s legions and the state began expanding at a 

terrifying rate.

Alongside this expansion, the engineers of the 

time revolutionised the facilities of the age. Vast 

aqueducts brought running water to the people and 

freshly paved roads (curved to drain off rainwater, 

no less) linked the realm together much like a 

concrete nervous system. Upon these roads, Rome’s 

trade flourished and its most precious commodity, 

the slaves, helped the Roman economy turn (in 

much the same way as it would in other empires in 

the centuries to come).

The slave trade segued into the hedonistic 

fabric of Roman society, fuelling a national love for 

bloodsports. The people adored their arts, enjoying 

everything from theatre to works of literature. It 

was a time of expression, where the real world 

mingled seamlessly with an almost tribalistic 

embrace of the gods and prayer.

“ Soldiers were the true currency of 
progress, and conquering new lands was 
the fuel needed to power that machine”

In the Imperial era the Senate 
had little power as the emperor 

consolidated all governmental 
power into his own seat

One of the greatest Roman 
achievements were its network 
of roads, some of which are still 
used today

For the Romans, maintaining a solid infrastructure for its people was just as important as 

any military campaign. Rome – the crowning jewel of the Kingdom, the Republic and the 

Empire – was built as the example for the rest of the realm and the Roman government 

began constructing buildings out of elaborately carved stone, the artistic flair living large 

in the Roman architecture. 

The Romans couldn’t be expected to live a lavish lifestyle in their own filth, so 

they did what any self-respecting and enterprising nation would do – they built vast 

aqueducts that redirected underground sources of fresh water all the way back to 

Rome. These underground ceramic pipes and overground lanes (which often doubled as 

bridges) used nothing more than gravity to bring this life-giving resource into the capital.

And that’s not to mention the breathtaking network of roads that were built to 

replace the dirt roads and simple lanes the Etruscans had built in the centuries before. 

With cement and broken stones, the Romans laid Rome at the heart of a vast network 

that even stretched as far as Britannia.

Infrastructure
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The Romans were a very expressive people and 

we can see that in the sheer breadth of mosaics, 

sculptures, potteries and architecture they produced. 

At its core, Roman art was a melting pot of other 

cultures and influences – the Greeks, with their love 

of pillared architecture and white stone statues, 

became a major influence. As did the Etruscans, the 

people that preceded the Romans with their love of 

wall painting and bronze statues. 

During the Republican era, art became a way to 

express one’s position. Paintings and wall carvings 

of military successes were commissioned by the 

state and positioned around the city, while wealthy 

men had their likenesses immortalised in a bust. 

Most chose to have their features aged – this was 

to present a man who had given his life to support 

the Republic. Roman art was often a representation 

of status, especially in the Imperial era where the 

“classical”style (Greek style) was re-embraced as the 

emperors attempted to reconnect with Rome’s past.

The Romans liked to celebrate and often built arenas and 

amphitheatres. The Colosseum (sometimes known as the 

Flavian Amphitheatre) was built between 70 CE and 80 CE 

and proved to be Rome’s grandest entertainment centre. It 

could seat around 50,000 spectators and even had a giant 

canvas canopy that could be erected above it should the 

baking Italian weather prove too much. 

The Colosseum gives us an insight into gladiatorial 

combat. It was a national favourite, with everything from 

disgraced soldiers to well-muscled slaves eviscerating one 

another in the name of entertainment. Great battles were 

often re-enacted, with professional fighters brought in to 

ensure the history books were adhered to in the arena. 

Chariot racing was another popular source of 

entertainment and its results could often turn just as 

bloody should a chariot crash. Violence was the means by 

which Rome had become a superpower, so it only seemed 

fitting its own people would gain an insatiable bloodlust 

when it came to how it kept itself entertained.

The arts

Entertainment

Military
To the Romans, the armies formed 

a vital part of its expansion and 

continued safety. A force so powerful 

it dominated the Western world for 

over 1,000 years, it’s an example 

of organisation and discipline that 

remains one of history’s most 

fearsome forces. The Roman armies 

believed themselves descended from 

Mars himself, the God of War, and they 

took that sense of immortality into 

battle and it made them a fearsome 

sight to behold.

The continued maintenance of 

a military permeated every aspect 

of Roman society. It informed the 

increasing populus, with women 

actively encouraged to have many 

children in order to increase the 

chance of producing boys. Young 

men were expected to join the 

armies and serve, while elders with 

any experience of leading men were 

expected to join the legions and do 

their duty in the name of Rome.

What set the Romans apart from 

the many barbarians they encountered 

was their ironclad sense of discipline. 

Soldiers were drilled constantly in 

everything from marching formations 

to shield walls and Roman generals 

inspected each element of warfare 

– camps, weapons and tactics were 

under constant inspection and it made 

the Roman war machine legendary.

To own slaves, which could be bought in marketplaces 

across Rome and throughout the realm, was a sign 

of status and power among the high-ranking families. 

Young boys or men often proved the most expensive, 

since they could be put to so many different tasks. 

Slaves came mostly from conquered lands and with the 

military in a near-constant state of expansion during the 

Republic, Rome was awash with a regular flow of souls.

The figures surrounding the number of slaves in Rome 

at any one given time remains sketchy, but it’s believed 

that at the height of the Empire slaves represented 

around 25% of the population. It’s hard to tell how many 

slaves a wealthy family could have, but it’s thought the 

number ran into the hundreds of individuals.

The assumption that every slave lived a destitute life 

is one of many inaccurate facts surrounding the Roman 

slave trade. Slaves were an expensive investment and 

were often fed, clothed and treated with care. Those 

with a particular skill, such as cooks, were also highly 

prized and often lived comfortable lives in a household.

Slavery

There were plenty of other 
amphitheatres and arenas 
around Rome, especially in the 
areas surrounding the city

Slaves could have families, but 
any children born to a slave 
woman would also become 

enslaved by proxy

The legend of Rome
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The interim begins
716 BCE
Following the apparent “death” of 

Romulus, by order of the Senate, 

Rome enters an “interregnum” (a 

gap). This is a period of year or 

less where the traditional form 

of government simply does not 

exist, where one king has died but 

another has yet to be determined. 

The democratic principles of the 

Roman Kingdom state that only 

the Senate or a similar body has 

the power to make a king, so over 

a period of a year, ten different 

men “rule” the kingdom one 

after the other. This provides the 

Senate with the information it 

needs to select one of them as the 

next king.

 Numa Pompilius
is elected king
With the interregnum now over, 
the Senate swears Sabine noble 
Numa Pompilius in as king. 
According to Roman historian 
Plutarch, Pompilius was born on 
the day of Rome’s founding.
715 BCE

 Ancus Marcius passes 
away
The fourth legendary 
king of the Romans, 
who helped reaffirm 
Numa Pompilius’ work 
on Rome’s religious 
infrastructure, dies.’
617 BCE

753 BCE 716 BCE 715 BCE 642 BCE

Curiate Assembly 
elects Ancus Marcius
642 BCE
As with many kings who ruled in the 

Regal era, an interim period took place 

between Hostilius and his successor. 

In between the election of the new 

king, an interrex is established 

(meaning a regent of sorts is appointed 

to look after the kingdom). The Senate 

selects suitable candidates before the 

people of Rome vote who it is they 

wanted to rule them. The legislative 

group that appoints the new leader, 

Ancus Marcius, is known as The 

Curiate Assembly.

The Roman Kingdom 753 BCE – 509 BCE
Rome is founded/
Romulus becomes king
753 BCE
Once a series of warring tribes and 

clans, the strongest among them are 

united underneath the warrior general 

Romulus. He installs himself as king 

and forms the very first incarnation of 

the Senate. The eldest members from 

the most powerful and influential 

gen (clans) are chosen, Italy’s deeply 

patriarchal makeup placing a great 

deal of importance on the wisdom of 

its older male members. Around 100 

members are chosen by Romulus, 

and the Senate begins by taking care 

of the day-to-day running of the 

kingdom. Together, the very first laws 

of the land are written and the first 

standing armies formed.

 Romulus passes away
Around 716 BCE, Romulus 
mysteriously disappears 
during a storm. Some 
legends say he was 
murdered, but the reality is 
the kingdom no longer had 
a king.
716 BCE

 Tullus Hostilius 
becomes king
After a short interregnum, 
the candidate Tullus 
Hostilius is selected 
as king. Unlike his 
predecessor, Hostilius is a 
monarch more interested 
in conquest than peace.
673 BCE

 Tullus Hostilius 
passes away
With a reign that 
sees Rome’s borders 
expand like never 
before, the warlike 
Tullus Hostilius dies. 
His reign is likened 
to that of Romulus.
642 BCE

 Numa Pompilius passes away
Following a reign that saw many 
of Rome’s religious institutions 
founded, including many of its 
temples, Pompilius dies.
673 BCE

Not every gap between kings led to an interim; 
the sixth king was murdered and his successor 
claimed the throne almost immediately

Romulus and his brother 
Remus, are as steeped in 
legend and myth as they 

are in actual history

The Curiate Assembly was a collection 
of ordinary citizens who were gathered 

together by Roman law to vote on the 
worthiness of the new king

Byzantium went from being of 
little consequence to Rome, to 
becoming its capital

Byzantium
is founded
667 BCE
Around 667 BCE, the first 

roots of Byzantium are sown; 

a nation that will go on to be a 

foe, and an eventual conqueror 

of Rome. According to legend, 

the city was founded by Byzas 

who sailed from a city-state 

near Athens called Megara. 

With its position at the only 

entrance to the Black Sea, 

Byzantine would grow into a 

powerful nation fuelled by its 

steady trade.

673 BCE 617 BCE667 BCE

The 
Roman style of 

architecture lives on 
in the 18th century 

neoclassical style 
that can be seen to 

this day.
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 Servius Tullius becomes king
Following a period of time as 
regent, the Senate determines him 
a suitable candidate and electes 
him as the sixth king (and the 
second of Etruscan descent).
575 BCE

 Lucius Tarquinius 
Priscus is elected
The fifth king of the Regal 
era, once again elected by 
the people, is found in the 
ambitious politician Lucius 
Tarquinius Priscus.
616 BCE

 Superbus’ son rapes a patrician
With Superbus already a deeply 
unpopular king known for his tyrannical 
rule, the news that his son Sextus has 
raped the patrician Lucretia is the final 
act that sends the kingdom into turmoil.
509 BCE

600BC

The Forum’s central building
is constructed
600 BCE
Perhaps the most important structure in Rome’s history – the Forum – 

becomes the home of the Senate and many of the state’s important legislative 

decisions. It is under Lucius Tarquinius Priscus’ reign that construction on the 

Forum is finished. Each of the previous kings had made some pilgrimage in 

this area, from draining it of water to the building of simple temples. Priscus’ 

contribution is to have the main rectangular building constructed and the 

entire plaza paved. The Forum becomes a symbol of Rome’s democratic 

heartbeat. More contributions will be made to it over the course of history.

Servius Tullius 
is assassinated
535 BCE
In another example of a disturbing 

trend in Roman succession, 

the king Servius Tullius is 

assassinated after 44 years of rule 

by his own daughter Tullia and 

her husband Tarquinius Superbus. 

Tullius had been a popular king, 

orchestrating a number of reforms. 

Superbus convinces the Senate to 

elect him king regardless and he 

becomes the seventh (and final) 

king of Rome. And so begins one 

of the least popular reigns…

Priscus dies in a riot
579 BCE
In the first example of a Roman 

leader being murdered, Lucius 

Tarquinius Priscus dies during a riot 

organised by the son of the previous 

leader, Ancus Marcius. According to 

legend, the sons of Ancus Marcius 

believed the throne should have 

passed to them so they organised 

a riot among the people and struck 

Priscus over the head in the chaos. 

It’s said Priscus’ wife found her 

husband wounded but not dead, 

and used the time to name the 

Etruscan Servius Tullius as regent.

The Roman monarchy
is overthrown
509 BCE
The rape of Lucretia by the king’s son 

provides the spark to ignite the 

political powder keg that has been 

filling for years. The people 

and the Senate have grown 

increasingly uncomfortable 

with the actions of the 

king, Lucius Tarquinius 

Superbus, and his 

tyrannical rule. His 

obsession with 

architecture and 

building has largely 

exhausted the royal 

coffers and his foolish 

choice of military 

campaigns (based more on 

elevating his status rather 

than bettering the kingdom) 

leads the people to riot, resulting 

in his exile and the abolition of the 

monarchy itself. 

 The Cloaca Maxima is built
Under the direction of Priscus, 
the first true Roman sewer is 
built beneath the centre of 
Rome. More primitive versions 
had been attempted, but this 
was the first true version.
578 BCE

 Oldest Latin 
inscriptions
The very earliest examples 
of written Latin dates back 
to around this time. It’s 
possible this was when 
the Romans began actively 
recording their laws.
600 BCE

 Tullius builds city walls
In the first example of 
a Roman leader actively 
working to protect the 
city from foes, Tullius 
begins constructing walled 
defences around Rome.
550 BCE

The overthrow of the 
monarchy leads to the 
formation of the Republic

The Roman Forum is still standing 
today and remains one of the city’s 

most iconic structures

Priscus’ murder would 
present a disturbing 
trend for later years

Servius Tullius’ set the 
financial and military 
infrastructure of the nation

The raping of Lucretia led 
her to take her own life 

The legend of Rome

616 BCE 579 BCE 578 BCE 575 BCE 550 BCE 535 BCE 509 BCE
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Senones sack Rome
390 BCE
In 390 BCE, Rome suffers its worst 

domestic disaster as the Senones 

reach and sack the city. On what is 

believed to be 18 July, the Romans 

march to meet the forces of the 

Senones, a large Gallic tribe that 

have invaded northern Italy. Despite 

their usual successes against the 

barbarians, the Romans are almost 

completely routed, leaving the path 

to Rome open for the Senones. 

The Senones find a city largely 

undefended, and therefore proceed 

to murder many of its elders, burn 

buildings to the ground and loot 

everything they can. Eventually, 

a roman general called Camillus 

arrives with a relief force and 

destroys the Senones.

 Plebeian council given new powers
As further evidence of Rome’s growing 
sense of democracy, the Plebeian 
Council (formerly known as the Curiate 
Assembly) is granted the power to help 
make Roman laws.
449 BCE

 Roman soldiers
earn a wage
For the first time in the 
history of Rome, Roman 
soldiers are finally granted 
and paid a standing wage. 
This is due to the wealth 
brought in by the army’s growing 
list of conquests and new lands.
396 BC

 Roman census is conducted
In and around 293 BC, the Office of the 
Censor conducts an official census which 
shows the population of Rome has 
swelled to around 300,000 people.
293 BC

509 BC 449 BC

Rome halts
a Gallic invasion
225 BC
The Battle of Telamon in 225 BCE 

halts a potentially disastrous Gallic 

invasion. Rome had formed a peace 

with a handful of the Gallic tribes to 

the north of Italy’s borders. However, 

a new alliance of Gauls seemingly 

ignored this and begin moving troops 

into northern Italy with their eye 

on Rome. Roman forces under the 

command of consuls Gaius Atilius 

Regulus and Lucius Aemilius Papus 

march to Telamon and defeat the 

Gauls, extending Roman influence. 

The Roman Republic 509 BCE – 27 BCE
Roman Republic established
509 BC
Following the overthrow of the monarchy and the exile of Lucius 

Tarquinius Superbus, the Senate establishes a new Republic state. In 

this new form, two leaders will rule cooperatively as ”consuls”, elected 

for a single year each. With the formation of the Republic, new powers 

are granted to the Senate and to the Plebeian council, giving the people 

more power and influence over the laws that govern their home. It 

is decreed that Rome will never again recognise a king of Rome and 

subsequently elects Lucius Junius Brutus and Lucius Tarquinius 

Collatinus as its first joint consuls.

 Battle of Silva Arsia
Republican forces meet 
those loyal to the deposed 
and exiled king at the Battle 
of Silva Arsia. Superbus’ 
forces are defeated, but 
Lucius Junius Brutus is 
killed in battle.
509 BC

 First Plebeian 
praetor elected
Despite the political 
struggles between 
the patricians and 
the plebeians, the 
very first plebeian 
praetor is elected 
into office.
337 BC

The Romans almost have to bribe the 
Senones to leave at one point before the 
arrival of Camillus and his forces

Lucius Junius Brutus is on 
the left, shown between his 
lictors, a type of bodyguard 

to magistrates

The loss was a substantial one 
for the Gauls with around 40,000 

killed and another 10,000 taken as 
prisoners to be sold into slavery 

The Sabines had a 
long-standing rivalry 
with the city

Senate passes 
dictator law
501 BCE
Despite the realm’s difficult 

past with a single man 

holding too much power, the 

Senate decides emergency 

laws are needed to grant 

temporary ultimate power to 

an individual in the event of 

a crisis. This is known as the 

senatus consultum. With the 

threat of a Sabine invasion 

looming, Titus Lartius and 

Postumus Cominius Auruncus 

select the former as dictator.

501 BC

 Marriage between 
patricians/plebeians 
legalised
In another move created 
to foster the growing 
sense of equality between 
the high-ranking patricians 
and the normal plebeians, 
marriage between the two 
is legalised.
445 BCE

445 BC

 Three consular tribunes established
The offices of the Tribuni 
militum consulari potestate is 
established. It’s a set of three 
councils who will hold the 
power of the consuls in order 
to settle a power struggle 
between plebeians/patricians.
443 BCE

443BC 396 BC 390 BCE 337 BCE 293 BC



15

 The Social War
The Social War erupts when a 
series of Roman cities (known 
collectively as the Latins) rebel 
against the inequality in land 
ownership and wealth between 
Rome and its allies.
91 BCE – 88 BCE

 Province of Egypt established
Around 30 BC, Egypt’s dominance 
of North Africa has faded and it is 
absorbed into Rome, becoming a 
Roman province as a result.
30 BC

225 BC

Augustus is made 
emperor
27 BCE
Following the death of his great-uncle 

Julius Caesar, Gaius Octavius forms 

the Second Triumvirate with Marc 

Antony and Marcus Lepidus to find 

his assassins. The alliance causes a 

civil war. Lepidus is eventually driven 

into exile and Marc Antony commits 

suicide following his defeat at the 

Battle of Actium. Still granted the 

ultimate power of office by the Senate, 

Augustus begins creating a framework 

with the Senate – the beginning of the 

Principate and the Empire itself.

Third Servile War 
begins
73 BCE – 71 BCE
The third and final slave rebellion, 

which is led by Spartacus, is the 

only servile uprising to threaten 

the stability of Rome itself. A 

band of escaped gladiators begins 

swelling with slaves who wish to 

know true freedom. Under the 

leadership of slave and gladiator 

Spartacus, the loosely armed 

rebels defeat a number of Roman 

forces before Roman commander 

Marcus Licinius Crassus crushes 

the uprising.

Julius Caesar is assassinated 
44 BCE
In the build-up to his assassination, Julius Caesar had risen from 

consul and member of the First Triumvirate to the most powerful 

seat in the land. He was not, as is sometimes incorrectly assumed, 

an emperor, but a dictator who was voted into that position by the 

Senate in 49 BCE and then again in 45 BCE. The Senate passed a 

vote making him Dictator perpetuo, a role that made many senators 

who had not voted in his favour fearful that Caesar would install 

himself as king. On the Ides of March, a conspiracy is put into 

motion that sees Caesar betrayed by his allies and stabbed to death 

in the Theatre of Pompey.

Battle of Arausio
105 BC
The Battle of Arausio represents one of Rome’s 

worst military defeats, and marks a 

turning point in the relationship 

between consuls. It also leads 

to many important reforms. 

The battle begins when 

a large Gallic tribe, the 

Cimbri, start migrating 

through Gaul, which 

causes an imbalance 

in the hierarchy of 

the tribes. With the 

Cimbri now growing 

in number, two armies 

under the command of 

consul Quintus Servilius 

Caepio and consul Gnaeus 

Mallius Maximus arrive to 

meet them. However, tactical 

disagreements between the two 

leaders have disastrous results with 

over 100,000 Roman soldiers dying.

 First / Senatus consultum ultimum/
In 121 BC, the first Senatus consultum 

ultimum is passed by the Senate, 
granting consul Lucius Opimius 
emergency powers to defeat the forces 
of Gaius Gracchus.
121 BC

 Province of Macedonia 
established
After a series of long wars with 
the tribes of Macedonia, the 
lands are eventually absorbed 
into the Republic and made a 
province of Rome.
146 BC

 First Triumvirate 
formed
The first Triumvirate, an 
alliance between three 
of Rome’s most powerful 
politicians (Julius Caesar, 
Pompey and Marcus 
Licinius Crassus) is formed.
59 BC

The defeat at Arausio was a 
wake-up call for Rome, and 
led to serious reforms

The Principate gave the illusion of a 
Republican era, but in reality Augustus 
held almost all the power in the realm

Caesar’s death led to 
a civil war and the 

formation of the Empire

Spartacus’ rebellion had an 
impact on master and slave 
for decades to come
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Diocletian established 
the Tetrarchy
293 CE
Following almost 50 year of chaos, 

civil war and divided states, the 

politician Diocletian is recognised 

as emperor by the Senate and 

establishes a new form of governance 

– the Tetrarchy. Alongside three other 

co-emperors, Diocletian divides the 

Roman Empire into four separate 

states to be governed by each 

individual emperor with mutual 

cooperation between all four sections 

of the realm. The concept, for a time, 

proves a success – with every state 

having its own capital and standing 

armies. However, despite the joint 

nature of the nation, Diocletian is 

ultimately the supreme leader.

 Boudicca’s revolt in Britannia
One of the biggest revolts in 
Roman Britain is led by the queen 
of the Iceni, Boudicca. She leads 
a force of 100,000 men but is 
ultimately defeated.
60 CE

 Hadrian’s Wall is started
In order to keep the barbarians of 
Scotland and the north of Britannia at 
bay, emperor Hadrian orders a wall to 
be constructed. It becomes known as 
Hadrian’s Wall and survives to this day.
122 CE

 Battle of Carthage
Forces loyal to the joint 
emperors of Gordian I 
and his son Gordian II 
are destroyed by those 
belonging to emperor 
Maximinus Thrax. Gordian 
I is killed and Gordian II 
soon commits suicide.
238 CE

27 BCE 60 CE

Constantine becomes 
first Christian emperor
306 CE
Christians had an uneasy relationship 

with the religion of Rome. In fact, as 

recently as Diocletian, the Christian 

community had been demonised and 

purged. However, that all changed 

when Constantine – the son of one 

of the first members of the Tetrarchy 

– becomes the sole emperor. He sets 

about reforming the national mindset 

and even chairs the First Council of 

Nicaea in 325 CE where an assembly of 

bishops is called to create a consensus 

of modern Christianity.

Roman conquest of Britain
43 CE
Prior to emperor Claudius’ campaign to conquer Britannia once and for 

all, the Romans have enjoyed a relatively healthy trading relationship 

with the tribes of Britain since Julius Caesar’s first settlements in 55 BCE. 

However, the Catuvellauni have taken over from the Trinovantes as 

the most powerful kingdom in south-eastern Britain. The Catuvellauni 

begin encroaching on the land of the Roman loyal Atrebates, forcing 

Rome to send troops to pacify Britannia once and for all. The campaign 

eventually takes the Romans through England and into Scotland.

 Senate grants 
Augustus new titles
As part of Octavian’s new 
position as the ultimate 
ruler of Rome, the Senate 
grants him the titles of 
Augustus, Majestic and 
also Princeps.
27 BCE

 Colosseum is completed
In 80 BCE, the largest 
amphitheatre ever built is 
finally finished in the heart 
of Rome. It can house 
50,000 spectators and 
becomes a symbol of 
Rome’s endless passion 
for bloodsports.
80 CE

 Crisis of the Third Century
The Crisis of the Third Century 
is a half-century long period 
of civil war and turmoil as 
26 different emperors are 
crowned and Rome splits into 
three different states.
235 CE

 Great Fire of Rome
Legend says that the 
fires that consumed a 
significant proportion 
of Rome’s infrastructure 
was in fact set by 
emperor Nero himself. 
Nero blames the 
Christians, leading to a 
bloody purge.
64 CE

 Emperor Valerian taken prisoner
In a shock development for the Roman 
Empire, the emperor Valerian is taken 
captive during a battle with the Sassanid 
Persian Empire. He dies in captivity.
260 CE

The Tetrarchy lasted until around 313 CE, 
where most of the leaders had either died or 
been assassinated

Britain provided 
considerable resources for 

the Empire, but it was a 
difficult province to control

Constantine’s reforms changed Rome 
forever -–including a new coinage to 
battle inflation and the relocation of 

the capital to Byzantium

At its height, the 
plague killed 2,000 
Romans a day

The Antonine 
Plague strikes
165 CE
One of the worst pandemics 

to ever ravage Rome, the 

Antonine Plague (likely a form 

of smallpox or perhaps an 

early form of measles) ends 

up claiming the lives of over 5 

million Romans. It is thought 

the plague was brought back 

with troops returning from the 

Near East. The plague, which 

rages on and off for around 15 

years, even claims the life of the 

emperor Lucius Verus. 
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The Roman Kingdom, Republic and Empire 

were very powerful so it’s no surprise to see the 

imprint of that nation today. From language to 

infrastructure, the Roman Empire was a state far 

ahead of its time, with even the regressive years of 

the Dark Ages failing to eliminate its mark.

Latin, the official language of the Empire, didn’t 

die with the realm but instead flourished. It was 

adopted as the official language of the Catholic 

Church and became the ipso facto language of the 

sciences. It can be found in English, German, Dutch 

and many other modern dialects.

Our calendars owe their structure and style to 

the Romans – the Julian calendar, introduced by 

Julius Caesar, made the year 365 days long and 

divided it into 12 months. It was also the Romans 

who chose to begin the year in January and add a 

leap year every four years in February. The Romans 

also introduced the seven day week, with the 

planets forming their names (except Sunday which 

has its origins in Christianity).

The Roman’s use of democracy and forums is still 

seen among countless nations, while its embrace 

of Christianity under Constantine the Great helped 

secure Rome as the home of the Catholic Church. 

Elsewhere, the Roman’s use of sewers, aqueducts 

and roads showed the rest of the world how to 

build lasting infrastructure.

The lasting effect of the Roman Empire

 Visigoths sack Rome
For the first time in 800 years, 
Rome is successfully overrun 
by an enemy of Rome. The 
city is sacked and almost 
burned to the ground by 
the Visigoths, led by their 
king, Alaric.
410 CE

293 CE

Western Roman 
Empire falls
476 CE
By the middle of the 5th 

century, the Western Roman 

Empire is a shadow of its 

former self. The position of 

emperor no longer wields 

the power and respect it 

once did, and the Empire 

lacks the stability of the 

Byzantine Empire to the 

East. The current emperor, 

Romulus Augustulus, had 

been installed by his father 

a year prior but doesn’t have 

the support of the people 

or the Senate. This leads to 

the military commander 

Odoacer leading a revolt that 

removes the emperor and his 

installation as patrician. With 

the support of the Senate, he 

is the first King of Italy.

Rome is divided into two empires
395 CE
A direct result of Constantine’s desire to rule the 

Roman Empire from the East in Byzantium, it is 

decided that the realm should be operated by the 

two imperial administrations. The Empire is initially 

divided by Theodosius I upon his deathbed, carving 

the realm into the Western Roman Empire and the 

Eastern Roman Empire 

and granting rule to his 

two sons. As a result, 

Arcadius becomes 

augustus of the eastern 

Byzantine Empire and 

his brother Honorius 

becomes augustus of 

the Western Empire. 

To the Romans, the 

country is far from 

divided, instead the 

notion of two separate 

governments looking 

after one country is 

seen as the norm.

 Capital moved from Rome 
to Constantinople
As part of Constantine the 
Great’s systematic upheaval of 
Roman values, he abandons 
Rome and sets up his new 
capital, Constantinople, in 
modern day Istanbul.
330 CE

For a time, the 
governance of the 
Western Roman 
Empire fell to regent 
Stilicho before his 
ineptitude at the 
task led him to 
arrest and execution 
in 408 BCE

Rome’s history had come full circle, 
with the monarchy reestablished as 

the traditional Empire fell away

“ The Roman Empire was ahead of 
its time, with even the Dark Ages 
failing to eliminate its mark”
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Gaul
Perhaps the greatest of Caesar’s 
victories, the Seige of Alesia took 
place in 52 BCE and marked the 
end of the Gallic Wars. 

Holed up in the hilltop 
fortress of Alesia, Caesar chose 
not to storm the fort, but instead 
to build walls and trenches 
around it, essentially 
creating a blockade to 
starve them out.

Trebbia 
The Battle of the Trebbia was the 

first major battle of the Second 
Punic War (page 110) – fought 
between the Roman Republic 
and the Carthaginian forces 
of Hannibal, in December 
of 218 BCE. It was a 
victory for Hannibal after 
he successfully provoked 

his opposing general into a 
frontal assault, inadvertently 

leading his armies into a trap.

Roman Republic 

territories up to the death 

of Caesar (44 BCE)

Additional Roman Empire 

territories up to the death 

of Augustus (14 CE)

Additional Roman Empire 

territories up to the death 

of Trajan (117 CE)

Expansion
of the Empire
How Rome came, saw and 
conquered: the rundown 

of all the territories Rome 
gained over time

ITALIAN PENINSULA5TH CENTURY BCE
SUDAN

TUNISIA

MOROCCO

SOUTHERN FRANCE

SPAIN

NORTHERN FRANCE

GREECE

TURKEY

EGYPT

DACIA (ROMANIA)

4TH CENTURY BCE

4TH CENTURY BCE
4TH CENTURY BCE
4TH CENTURY BCE

4TH CENTURY BCE
1ST CENTURY BCE
1ST CENTURY BCE
1ST CENTURY BCE
1ST CENTURY BCE
2ND CENTURY CE

BRITAIN2ND CENTURY CE
ARMENIA2ND CENTURY CE
THRACE (BULGARIA)2ND CENTURY CE

18

Book of the Roman Empire

How Rome built its Empire, negotiating or seizing the largest 

population of any unified political entity in the West

The rise of the 
Roman Empire



Macedonia
Rome faced off against the 

Antigonid King Perseus of 
Macedon (who was descended 
from Alexander the Great) at 
the Battle of Pydna in 168 
BCE. With their superior 
weapons and armour, the 
Romans won easily and 
stamped their authority all 

along the Mediterranean, 
ending Alexander’s legacy once 

and for all.

Dacia
Trajan launched his first 
campaign against the Dacian 
Kingdom (the area now known 
as Romania) in 101 CE. Crossing 
the northern bank of the Danube 
he defeated the Dacian army at 
Tapae. His army suffered heavy 

losses and had to go away and 
regroup for a year before 

returning and forcing 
King Decebalus to 

surrender after battles 
at Nicopolis ad Istrum 
and Adamclisi.

Tunisia
After a successful campaign in 
Iberia, the Roman general Scipio 
set his sights on conquering 
Northern Africa, which led 
to the Battle of Utica in 203 
BCE in Tunisia. After peace 
negotiations failed, Scipio 
lured his enemies 
into thinking that 
his armies were 
laying siege, before 
marching at night 
and torching the 
enemy camps. 

“The Empire reached its 
largest expanse under Trajan, 
between the 1st and 2nd 
century CE, stretching over 
5 million square kilometres”

T
he Roman Empire was one of the largest 

empires in history, comprising of territories 

throughout Europe, North Africa and the 

Middle East. Expansion of the Empire was 

mostly accomplished under the Republic 

(between 509 – 27 BCE), before the Roman Empire 

was established. During this period in time, 

Rome’s control expanded from the immediate 

surroundings of the city to control most of the 

Mediterranean world through forming alliances 

or taking the territories by brute force. It wasn’t 

long before the entire Italian Peninsula was under 

the control of the Republic, and by the following 

century its overwhelming dominance had widened 

all the way to include North Africa, Spain and 

Southern France (Gaul).

By the end of the 1st century BCE, the Republic 

had expanded to include all of France, Greece 

and most of the Eastern Mediterranean. However, 

by that point civil wars were breaking out due 

to internal struggles, and the Republic’s troubles 

culminated with the assassination of Julius Caesar 

– after which the Republic became the Empire. 

The exact date of the political transition is down to 

interpretation. Some put it at the point when Caesar 

was appointed “Dictator For Life” in 44 BCE, others 

when Mark Antony and Cleopatra were defeated at 

the Battle of Actium in 31 BCE. The most popular 

opinion, however, was that the Republic ended 

when Octavian was granted extraordinary powers 

by the Senate and adopted the prestigious title of 

Augustus in 27 BCE.

Although he gave birth to the Empire, its 

dominance in terms of land mass didn’t expand a 

great deal during the reign of Augustus, and when 

he died in 14 CE, his contribution had mainly been 

administrative. Augustus’ regime catalogued people 

and places within the Empire and displayed a 

detailed map of the known world to the public.

The Roman Empire reached its largest expanse 

under Emperor Trajan, between the 1st to 2nd 

century CE, stretching out over 5 million square 

kilometres and of the modern equivalent of 40 

countries. At around 476 CE, the Empire began to 

crumble. Although the eastern half continued to 

rule for another thousand years, the Rome Empire 

struggled to defend its borders and maintain its 

political grip on the Western world.
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What was life like for the citizens of 
Ancient Rome, and what were the 

social do’s and don’ts? And was the 
Senate as cutthroat as it seems?
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W
ork hard, play hard. That appears to be 

the mantra by which a lot of Romans 

lived their lives. There’s a general 

impression that the Romans were a 

wealthy, articulate bunch, who had 

splendid villas and clothes. However, that, in truth, 

is only half the story. As in any society, the normal 

men and women who lived and worked in Rome 

(Plebeians) led very different lives to those at the 

top of the tree (Patricians), residing in homes that 

were a world apart from the nobility and the elite 

and having differing levels of access to education 

and health provisions.

Today, most of the physical evidence of the lower 

class’ existence has crumbled away. Their poorly 

built homes and unwritten stories have been lost 

to time. But historians have still been able to piece 

together the structure of Roman life: how they ate, 

what they wore, where they bathed and how they 

were schooled.

We also know that wealth was the key towards 

a good life, even for slaves who found they could 

amass money and sometimes buy their freedom. 

All walks of life filled the streets of ancient 

Rome, and for the poorer people of society the 

empire was very different to those at the top

How the 
Romans 

lived

“The normal men and women who lived and 
worked in Rome (Plebeians) led very different lives 

to those at the top of the tree (Patricians)”
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Life among the classes
In such a cut-throat city, how did the patricians, 
equestrians and plebeians navigate through Roman life? 

If there was a social leveller in Rome, then it would 

be found in the public toilets, where 95 per cent of 

the million-strong population sat, chatted and did 

their foulest of business. Within the latrine walls, 

the Romans were at their most naked, with their 

tunics pulled up and squatting over the large holes 

cut in wood or stone, and their privacy completely 

whipped away. They wiped their bottoms with 

water-soaked sponges attached to sticks, which 

they then discarded into the Roman sewer system. 

Back out on the streets, however, life was very 

different. There the class system was very much in 

place. At the top end of the scale were the higher 

ranks of Romans: the emperor, senators – who wore 

tunics with broad stripes called laticlavi – and an 

economic class of equestrians – who wore a tunic 

with narrow stripes called the angusti clavi. But 

further down, there were the ordinary people of 

Rome, wrapped in a long semicircle of woollen 

cloth called a toga, as well as the freedmen and the 

slaves. However the freedmen often occupied roles 

in the Imperial Palace, and so could improve their 

social standing and gain quality clothing.

The Plebeians saw Rome as it really was, away 

from the ornate, marbled villas and the grand 

buildings enjoyed by the privileged. Their warts-

and-all view was of the cramped apartments in 

which they lived, multiple people to a room, in 

crowded areas that would absorb ever greater 

numbers year after year. For them Roman life was 

the narrow streets between the squalid high-rise 

garrets, the busy taverns and visiting the ground 

floor shops (tabernae) to buy food and essentials.

These areas may have wafted with the smell 

of fresh bread and exotic foods, but there would 

also have been the unmistakable 

stench of sweat, blood and human 

waste. Rome was usually a rowdy 

city, with fighting in the public 

areas, rows among residents, 

evidence of domestic violence 

and the ever-present risk of fire. 

Any moments of bliss could be 

interrupted by the emptying of a 

chamber pot out of a window to 

the ground below, particularly in 

the roughest part of town (Subura.)  

Rome certainly wasn’t a city 

for the feint hearted, and the 

governors and senators had a 

constant battle to quash plebeian 

revolts and disharmony. Providing 

a weekly ration of grain and 

entertainment seemed satisfy the 

lower classes and the organisers 

or benefactors of festivals were 

always held in high esteem. 

Rome was seen as a ready-

made job market for the poorer 

man, its streets perceived to be 

paved with gold as much as dirt and disease. 

The many building projects meant there was 

always a pressing need for labour, so plenty of 

people emigrated there looking to work. After its 

founding, the city of Rome fast became a bustling 

multicultural metropolis, but it was 

impossible to build enough quality 

accommodation for everyone. 

The harsh living quarters were 

generally as good as it got for 

hundreds of thousands of people, 

and for that reason, they tended 

to live most of their life outside 

of their apartments. The whole of 

Rome became their home.

With so much time spent in the 

company of others, the plebeians 

were known for being sociable 

and rowdy. They were also mostly 

tolerant of different races and 

religions. Incomers were integrated 

into the city just as they had been 

from the moment Romulus and 

Remus’ founded Rome as a city of 

outsiders, inviting criminals and 

runaways to seek asylum. People 

quickly got involved in the busy 

Roman way of life.

Workers would rise early, toiling 

through the day for a small 

 Roman society was a complex system 

made up of a strong social pecking 

order that went far beyond a simplistic 

dichotomy of very rich and incredibly 

poor. While we are familiar with the 

privileged lives of the emperors, 

senators and the equestrians below 

them, perhaps the most intriguing 

class of all was that of the plebeian.

The men and women of the lower 

classes were the beating heart of the 

empire but there were few comforts 

their work afforded them, and this 

didn’t go unnoticed. A great dispute 

arose between the patricians and the 

plebeians in 494 BCE and it raged 

intermittently for 200 years. 

In that year, the plebeians threatened 

to leave Rome – a withdrawal of 

manpower which would have proved 

devastating – and concessions were 

introduced. However, in the minds of 

the Romans there was still a difference 

in social standing, and the further 

down the chain you belonged, the 

worse your life became.

Beneath the plebeians in the Roman 

class hierarchy were the freedmen 

and the slaves. The latter did not hold 

citizenship, while the former had either 

been granted their freedom or had 

purchased it themselves.

 Being a citizen afforded a Roman a 

relatively comfortable life and certain 

rights, making it possible to vote, 

own property, lawfully marry, make 

contracts, sue, and attain a lawyer 

in court to avoid torture or death for 

any crime except treason. However, 

women had a more limited citizenship.

Class act: how the 
Romans were divided

Since a large factor 
in a Roman’s 
‘nobility’ was their 
ancestry, plebs 
who amassed 
money were 

still not considered 
patricians. The 
inability for Rome to 
shake off traditional 

divisions resulted in the creation 
of an equestrian class, acting as 
our equivalent of the middle-
class today. Cicero was an 
equestrian by birth, however 
he managed to become a 
senator through political 
connections and his notoriety 
as a great lawyer and orator. 
While his speeches and writing 
greatly influenced Roman 
politics, he could fall prone to 
snobbishness, once speaking 
of the sordida plebs – the great 
unwashed – a turn of phrase still 
common today. He was also an 
outspoken critic of Caesar.

3 Jan 106 BCE – 7 Dec 43 BCE

MARCUS TULLIUS CICERO

Brief 
Bio

Slave
Skilled slaves often worked 
as tutors or accountants, 
and were able to earn their 
own money. Those that were 
illiterate or lacking skills 
would endure hard manual 
work. In all cases, slaves were 
the property of their owners.

Women
Valued as wives and mothers, 
women were expected to 
marry young, bear children 
and look after the home. 
Their role in public life was 
limited a but they came to 
have greater freedoms by the 
1st century CE.
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amount of money and seeking ways to supplement 

their income elsewhere. Children would also work, 

the boys serving apprenticeships and the girls 

carrying out domestic chores under the watchful 

eyes of their mothers or domina (female master) 

– usually splendidly dressed in their stolas given 

shape by a belt called a zona. Schools were mainly 

fee-paying and were reserved for the rich and 

privileged. However, poorer families would look 

to educate their sons themselves, fathers teaching 

sons the tools of their trade. 

Generations of the poor, therefore, grew 

up largely illiterate but skilled none-

the-less. By the age of 14 (12 for 

girls), the men would be married, 

their coming of age marked by 

a hearty banquet. Boys could 

be drafted into the military to 

help the Roman’s to conquer 

and control far-flung lands and 

girls were used to manoeuvre 

through social circles, and join 

powerful families.

The soldiers also served another 

purpose. They were able to capture slaves 

and bring them back to Rome. Far from being 

chosen on racial grounds, slaves were generally 

taken instead for their strength, intelligence, 

practical skills or appearance. While some were 

used as labourers or turned into gladiators or 

other figures of entertainment, they could also 

hold respectable positions in wealthy households. 

Rome’s obsession with health and well-being, for 

example, saw an influx of Greek doctors entering 

as slaves after 47 BCE. As well as allowing Romans 

the benefits of better hospital treatment and 

the skill of surgeons, the Greeks aided advances 

in medicine as well. In some ways, they were 

perhaps a little too enthusiastic – their willingness 

to experiment with patients in order to test their 

theories caused a deep suspicion. But it was usually 

preferable to the expensive quacks whose methods 

really were quite unorthodox.

Having treatment available was a benefit of 

Roman life across the classes: even the slaves much 

lower down the chain benefited to some degree. 

It also showed that being brought into Rome as a 

slave could actually be a good career move for the 

skilled. Many from the East in particular 

were intelligent and cultured, and 

were able to slot easily into society 

and contribute greatly. In fact, 

some Roman citizens with 

overwhelming debt would 

sell themselves into slavery. 

Some slaves were also allowed 

to earn and keep their own 

money, saving up to buy their 

freedom or expensive clothes. By 

the 1st century CE, more than half 

of Rome’s population was made up 

of slaves and freedmen. At this time, the 

Senate proposed slaves wore their own specific 

identifying tunics but this was rejected because 

of the potential embarrassment of seeing half of 

Rome’s population dressed in such a way. 

Such was the lure of Rome, that when a slave 

was afforded the status of a freedman, many would 

remain, becoming a Roman citizen and using their 

connections to their advantage. Some freedmen 

actually went on to hold important positions, such 

as Tiberius Claudius Narcissus, a close confidant 

of Emperor Claudius who almost succeeded in 

stopping Nero’s succession to become ruler.

This wood engraving from circa 377 
CE shows a Therving selling himself 
as a slave for a dog to feed his family

According 
to Roman 

legend, Romulus 
and his twin brother 

Remus were the 
offspring of Rhea 

Silver and the 
God, Mars.

Freedman
Slaves deemed worthy by 
their owners (or those who 
had saved enough money 
to buy their freedom) 
were legally released from 
servitude. Freemen couldn’t 
run for office, however they 
could legally marry.

Plebeian
Tending to refer to Rome’s 
ordinary citizens, the plebs 
initially lacked social mobility 
and privilege, although the 
Lex Canuleia law passed in 
445 BCE allowed them to 
marry patricians and afforded 
them greater rights.

Patrician
The patricians were at the 
top of society but their 
status was more a historical 
privilege than anything. The 
noble families claimed they 
could trace their heritage as 
far back as the founding of 
Rome (supposedly).
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The nightlife in Rome
When in Rome, what did the Romans get up to? We know 
they enjoyed wine, theatre and food, but what else? 

A good tribute by a husband to a wife was usually 

Donum servait; Lanam fecit (‘she ran the house and 

made wool’). Such tributes, however, would never 

have been paid to a group of women in Roman 

society who were very much looked down upon: 

prostitutes. Despite being legal, licensed and taxed, 

prostitution was considered a shameful profession, 

and yet there was a great demand for it. 

Drawn from the slave class, the women operated 

from brothels dotted around Rome, 

satiating the Roman’s fierce appetite 

for sex. Called Meretrix – or “she 

who makes commerce of her 

own body” – they were banned 

from wearing the stola and 

had to wear a yellow toga as a 

sign of their profession. They 

were also denied the limited 

rights afforded to other 

women such as being able to 

receive an inheritance.

After dark, Rome became much 

more seedy. Its streets teaming 

with danger as criminals made the city 

their very own and preyed on whoever they felt 

would be rich pickings. As a form of low class in 

their own right, they would mug and rob people 

down the unlit, unpoliced narrow streets. Burglary, 

arson, murder and fraud were typical crimes, and 

punishments ranged from whipping to crucifixion 

– but it didn’t deter the desperate. Criminals could 

be very violent at times and often carried a sharp 

implement if only to slice the front of a tunic 

or purse in order to relieve a victim of his 

possessions. Some victims 

would take the law into their own hands as they 

sought to save life and property and there was a 

clear sense of every man for himself. The courts 

and lawyers that were in place were not always 

very effective, with matters not being helped by 

the fact many people would drink to excess during 

such periods.

The taverns – which doubled as a poor Roman’s 

kitchen since making dinner within their own 

homes was too dangerous – came alive at 

night. During the day, they were places 

to eat and rest, allowing people an 

escape from their homes and work. 

Entertainment would be laid on 

for the slaves and plebeians who 

tended to enter, sitting on bar 

stools, drinking.

At night taverns became more 

riotous. Located on a quiet side 

street, with the doors locked, men 

gambled, socialised and played 

games which often became heated. 

They also – if various artwork and the 

copious graffiti on the walls of ancient Rome’s 

slums are to be believed – engaged in relations, for 

want of a better word, with their servers.

Taverns, however, were no place for the wealthy, 

who mostly stayed well away from such places 

and indeed decried them as being immoral and 

unbecoming of a Roman citizen. Not that some 

of those in higher society didn’t venture forth. 

Emperor Nero was a frequent visitor to the taverns 

and brothels, finding them racy and exciting. 

Though he always made sure to wear a disguise so 

as not to cause a scene. 

We can see from the architecture left 

behind across the former Roman Empire 

that the ancient Romans took construction 

very seriously and saw it as a way of 

displaying strength, sophistication and 

wealth. The equestrians, or the relatively 

affluent, would live in large, lavish homes 

called domus, that were erected over 

one floor surrounding an atrium and had 

multiple rooms, including one or two for 

the slaves.

Their homes would often be decorative 

with marble  statues and columns adorning 

their interior and exterior, and there would 

be beautiful paintings or mosaics. The 

domus also often had a large bathing pool 

and a garden in the middle of the building 

to create a sense of space and nature.

However, the poor lived in cramped 

apartment blocks that could be as much 

as nine-storeys tall. Built from mud bricks 

or timber and with a flat roof on which to 

enjoy the views or sleep in hot weather, 

they were called insulae, and only had a 

couple of rooms at most in which to sleep.

Up to 40 people could live in one block 

and the facilities were very poor. The 

Plebs had to use public facilities, venturing 

into the courtyard to reach the lavatories, 

bathhouses and even cooking equipment. 

As such, the courtyard often featured as 

a handy area for socialising, and given the 

size of their rooms, few Romans wanted to 

stay indoors.

The ground floor of these buildings 

would contain a shop – or taberna – which 

had its own entrances on to the street 

and so was separated from the apartment 

block. The wealthy or equestrians would 

often own these apartments as a way of 

making extra money from rent.

Housing 
the 

Romans 

Dyes 
were highly 

prized – anyone 
wearing Tyrian purple 
extracted from the sea 

snail murex would 
always turn 

heads.

These are the remains of the top 
floors of an insula in Rome. Dozens 
upon dozens of people would have 
lived in these cramped apartments



How the Romans lived
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While the rich indulged their taste buds with an array 

of mouth-watering foods, brought to them by slaves, 

the diet of the poor was rather more bland. Most 

were unable to enjoy the sauces, expensive meats and 

imported spices that the aristocrats digested, so made do 

with cheaper alternatives.

The poor would rely on the staples of cereal, olive 

oil and wine and supplement it with bread, lentils, 

vegetables and porridge. Flat, round loaves made by 

cereal grain called “emmer” were popular, but later bread 

made from wheat was introduced. Women would also 

grind grain into flour in thrusting mills, although there is 

evidence of animal-driven mills attached to bakeries such 

as in Pompeii and Ostia. 

Farmers, hunters and fishermen had better diets and 

thanks to no religious restrictions, anything could be 

consumed. Cured pork was popular, while beef was much 

less common.

Roman citizens would eat their meals three times 

a day. They would have breakfast ( jentaculum) in the 

morning, lunch (prandium) at roughly midday and dinner 

(cena) in the evening. This would be the main meal and 

the highlight of many days. A lot of effort went into 

producing the best dinner possible with the resources 

that were available. 

Dinner parties were a popular affair for the patricians, 

and infamously, they would recline on couches in order 

to relax as they ate and savoured each mouthful. Stuffed 

dormouse was a particular delicacy enjoyed by the rich, 

sprinkled with honey and poppy seeds. Due to the lack 

of cutlery, the Romans would eat with their hands, so the 

food had to be conveniently presented. At dinner parties 

it was considered impolite to eat with your left hand. 

Food for the masses

Customers gather in a thermopolium, 
or cook-shop – a place similar to a  

fast-food restaurant which served hot 
meals to the poorer people of Rome

Key
 Minor Nations

Cow

Pig

Sheep

Spices

Salt Olives

Flaxseed

Grapes

Fish

Wheat

Londinium

Lugdunum

Arelate

Barcino

Carthago

Leptis Magna
Alexandria

Antiocha

Tyrus

Thessalonica

Sirmium

Roma
Trapezus

Byzantium

01. Importing food from India
According to the 1st century CE author 
Pliny the Elder – Gaius Plinius Secundus – 
Romans splashed out 100 million sestercii 
annually, importing spices and exotic 
perfumes from India, China and also the 
Arabian peninsula. 

02. Pork from Gaul
Highly-prized cured pork was imported 
from Gaul, which had become imfamous 
for its bacon in particular. Britain also 
had a plentiful supply of pigs reared 
for their meat but Gaul’s stock was 
considered to be particularly good.

03. Let them eat wheat
Wheat was very important for the Empire, 
used in vast amounts to feed millions of 
people, including the army. To cope with the 
demand, it needed to be imported and it is 
said that around 250,000 million tons was 
required by the time Pompeii was destroyed.

04. Fishing the Mediterranean
Whether fresh, dried, salted, smoked or pickled, 
fish from the Mediterranean was devoured 
enthusiastically. It was more expensive than 
other meats but freshwater and saltwater ponds 
were used to breed fish more cheaply.
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03

03

03
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The houses of Roman citizens varied according to their wealth. The more 

modest houses were called insulae – these houses, like the flats of today, 

emerged in the cities due to overcrowding. Patricians would live at their 

opulent country villas and the wealthier merchants lived in urban domus

The Roman houses

28

Family alter
Each house was under a 

chosen God’s protection and 

they would be worshipped at 

the altar (lararium), with items 

placed related to the family.

Atrium
 In the center of the house there 

was an open courtyard that 

linked most of the rooms. It 

had a small pool, which, would 

sometimes be used to refresh 

in, on hot summer days.

Bedrooms
Male and female children 

had different rooms. Boys’ 

rooms were usually bigger and 

seldom decorated, while girls’ 

rooms had more furniture and 

decorative elements.

Bedroom
The furniture in Roman houses was 

purely functional and rather scarce. 

The beds were multi-purpose like a 

couch, used to sleep and eat (leaning on 

their sides) and to have sex. Wealthier 

Romans covered their floors with 

mosaic tiles with different designs.

Layout
The traditional Roman house was built around a 

central site atrium, with a small courtyard or backyard. 

Some had rooms by each side of the main entrance, 

which were not linked with the rest of the house and 

were usually rented to merchants. Archaeologists 

have found that as the owners became wealthier, they 

could enlarge the house.

Book of the Roman Empire
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Working room
Each house had a tablinum, a 

working room for the family 

children and their private tutors, 

with just a table and some seats.

Kitchen
This was a completely ventilated 

space, designed for the storage 

of food. There were one or two 

tables, jugs to keep oil and grain, 

and cupboards to keep the dishes 

and other utensils used to 

prepare food.

The Roman houses

The garden
At the back side of the house there was 

usually open landscape. Expert gardeners 

could provide advice about the best designs 

for basins and flowerbeds, as well as which 

were the best plants and flowers to grow.

The dining room
Called the triclinium, this was a big room 

that had one closed part and another 

facing out into the courtyard. This allowed 

the family to choose which part they 

preferred according to weather conditions 

and the type of food served that day.

Roofs
The roofs were covered with 

tiles, with sufficient inclination, 

and a suitable channel gutter 

system to collect rain water.

Generally, Roman shops 

(tabernae) were a single 

room with a counter. The 

stabula were sites with 

stables facing an open 

courtyard surrounded 

by dining rooms. The 

hospitia, were guest 

houses with dining rooms 

(triclinia) and bedrooms. 

The popinae, were sites 

for selling food and 

drinks. The workshops 

were called officinae, and 

taverns, taberna.

Places 
to eat

A loaf of bread from approximately 76-79 
CE in Ancient Rome, fossilised due to 
volcanic eruption in the city of Pompeii
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From its humblest beginnings to its clashes with the 

many Roman Emperors of history, the Senate was 

the resolute voice of the people

Birth of 
the Senate

31

F
or over a thousand years, the Romans 

reigned as one of the most powerful nation 

states in history. It was a time of incredible 

military might and expanding borders, where 

the eagle sigil was raised across the world 

to signal a new era of colonial expansion. But it 

wasn’t just abroad that the Romans made their 

mark – in the Senate, Rome had its own unique 

form of governance. A parliament of learned men 

where every member had the right to express their 

thoughts in debate, where the laws of the land were 

made and the future of the nation decided.

Rather fittingly for an institution so 

synonymous with Rome itself, the 

Senate is believed to have been first 

established around the same time 

King Romulus established the 

Roman Kingdom in 753 BCE. 

Romulus chose Rome as his seat 

of power and with it he created 

a new state office that would 

take care of the dull, repetitive 

reality of legislation and general 

political infrastructure. This was, in 

its very earliest form, the beginnings 

of the Senate and even here, in Rome’s 

youngest days, the basic elements that would 

define it were already forming.

Rather than selecting ordinary citizens (or 

plebeians as they were known), representatives 

were instead selected from the most influential 

families from around the region. Romulus 

originally selected 100 members, but that number 

soon swelled to a regular figure of 300 as more 

individuals of note were added. These individuals 

were “patres” or patriarchs, the most important 

male in a noble clan or “gens”. These patricians, 

and the Senate itself, did not have the power it 

would reflect in later centuries (it was very much 

an advisory council to the monarchy at this stage), 

but it was still a platform for “the people” to be 

represented to the ears of the king.

The Senate of the Roman Kingdom served three 

main purposes in the years prior to the formation 

of the Republic. Firstly, it served in an advisory 

capacity to the monarch. Secondly, it functioned 

as legislative body for the people of the kingdom 

and finally, it existed as the ultimate repository 

of executive power. The king could, by all means, 

ignore the counsel offered by the Senate but as the 

years passed, the prestige of the Senate grew and 

it became increasingly difficult for a monarch to 

simply discard the word of such an important 

office. It was the beginning of a 

tumultuous pattern that would follow 

the Senate through history, both to 

its advantage and its error…

Part of the Senate’s influence, 

especially among the people, 

finds its source in the deeply 

patriarchal nature of Roman 

society at this time. The elders 

of the realm were held in the 

highest regard and this created a 

considerable seat of power. Even the 

crown was subservient to the will of the 

Senate in some regards – for instance, a new king 

(selected by the people and Senate) could only 

ascend to the throne with the prior approval of 

the Senate. In the interim, all executive power 

would reside within the Senate, making it the most 

powerful seat in the land.

A total of seven kings ruled over the course of 

the Roman Kingdom, and it would be the seventh 

that would change the realm, and the crown’s 

relationship with the Senate, forever. Lucius 

Tarquinius Superbus, or Tarquin the Proud as 

he’s been sometimes referred, was your typical 

tyrant. A man who murdered his way to power 

and abused its potency at every turn. He was 

Caesar, his rise to power and his 
assassination within the Senate, was 

one of many factors that led to the 
Senate’s eventual loss of power

Under Caesar’s 
rule, the Senate 

could contain up to 
an astonishing 900 

members.

Birth of the Senate



32

Top 5 famous 
senators
It wasn’t just the emperors who were 
the talk of the town – the Senate also 
produced some of the Romans’ most 
interesting characters

Republic era – when the Senate wished to pass its 

advice to the consuls it would present an official 

degree known as a senatus consultum. Again, these 

were not orders but they did hold weight and 

even the foolhardiest of consuls often heeded 

the counsel regardless. Especially so when these 

decrees concerned the popular Roman practice of 

warfare – a magistrate would have to justify any 

military action beyond the defence of an invading 

force to the Senate, which aimed to deter any 

warmongering consuls from seeking vainglory on a 

needless battlefield.

Upholding the law of the land also layered the 

Senate with a cast iron sense of morality regarding 

its own practices. For instance, a serving senator 

could not involve themselves in any form of 

banking or public contract and were forbidden from 

commissioning or possessing a ship large enough 

to be used in foreign commerce. In fact, a senator 

could not even leave Italy, such was the importance 

of their presence in Rome.

More interestingly, a senator was not paid. It was 

a factor linked with the wealthy, high-born origins 

of the Senate’s earliest members. One was simply 

expected to be from a rich and monied background 

before entering the Senate, and it was a factor 

that often put off plebeians who wanted to have 

a voice within the forum but simply didn’t have 

the financial foundations to support themselves if 

successfully elected.

As such, the Senate required a position within 

itself in which to enforce the moral codes of its own 

members. So it was here, during the days of the 

Republic, that we saw the creation of the “censor”. 

A censor was the political police of the Senate, and 
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warring constantly, and coupled with an obsession 

with building new structures, his exploits were 

squeezing the kingdom’s coffers dry. His own 

people eventually ousted him when news that his 

son, Sextus Tarquinius, had raped a noblewoman. 

The act was used as a means to oust the royal 

family, with the nobility, the people and the army 

all supporting the king’s exile.

After the abolition of the monarchy in 509 

BCE, the Senate’s position as an advisory council 

continued. Its size swelled to between 300 and 

500 members, with each one being a patrician that 

would serve on the Senate for life. The Republic no 

longer wished to be victim to the will of a single 

man, so it was decided that the position of “consul” 

would be created – a total of two consuls (elected 

for one year at a time by the people) would serve 

jointly. The consuls could also call the Senate at 

any time, but these executive powers were rarely 

abused in the Republic’s early years.

Over time, the consolidation of power in the 

Senate began to grow. The consuls were in charge 

of leading the armies and serving as the face of the 

Republic, but the Senate was largely in charge of 

running everything else in the realm. The Senate 

dealt with finance, creating and amending laws, 

overseeing trials of those that broke the law and 

debated the topics and grievances of the people 

in a forum where any voice could be heard. It 

was during this time we started to see plebeians 

entering the Senate – those who were not of noble 

stock – however, it took a great deal of time for the 

highest of ranks to be opened up to them.

The relationship between the Senate and the 

consuls also became more formal during the 

Marcius Agrippa
An unusual senator, Marcius Agrippa 

began life as a slave, working as a 

beautician. He flitted between 

a number of different roles, 

before pretending to be a man 

of higher rank (he was found out 

and banished). He was eventually 

called back, granted the same 

rights as a man who was born free 

and was elevated to senatorial rank.

Aulus Gabinius
A prominent figure in the twilight 

years of the Republic, Aulus 

Gabinius was a statesman, a 

general and a supporter of 

Pompey. As well as a senator, 

he had a storied history in the 

army and was the general who 

successfully helped Marc Antony 

restore Egyptian pharaoh Ptolemy XII 

Auletes to his throne.

Tillius Cimber
Famously one of the men who 

betrayed and assassinated Julius 

Caesar, Tillius Cimber was 

initially one of Caesar’s strongest 

supporters, but the political 

games he was playing with the 

Senate’s power proved too much 

and so he served as the distraction 

that enabled Caesar’s assassins to get 

the drop on him.

Cato the Younger
Cato the Younger or Marcus Porcius 

Cato Uticensis as he was also 

known, was a Roman senator 

famed for his stoic nature and 

iron-clad morale centre. He 

refused to accept bribes and was 

known as a great orator within the 

Senate. Remembered as stubborn, 

tenacious and a vocal sparring 

partner of Julius Caesar’s.

Marcus Licinius 
Crassus

A Roman statesman and general, 

Marcus Licinius Crassus was 

instrumental in the transition the 

Romans made from a Republic 

to an Empire. He’s also rather 

famous for his incredible wealth. 

His death would go on to cause a 

rift between Caesar and Pompey.

The role of the senator differed over 
the centuries, but the Senate was 

always in an advisory capacity to the 
king/consuls/emperor
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these figures were often some of the most well 

respected and most revered members of the forum 

– characters not averse to punishing their own for 

breaking the Senate’s codes of conduct. Crimes 

often punished by censors included corruption, 

abuse of capital punishment and the disregard 

of another member’s rights. These were usually 

fines, but severe cases could lead to a member 

being impeached (which meant they were expelled 

outright from the Senate).

The creation of the censor also placed new 

rules on those applying to join the Senate. 

Those with prior criminal convictions 

or those that had previously 

fought as a gladiator and won 

their freedom were not often 

considered (mainly because 

neither background often left 

a man with much financial 

backing). In fact, by 123 BCE, 

the law Lex Acilia repetundarum 

was passed, making it illegal for 

any new prospective senator to 

have been convicted of a prior crime. 

These laws only became more numerous 

as the Republic grew on, with public corruption 

forcing the Senate to be ever more vigilant when 

conducting these screenings.

When the Senate convened, it was usually 

conducted within the walls of the city (known 

collectively as the pomerium), and official rules 

stated that the Senate could not meet any further 

than one mile from the city’s boundaries. Meetings 

outside the pomerium weren’t common, but they 

did happen. Most of these were political in nature, 

including choosing to meet a new nation’s emissary 

outside of the city in order to avoid revealing too 

much about Rome’s internal defences. 

In the last two centuries, however, the powerbase 

of the Senate began to transform. The relationship 

between the consuls and the Senate had degraded 

to a certain extent as the official state office began 

to assume more roles (and thus accumulate more 

collective power) than the magistrates themselves. 

The Senate could now veto any decision made 

by the consuls, which would see senators raise 

their concerns vocally or with a show 

of hands, a power which greatly 

troubled those who were in the 

position of a consul.

Over time, this saw the 

Senate evolve into an 

autonomous, self-governing 

entity that largely ignored 

the whim of the annual 

magistrates. During this 

period, the Senate grew to the 

height of its Republican power 

and by 312 BCE, the power to select 

new consuls passed exclusively to the 

Senate. The reforms continued and in 81 BCE, 

general and senator Sulla successfully changed 

laws so the number of quaestors (the lowest rank 

of magistrate in the Senate) increased to 20, in 

addition to including all former quaestors back into 

the Senate by default.

Its position on foreign policy also changed during 

the final years of the Republic. Initially loosely 

involved in such matters, the Senate eventually 

decreed that meetings with foreign dignitaries and 

The Senate 
retained a level of 
power all the way 

through the Byzantine 
Empire in the 6th 

Century.
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What was a 
debate in the 
Senate like?

The Senate was 

designed to be the 

most democratic 

representation 

of Roman 

governance, so 

debates were 

long and took into 

account every 

member’s thoughts on a particular matter. It 

would begin by a presiding magistrate introducing 

a relatio (matter for discussion) and then opening 

the floor to debate. Every single one would be 

called forward to express their opinions before 

their fellow senators. 

The order with which members were called 

forward was very specific and was based upon 

their role. The order was as follows: Consules 

designati, Princeps senatus, Dictatorii, Censores 

designati, Censorii, Consulares, Praetores 

designati, Praetorii, Aediles curules designati, 

Aedilicii curules, Aediles plebis, designati, Aedilicii 

plebis, Tribuni plebis designati, Tribunicii plebis, 

Quaestores designati, Quaestorii and Privati. 

Once each senator had expressed their opinion 

on the relatio, the presiding magistrate had to 

express theirs (or risk a fine). Expressing an 

opinion, however long or short, was known as a 

sententia and was a vital part of the Senate’s open 

floor of expression. A member could then respond 

to a sententia by vocalising their agreement or 

disagreement, or choose to sit next to them to 

show solidarity. It’s not known just how much 

discretion a presiding magistrate would have to 

bring a debate to an end, but a meeting would 

need to be concluded before midnight.

The Forum remained a vital part of 
the Senate’s political process, serving 

as a platform on which the issues of 
the day could be heard
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Timeline

753 BCE

Defining moment
The Senate is founded
753 BCE
Alongside the formation of the Roman Kingdom itself, 

the Senate was also created. As befitting of its later 

incarnations, its members consisted of high-ranking 

citizens from the most influential families who would 

bring matters of discussion to the attention of the state. 

It’s thought that King Romulus may have been the one 

who set the Senate up in the first place.

The first Senate consisted of 100 members, each 

from influential families across the land. Over time, this 

number doubled as the power of the Senate increased in 

the creation and maintenance of law and government.

 Tribune of the Plebs 
increased
The Tribunes of the 
Plebs, a Roman office 
of state that was open 
to plebeians (regular 
citizens), was increased 
in number by the Senate 
due to its popularity.
494 BCE

 Senate agrees peace 
with Samnites
Following decades of 
war with the Samnites 
(a people who lived in a 
stretch of the Apennine 
Mountains), the Senate 
agrees to an early treaty 
of friendship. 
341 BCE

 First Senatus 
consultum ultimum
The Senate passes the 
first Senatus consultum 
ultimum, which granted 
consul Lucius Opimius 
emergency powers to 
defeat the partisans of 
Gaius Gracchus.
121 BCE

 Senate grants 
Augustus new titles
Augustus, the first 
Emperor of the new 
Roman era, is granted 
a series of new national 
titles including Augustus, 
Majestic, and Princeps.
27 BCE

Defining moment
Senate names Nero an enemy
68 CE
Nero, the final emperor of the Julio-Claudian dynasty, 

proved to be one of Rome’s most unpopular rulers and 

his decisions and policies not only alienated the people 

and the army, but even the Senate itself. There was even 

the Great Fire of Rome in 64 CE, which many blame on 

Nero as an excuse to build a planned palatial complex, 

the Domus Aurea.

When in hiding in 68 CE, Nero learned that the 

Senate had finally grown tired of his antics and declared 

him an enemy of the state. He was ordered to be brought 

to the Forum and beaten to death.

Book of the Roman Empire

Limitations 
of the 
Senate
The limitations in power endured 

by the Senate differed from the 

Republic to the Empire. During 

the Republic, the Senate existed 

alongside the consuls – however, 

the consuls had far more power 

than the Senate and could 

effectively do what they wanted. 

This did put the Senate at a 

disadvantage, but since consuls 

could only serve for two years at 

most (while the Senate remained 

permanent) many consuls were 

often wary of the Senate’s power. 

It should be noted that the 

Senate actually had no executive 

power in its earliest days.

Towards the end of the 

Republic, the Senate’s power 

exploded, but that power 

reduced rapidly under Imperial 

rule. Its control of everything 

from finance to judicial laws 

was limited as the emperors 

continued to consolidate power 

into their own position. The 

emperor could call and preside 

over a Senate meeting at will, he 

could pick members as he chose 

and was always the first person 

to speak in a debate.

Censors such as Appius Claudius 
were the men who ensured the 
Senate itself abided by a strict 
code of morale conduct
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decisions involving Rome’s interest overseas must 

be dealt with by the Senate itself. It was a sign 

of the office becoming more self aware of its role 

within a larger machine, however, the Senate still 

showed a sense of restraint. There was never an 

independent desire to acquire absolute power in the 

realm – for instance, the declaration of war and the 

ratification of treaties remained with the people.

The power and influence of the Senate began 

to wane before the rise of the Roman Empire. The 

nation was beginning to splinter with internal 

conflict, including the issue of prominent army 

generals and politicians gaining independent 

followings that saw that attempt to curry favour 

with the Senate. The rise of the Triumvirate 

(including the man that would beckon in the 

Empire, Julius Caesar) also threatened the Senate’s 

influence over the people, as did the three horrific 

uprisings (sometimes referred to as Servile Wars) 

that plagued the end of the Republic.

By the time of Julius Caesar installing himself 

as dictator, and his subsequent assassination, the 

Senate was once again about to endure a significant 

transformation. The beginning of the Empire 

proper with the formation of the Principate saw 

the projected image of the emperor working in 

cooperation with the Senate to run the state – in 

reality, the emperor retained far more power than 

the consuls that preceded him ever had.

The Senate had swollen to around 900 by this 

point (a change brought in by Julius Caesar in order 

to fill it with his own supporters in the buildup to 

his own ascendancy), but this was reduced to 600 

under Augustus. For a time it retained full control 

“Diocletian made 
a decree that gave 
the emperor the 
right to remove all 
executive power 
from the Senate”

 Hadrian recognised 
by the Senate
As was the case with 
every single official 
emperor of Ancient 
Rome, the Senate 
officially recognised 
Hadrian as the next 
official ruler of Rome.
117 CE

 Senate elects two 
rulers
On the 22 April 238 
CE, the Senate elects 
two rulers to govern 
Rome (much like the old 
consuls of the Republic) 
in the form of senators 
Pupienus and Balbinus. 
238 CE

 Senate recognises 
Tacitus
In September 275 CE, 
following the murder of 
Emperor Aurelian by the 
Praetorian Guard, the 
Senate recognises his 
successor Tacitus.
275 CE

 First Council of Nicaea
The Senate found its 
position ignored as 
Constantine convenes a 
meeting of bishops and 
officials to determine 
whether Jesus Christ 
held the same status as 
God Himself.
325 CE

 Roman capital moved 
to Constantinople
The Christian emperor 
Constantine the Great 
moves the capital of the 
Empire to Byzantium 
where he created the 
city of Constantinople.
330 CE

 Senators executed 
following death of 
Totila
After the fall of the 
Western Roman Empire, 
the Senate continued 
under the Eastern kings. 
However, a number of 
senators are murdered 
in retaliation for the 
death of Ostrogoth’s 
King Totila.
552 CE

Defining moment
Diocletian dismantles Senate power
293 CE
In perhaps the most decisive reduction in Senate power since its 

creation, the first emperor of the Tetrarchy in 293 CE (an era where 

four leaders ruled the Empire in four different section), Diocletian, 

began stripping away many of the office’s official powers. He 

did this via a series of radical reforms, one of which stated the 

emperors would have the theoretical power to assume total control 

of the state from the Senate.

The Senate did retain the power to try treason cases and 

determine the order of appearance during a debate, but it was 

a shadow of its former self compared to the power it had once 

wielded at the heart of the Empire.

Birth of the Senate

of the treasury, but Augustus (the first emperor of 

the Principate) removed his power as more control 

was consolidated into the throne. 

The emperor’s power over the Senate during the 

Empire was absolute. Now, an individual could gain 

entry into the Senate by being granted the chance 

to be elected as a quaestor by the emperor, or 

granted automatic quaestorship and entry into the 

Senate by imperial decree. The Senate was simply 

at the beck and call of the emperor, and it only got 

worse from there.

The Senate was once again relegated to the 

role of advisory council and it was a position that 

would only degrade following anarchy of the Crisis 

of Third Century. The end of that chaotic period 

saw the rise of Tetrarchy, a four-person seat of 

emperorhood that led the Empire to be carved into 

four sections. The main mind behind the Tetrarchy, 

Diocletian, even made a decree that gave the 

emperor the right to remove all executive power 

from the Senate without warning, further whittling 

down the Senate’s influence.

As the Empire waned, the Senate endured but 

it was a shell of its former self and ultimately 

petered out as the Empire slowly fragmented and 

was conquered part by part. And yet, while it 

ultimately followed the Empire itself into the grave, 

the Senate’s impact on modern politics lives on to 

this day. The idea of a democratic forum where a 

man could air his opinion and veto a law he did 

not agree with lives on in many a parliament and 

senate, while the idea of civil law (where laws were 

codified alongside proportionate punishment) 

exists now as a basic fundamental of modern law.
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How to 
become 
a Roman 
consul

01 
Get educated
Roman consuls are expected to have the immense 

confidence and education necessary to be superb 

public orators. For this reason, find yourself a private tutor – 

known around these woods as a pedagogue – to make sure 

you have the basic reading skills to lay the foundations you 

need to learn the art of rhetoric.

02 
Marry into a wealthy family
If all else fails, attempt to increase your influence 

by marrying into it. In Rome, powerful and 

wealthy families often support each other in the form of 

alliances known as amicitia, which are generally made 

concrete in the form of arranged marriages. Being associated 

with a great family is a quick way to get some votes.
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It was the highest elected office in the days of the Roman 

Republic, and two consuls were elected at any one time, each 

serving a one-year term before being replaced. Their duties 

spanned a vast range of civil and military tasks, and from 367 BCE 

a plebeian (common) citizen could even stand for office. This kind 

of democracy wouldn’t last, however, as the death of Julius Caesar 

and subsequent wars led to the establishment of the Roman 

Empire in 27 BCE. The consuls’ powers were absorbed by that of 

the emperor, leaving them as mere figureheads.

CHIEF JUDGE
This power was transferred to 

the praetors in 366 BCE, but 

consuls would still serve as judges 

in serious cases and whenever 

called upon.

DUTIES OF 
THE CONSUL

SENATE
Consuls were responsible for 

passing the laws of the senate, as 

well as acting as ambassadors on 

behalf of it. 

MILITARY
Consuls were the commanders-

in-chief of the vast and strong 

Roman army, which they 

governed with the assistance of 

military tribunes. 

GOVERNORSHIP
After leaving office, each consul 

was assigned – at random – a 

province or area to govern for a 

term of anywhere between one 

and five years.

VETO
Each consul had the power to 

block his colleague’s decree, 

in the process ensuring that 

important decisions were only 

made in unison.

INSIDE THE SENATE
Open doors

Meetings were public. To 

highlight this, doors were 

left open during meetings, so 

anyone could observe them.

Consul
As the consul would 

frequently address the 

senate, he was expected to 

have a dominant presence 

and strong oratory style.

Venue
Many locations were used for 

senate meetings, such as the 

Temples of Jupiter Capitolinus, 

Fides, Concord and Apollo.

Audience
The senate originally 

comprised 100 men but 

increased to around 300 at 

the height of the Republic. 

Traditions
One way to keep your 

opponents from the floor 

was to keep talking – a tactic 

employed several times by 

Cato the Younger. 

Want to learn how to gain power 

and influence in Ancient Rome? 

Here’s how to do it 

Book of the Roman Empire



03 
Be a showman
The better you present yourself to the people, 

the higher your odds of becoming a consul. As 

Marcus Tullius Cicero himself says: “Surround yourself with 

large numbers of people from every class and rank… Make 

sure your campaign has plenty of ceremony, brilliance and 

entertainment for the people.”

05 Indulge in bribery
Bribery is common, especially in these waning 

days of the Roman Republic. Should you decide 

upon this as an option, be aware that it can take two forms: 

direct bribery (paying off officials with money in return for 

votes) or indirect (provision of free grain, entertainment and 

outdoor banquets).

04 
Intimidate your rivals
You mustn’t be afraid to use less than savoury 

means in order to get what you want. This 

can include inciting riots or hiring heavies – gladiators are 

particularly effective options here – to beat people up. If you 

happen to be a general, even better; simply make use of your 

heavily armed troops to threaten disorder.

06 Become a mob favourite 
A man who has the support of the mob is a 

powerful man indeed, and should help you 

in your quest to become a consul. Putting on a series of 

gladiatorial games – preferably with a host of exotic animals – 

is a safe method of getting the mob on your side and willing 

to support you.
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(IN)FAMOUS 
CONSULS

How not to… seize power
Lucius Sergius Catilina, more commonly known as Catiline, was a 

prospective consul whose attempts to seize power went horribly 

wrong. Having been forbidden to campaign for election as a 

consul at an earlier date due to facing charges of extortion (he was 

ultimately acquitted), he was later defeated in 64 BCE by Cicero. 

Angered by this, he planned to take power by force, gathering 

a number of followers by promising to cancel debts, as well as 

appealing to the wants and needs of the poor. However, Cicero was 

constantly kept abreast of Catiline’s actions, forcing him to flee 

Rome after denouncing him as a traitor. Catiline later tried to enter 

Gaul (France) with his army, but he was prevented from doing so by 

forces led by general Gaius Antonius Hybrida in 62 BCE at Pistoria, 

where he and the majority of his followers were killed.

LUCIUS JUNIUS BRUTUS
509 BCE
The founder of the Roman 

Republic, he was one of the first 

consuls and is claimed to be an 

ancestor of Marcus Junius Brutus, 

one of Julius Caesar’s assassins.

JULIUS CAESAR
100-44 BCE
Caesar was consul on five 

separate occasions, before being 

murdered after declaring himself 

a dictator for life.

MARK ANTONY
83-30 BCE
A consul on two occasions, he 

later ruled with Octavian before 

falling out, losing against him in 

battle and committing suicide 

with his lover, Cleopatra.

AUGUSTUS
63 BCE-14 CE
Formerly known as Octavian, he 

first became consul in 43 BCE, 

before becoming the first Roman 

emperor in 27 BCE.

How to become a Roman consul



Concrete
Year invented/first used: 
Around 2,100 years ago
Structures such as the Colosseum and the 

Pantheon bare testament to the Romans 

being great architects and highly prolific 

builders, but the fact that they are still 

standing today, thousands of years later, 

is thanks to an early form of cement, 

known as opus caementicium. Created 

from a recipe of slaked lime and volcanic 

ash to form a sticky paste that was then 

mixed with volcanic rocks, this cement 

set quickly to enable forthe construction 

of some truly incredible buildings.

Calendars
Year invented/first used:
46 BCE
Early Roman calendars were taken from 

Greek models that operated around 

the lunar cycle. However, being a 

superstitious lot, the Romans considered 

even numbers unlucky and so altered 

the calendar to ensue that each month 

contained an odd number of days. Then 

in 46 BCE, Julius Caesar along with the 

astronomer Sosigenes devised the Julian 

system to align the calendar with the 

solar year. During this process the 12 

months (including July - named after 

Caesar), as we know them today in the 

Gregorian calendar, were included and 

the number of days in a year increased 

from 355 to 365. 

A welfare system
Year invented/first used:

122 BCE
Government programs that provide 

subsidized food, education and other 

expenses for the less well-off can be traced 

back to Ancient Rome. These entitlement schemes 

were first introduced by tribune Gaius Graccshus, who ordered 

that Rome’s government supply its citizens with cheaply priced 

grain. This welfare system continued under Trajan, whose 

alimenta program was introduced to feed, clothe and educate 

orphans and under privileged children. A token system also 

allowed cheap access to corn, oil, wine and bread for the needy.

Roads
Year invented/first used: 500 BCE
Developed as a means for the military machine 

to get around quickly, over 50,000 miles of paved 

roads were built by the Romans, with 29 major 

highways going into Rome alone. Constructed from 

dirt, gravel and bricks, the Roman roads were so 

sturdy that many are still used today and were 

built with curvature to allow for water drainage. 

With the Roman legion able to travel about 25 

miles a day, these roads helped the Empire expand 

over most of southern Europe.
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Roman
inventions

Emperor 
Justinian I

482-565 CE, Byzantine
(East Roman) 

Justinian the Great was a 
Byzantine emperor who was 
responsible for rewriting the 
Corpus Juris Civilis, which is 

still the basis of civil law 
in the UK.

What did the Romans ever do for us? Well, they 

banished diseases, built roads and also invented the 

welfare system. And that’s just the start!



Arches and aqueducts
Year invented/used: 312 BCE
Roman architects discovered that a 

structural arch could support a great weight 

and so these were used throughout the 

Empire to create buildings that were not 

only stunning to look at, but structurally 

sturdy to withstand the test of time. Arches 

were also crucial to aqueducts as they 

could help raise a structure up to create a 

downward slope that would allow water 

to trickle in to a desired location. Even a 

fleeting glance at Roman architecture will 

testify the importance of arches in all walks 

of Roman life.

Field surgery
Year invented/first used: Unknown
The Romans made many breakthroughs in medicine, such as 

pioneering the use of the cesarean section and developing many 

surgical tools. However, it was in establishing a military medical 

corps that was perhaps their greatest medical innovation as it 

meant that soldiers in their garrisons could be treated on the 

field of combat, and countless lives saved through the use of 

hemostatic tourniquets and arterial surgical clamps to stem the 

loss of blood. The Romans even had the foresight to sterilize their 

tools in hot water.

The Twelve Tables 
Year invented/first used: 450 BCE
Much of the early Roman law came from the 

Twelve Tables, a code that formed part of the 

constitution during the Republican era. In fact, 

many of the legal terms taken from this code, such 

as subpoena, pro bono and affidavit, are still used 

in modern law. The Twelve Tables contained laws 

relating to property, religion and divorce and also 

detailed appropriate punishments for a wide range 

of crimes, from petty theft to witchcraft. Developed 

slightly later was the Corpus Juris Civilis, a more 

streamlined document that first introduced the 

notion of innocent until proven guilty.

Bound books
Year invented/first used: 1 CE
Up until the Roman Empire, literature 

took on the form of heavy clay tablets 

and scrolls, but the Romans managed 

to streamline this medium by creating 

the codex, which was a stack of bound 

pages. Early codices consisted of bound 

wax tablets, but these were shortly 

replaced by animal skin parchment that 

was more akin to book pages. According 

to historians, Caesar created an early 

version of a codex by stacking pages 

of a papyrus, but bound codices didn’t 

become the norm in Rome until at least 

the first century.

Sewers
Year invented/first used:  
735 BCE
Whereas aqueducts were developed 

by the Romans to allow fresh water 

to flow into Roman cities, the 

Romans also developed early sewers 

systems to take human waste out 

of the cities to eradicate the risk of 

contaminating clean water. In Rome 

alone there were seven major sewers 

running out of the city (which can 

still be found under the city to this 

day) and sewer systems were also 

incorporated into other large cities 

around the Empire. 
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Roman inventions

Newspapers
Year invented/
used: 131 BCE
Though it is hard to 

imagine the Romans 

delighting in an early 

form of celebrity tittle-

tattle via some ancient 

form of the Sun, they did 

inscribe texts detailing 

military, legal and civil 

issues onto metal or 

stone and mad them 

accessible to the public. 

Known as acta diurna, or 

“daily acts”, these early 

newspapers included 

details of Roman 

military victories, birth 

and death notices and 

the results of gladiatorial 

bouts, and were posted 

in heavily-populated 

areas for the public to 

digest and discuss.

Gaius 
Gracchus

154-121 BCE, Roman 

Born into a family with strong 
political connections, Gaius was 
heavily influenced by his older 

sibling’s reformative policy. 
Gaius instituted a law to 
supply its citizens with 
allotments of cheaply 

priced grain.
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Of all the objects the 
Romans built in the 
name of long-lasting 
infrastructure, the one 
which moved one of 

life’s most precious resources – 
water – to the people remains 
the most impressive. Of all of 
Rome’s aqueducts, the Pont du 
Gard in Gard, France remains 
the pinnacle. It’s also the tallest 
(at 48.8 metres – including the 
waterway and a bridge) and the 
most well preserved.

40-60 CE

PONT DU GARD

Brief 
Bio

Book of the Roman Empire

“The Roman road system stretched a 
staggering 400,000km – an infrastructure 
that quite literally linked the realm as one”
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T
he dual state of the Roman Republic and 

Empire may have carved a foothold in the 

wide world with a military precision no 

one in the west had ever seen, but it also 

ensured that legacy would live on with 

some of the most innovative advances in structural 

engineering and infrastructure. The Empire may 

have eventually fallen in 476 CE, but in either of its 

forms, the Roman machine redefined agriculture, 

architecture, sanitation, logistics and more.

Rome, at its very heart, was a nation of conquest, 

the dominance of others and the 

expansion of the Republic and 

the Empire. But as the state 

expanded, the need to link 

those disparate parts together 

became of utmost importance. 

So in one of many 

engineering advances that 

were lost to the Middle Ages, 

the Romans began building 

roads from the capital, all the 

way to the very fringes of the 

realm. We’ve records of Roman viae 

as early as 500 BCE, but many of these 

were often singular projects used to stabilise 

popular trade routes.

The Romans weren’t the first to build more stable 

routes through their homeland though – in fact, it 

was the Etruscans who first made such an impact 

on the realm, but with the heavy expansion of the 

Roman state during the early Republic these were 

soon torn down and reconstructed in the Roman 

style. When the Roman started forming roads, 

they didn’t do things by halves either. Main trade 

routes were often built from large broken stones 

and smashed tiles set in a mixture of concrete 

and sand. Curved stones were also used to create 

an uneven surface so water would run down it and 

not pool and risk flooding. Many had bridleways, 

drainage ditches and pavements on either side. 

These weren’t just glorified dirt tracks – these were 

the freshly laid motorways of the ancient world. 

The Roman realm was an impressive thing to 

behold, and in order to support its most important 

asset in its desire for ever-growing expansion – 

soldiers – the Romans paved roads across the 

Republic and the Empire. 

At one point, the Roman road system 

stretched a staggering 400,000km – an 

infrastructure that quite literally 

linked the realm as one, a system 

of military movement and trade. 

And while only 80,500km of the 

400,000 were totally paved to 

the same high standard, by the 

height of Rome’s power a total 

of 29 military highways sprouted 

from the capital. If Rome was the 

heart of the Roman machine, those 

national roads were the veins through 

which the lifeblood of the era flowed. 

The Romans didn’t build these roads randomly 

either – within the city, engineers constructed an 

Itinerarium, a map of sorts that represented every 

trade route and military road to the capital (hence 

the phrase “All roads lead to Rome”).

The creation and maintenance of its roads was 

incredibly important to the Romans, too. Prior 

to the rise of the Emperors, the responsibility 

of upholding the roads of Rome fell to the 

censors (two democratically elected leaders who 

co-governed the realm every year). For instance, the 

Laws of the Twelve Tables, dated around 450 BCE, 

How a series of startling engineering innovations 

changed the Roman Republic, and the Empire 

that replaced it, forever

A legacy set 
in stone

In Spain, you 
can find two 

Roman dams still in 
use after 1900 years – 
the Proserpina Dam 

and the Cornalvo 
Dam.

A legacy set in stone
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decreed that a road must be 8ft (2.45m) wide where 

straight and 16ft (4.90m) where curved. Roman 

laws also decreed that any citizen could use the 

roads, but no vehicles apart from those for military 

purposes could be used within the city limits. 

Many of the Roman roads, especially those built 

outside of Rome, were lost during the regressive 

years of the Middle Ages. but that doesn’t mean 

that these advanced examples of engineering have 

been lost forever. 

Some still survive today, including one of the 

earliest, the Appian Way. Built around 312 BCE, 

the Appian Way was one of the most strategically 

important roads to Rome, linking it directly to the 

port city Brindisi (where Rome could resupply its 

troops and supplies quickly). For the best example 

of original construction, visit the road near Rome 

and you’ll see the paved design and broken pillars.

Another area the Romans seemingly operated 

ahead of their time was the realms of hydration 

and sanitation. The Romans were a people of 

status, of comfort and material worth, so the 

citizens of Rome had no intention of living like the 

savages they were conquering with every passing 

month. Their homes needed a latrine of some 

kind that could take waste away of the building, 

without causing the kind of smell we so closely 

associate with the eras to come in Europe. 

To do this, the Roman’s had to devise a means 

of transporting water from natural running 

“The Appian Way was one of the most 
strategically important roads to Rome, 
linking it directly to the port city Brindisi”

From the cold shores of Britain to the 

gates of Rome itself, the basic principles 

of Roman road building stayed relatively 

unchanged for most of the Republic and the 

Empire. The process began with a surveyor 

taking a large wooden device known as a 

groma. The groma is essentially a long pole 

with four revolving spokes above it. To each 

spoke is attached a small, bagged weight 

and the surveyor uses this device to find 

the most level route for the road.

Once marked out with wooden markers, 

a raised earthen mound is built known as 

an agger. This is essentially the foundation 

for the road which elevates it above the 

ground so it drains off any excess water. 

Some aggers could be up to 12 metres 

wide. Next, the soldiers would mix flint, 

gravel and large stone slabs with an early, 

sandy form of concrete.

Surprisingly, for a nation that openly 

incorporated slavery into its culture, the 

construction of Rome’s roads didn’t fall to 

the slave workers but rather to the soldiers 

of the Roman military. This decision was 

made simply because Roman soldiers 

were better equipped, fitter and more 

disciplined so would get the job done 

faster and more efficiently than a group 

of slaves would.

How did the 
Romans build 
their roads?

Many Roman aqueducts often 
served as bridges too. These 

were designed both for vehicles 
and for citizens to walk along

The Romans built bridges almost 
everywhere they went, because wherever 
they went they almost certainly won, and 
bridges meant easier future access

Book of the Roman Empire
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Visit an example 
of Roman 
engineering in 
the world today!

Pont del Diable, Spain
The bridge that currently straddles 

the municipalities of Martorell and 

Castellbisbal in Catalonia isn’t 

the original bridge built by the 

Romans (it’s estimated to have 

been built sometime around 

1283), but it is built upon the 

foundations of what is believed 

to have been a structurally similar 

bridge of Roman design as it features a 

Roman-style triumphal arch. 

Aqueduct of Segovia, 
Spain 

One of the largest remaining and 

most well-preserved Roman 

aqueducts in existence, the 

impressive Aqueduct of 

Segovia was a marvel of Roman 

engineering stretching into the 

wider realm. The first section 

alone contains 36 semi-circular 

arches, however many of these were 

rebuilt in later years. 

Aqueduct Park, Italy
One of the rarest and most 

fascinating collection of aqueducts 

in the world, the Aqueduct Park 

collects together seven different 

aqueducts (Marcio, Anio Novus, 

Tepula, Mariana, Claudio, Iulia 

and Felice) originally designed 

to supplement Rome. While none 

are in use anymore, they offer a 

fascinating insight into the ingenuity of 

Roman engineering. 

Ponte Sant’Angelo, 
Italy

Once known as Aelian Bridge 

or Pons Aelius, the grand 

bridge Ponte Sant’Angelo was 

constructed under the request 

of Emperor Hadrian in 134 CE. Of 

its five arches, only three of the 

Roman originals remain but it still 

retains much of its original character. 

Spanning the Tiber, it’s also now a 

pedestrian-only crossing. 

The Roman Bridge at 
Vaison-la-Romaine, 

France
One of many Roman bridges still 

standing today in modern-day 

France, the Vaison-la-Romaine 

was built sometime during the 1st 

century CE. Despite only having a 

single arch, the bridge has survived 

to this today and remains in use. 

Even bouts of severe flooding have 

failed to rock the sturdy Roman construction.

sources to Rome. Considering the hilly, undulating 

terrain of Italy, this would require a piping system 

of sorts leading all the way to the capital. As it had 

only a few springwater wells within the city limits, 

the need for a supply of fresh water was a must if 

Rome was to expand and grow. The answer, the 

aqueduct, wasn’t actually a Roman invention – like 

so many things appropriated by the Romans in 

the early years of the Republic it was in 

fact popularised by the Etruscans – 

but it was something the Romans 

improved upon over time as they 

applied to their usual scale.

Aqueducts in Ancient Rome 

were built both underground 

and overground using siphons 

and forms of bridgework to 

keep the water flowing towards 

Rome. These aqueducts had 

no mechanical propulsion, and 

instead relied upon the forces of 

gravity to carry those precious waters. 

Even underground, the pipes that carried them 

were built at a gradual gradient, laid upon arched 

conduits, with hatches that were built at regular 

intervals for inspections. 

Those inspections were also hugely important to 

the maintenance of Rome’s water supply – even as 

far back as Ancient Rome, the connection between 

stagnant water and disease had been made, as had 

the adverse effects of lead. As such, most pipes 

used to carry the water were ceramic, however, 

lead linings were still used so lead poisoning 

wasn’t uncommon.

Tanks were occasionally used where the terrain 

became too steep, in order to slow a fast water 

flow and keep the water from sloshing out of open 

overground pipes. The Romans even built steps 

into their aqueducts to keep the water fresh and 

re-oxygenate it. By the beginning of the Imperial 

era, Rome’s huge network of intricate brick 

aqueducts were providing running 

water to over a million citizens 

– and with Rome’s lavish 

fountains and waterworks, 

that flow became the very 

life force of the state.

As a testament to the 

resilience of their engineering, 

many of the aqueducts 

remained in use following the 

fall of Rome including the Pont du 

Gard in Roman Gaul (modern-day 

southern France). While many have 

fallen into disrepute over the centuries, 

their remains stand as a reminder of just how 

advanced an ancient state could be. 

Not every source of water flowing into 

the city was considered good enough to 

drink, so the remainder were used to wash 

away waste from another set of advances in lost 

Roman innovation: the latrine and the sewer. 

Sharing many qualities with modern toilets and 

sewers. The Roman latrine meant a citizen 

relieve themselves through a hole in a wooden 

seat before a steady flow of water washed 

the contents into a series of sewers that 

interlocked beneath the city. 

The contents of these sewers were then 

pumped away into local rivers. Poorer districts 

used public latrines while the richer families 

had their homes connected to the sewers in order 

to have their own private latrines installed.

The breadth of Roman infrastructure didn’t 

stop there. The Romans organised their own 

rubbish collections, built the first bathhouses 

and constructed theatres and playhouses. 

They built water mills, windmills and rotary 

mills and even eventually invented a form 

of concrete that hardened underwater. Rome 

held an immense pride in the stability of 

their infrastructure and coupled with their 

incredible engineering innovations, one can’t 

help but wonder how far advanced we would be 

now without the Middle Ages that followed.

The construction of municipal buildings, 

amphitheatres and brothels were bound by a 

unified sense of architectural vision – a heady 

blend of engineering know-how and the 

aesthetic flourishes that made something 

Roman. It touched everything within the 

infrastructure of the realm, from the arches 

in their aqueducts to the statues and busts 

adorning every nook and cranny, and it has 

helped Rome remain immortal throughout the 

annals of history.

By sourcing sources of running water and finding 

ways to transport across the realm, the Romans 

soon became suitably obsessed with using water as 

an expression of wealth and decadence. Coupled 

with the cultural embrace of the arts and sculpture, 

the city was soon blooming with marble plinths, 

stone busts and fountains carved in the most ornate 

designs. And with 38 million gallons of water being 

pumped into the city each day at its height, there 

was plenty left to power fountains. 

So how did they work without traditional motors? 

The romans used a series of cisterns (which fill 

from the top), these then fill up and the water goes 

through ceramic pipes into latrines, bath houses and 

fountains. These cisterns would create around 0.43 

pounds per square inch (psi) of pressure per foot of 

height – so as before, gravity was doing all the work 

for the Romans.

Fountains weren’t just there to express wealth 

either. Many of the largest, and most memorable 

creations were for public use and were constructed 

to give Roman citizens an easy access to the running 

water flowing into the city. Water itself was a wealth, 

and one that Rome wished to share with its people.

Fountains and 
fonts: The Roman 
obsession with 
waterworks

Many of 
Rome’s greatest 

structures were not 
built by slaves, but by 

fit and healthy soldiers 
who would get the 

job done.

A legacy set in stone
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Adulterers
High-class couples having illicit affairs weakened 
the hereditary power structure of the Roman elite. 
There were times when this was a capital offence.  

Counterfeiters and fraudsters
Criminals from the middle classes sold stolen or 
counterfeit goods, or faked weights and measures. 
They could be fined or banished if caught. 

Cult members
Followers of non-Roman or illegal religions were 
considered highly dangerous. They often hid 
from the Roman police force in the Catacombs 
beneath the city. 

Thieves and muggers 
If a mugger was caught in the act at night, he 
could be killed on the spot. Otherwise, thieves 
were tried in court. Punishment depended on 
whether they were citizens of Rome or not. 

Traitors
One of the worst crimes in Ancient Rome’s upper 
classes was treachery or political subversion. 
Offenders could be banished or even killed. 

Subversives
Upper-class Romans, particularly those in politically 
powerful professions, were forbidden from close 
contact with the army without proper authorisation 
in case they overthrew the government.
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A
ncient Rome had a problem with crime. 

Robberies were common, so was violence 

and rioting. Merchants cheated their 

customers; desperate slaves escaped 

regularly and joined other outlaws in their 

hiding places beneath the city. At the top level of 

society, the wealthy and aristocratic were often 

embroiled in secret or subversive plots. From the 

top to the bottom the city was riddled with 

criminal activity. 

Beneath the streets of 

Ancient Rome lurked 

some of the city’s most 

dangerous criminals. 

Escaped slaves and gladiators 
Runaways from Rome’s slave system could be 
executed on the spot, or later, in more painful and 
creative ways, if they were caught.

The Underworld of Ancient Rome

From the Senate to the streets, crime was rife in 

Ancient Rome. From escaped slaves to treacherous 

aristocrats, discover the extent of Roman villainy

Underworld of 
Ancient Rome

The Catacombs that form a warren of tunnels and 

caves under the city were home to escaped slaves 

and outlawed religions that used the underground 

labyrinth as a hiding place. 

Dark, often damp, riddled with vermin, 

claustrophobically small in places and stacked with 

the corpses of previous inhabitants, the Catacombs 

were not a place where people would want to stay. 

Escaped slaves would want to move on from there 

as soon as they could, and not just because of 

the grim conditions. In 71 BCE Rome crucified an 

escaped gladiator called Spartacus who was widely 

believed to be the ringleader of a group of escapees. 

He and his group had caused the Third Servile War, 

which raged for two years and resulted in Rome 

passing even harsher sentences against escaped 

slaves. Not wanting to be caught, slaves used the 

Catacombs only as a temporary hiding place on 

their way out of the city. 

It was the religious cults that 

tended to stay in the underworld 

of the Catacombs. Romans were 

usually quite open-minded about 

gods who weren’t their own, 

but some religions – Judaism, 

Christianity and Bacchanalia – 

followed dangerous ideologies that 

didn’t coincide with Roman values. 

Bacchanalia was a Greek religion that 

the Romans had adopted. Its followers 

celebrated their god Bacchus with wild drunken 

orgies, and it was rumoured that they would 

murder those who refused to participate. In 186 

BCE a law was passed against Bacchanalia. 



Jews and Christians, meanwhile, were 

criminalised in Ancient Rome because they 

believed that there was only one god. During the 

Roman Republic, with its pantheon of gods, this 

was frowned upon, but by the time Rome became 

an Empire it was an active threat to national 

security. Rome’s last dictator, Julius Caesar, was 

deified when he died, his heir Augustus inherited 

the title Divi Filius or “son of a god”. Judaism and 

Christianity threatened this idea of divine emperor, 

and their followers fled underground. 

There’s remains evidence in the Catacombs of 

the life that these people lived. Often they would 

carve or paint their religious symbols onto the 

walls. Jews often painted images of themselves 

performing their rites, or of the menorah – the 

seven-branched candlestick that is often used to 

represent their faith. Christians were different. 

Knowing that they were the most-hated religious 

criminals and that Rome’s riot police would 

sometimes pursue them even as far as the 

Catacombs, the Christians used a range of cryptic 

signs such as stylised fish, Chi Ro symbols and 

“sator squares” – coded word games that secretly 

spelled out a prayer – rather than the obvious cross/

crucifix. These obscure symbols helped other 

criminals navigate the Catacombs, showing them 

which path to follow in the dark, vile labyrinth. 

The only reason they stayed near the city was that 

they believed they should spread their faith to be 

rewarded for their sufferings in the afterlife. 

Crime wasn’t limited to the literal underworld 

though. Roman street crime would be familiar to 

anyone who watches today’s news. Popular articles 

about graffiti, theft, disorder and violent crime 

were as common in Ancient Rome as news reports 

about antisocial behaviour in deprived inner-city 

areas today. Roman sources like the poet Juvenal 

describe everything from nuisance noise, rowdy 

crowds and littering to mugging and burglary. 

Walking down an ordinary street in Rome meant 

walking among a gamut of muggers and thieves. 

The public roads were noisy and crowded, making 

Dying gladiator by Fedor Bronnikov, 1856. The 
drama of the Colosseum still appeals to artists 
and movie-makers today 

The world under 
Ancient Rome
A place of rest  
and sanctuary
Catacombs are a network of tunnels and 

passageways, dug into the soft volcanic 

rock beneath Rome, which were 

created as underground cemeteries by 

Hebrews and early Christians between 

the 2nd and 5th centuries. Commonly, a 

stairway would lead 10-15 metres (33-50 

feet) below the surface. At this point 

numerous galleries would diverge, wide 

enough for two people carrying a bier to 

walk. These Catacombs would provide 

temporary refuge to Christians during 

the time of the persecutions.

“Obscure symbols 
helped other criminals to 
navigate the Catacombs, 
showing them which 
path to follow in the dark, 
stinking labyrinth”
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The merchants were better educated and more 

organised than the lower-class street criminals. 

Rather than acting on impulse, they carefully 

planned both their crimes and how they would 

deal with getting caught. It was common for 

middle-class Roman traders to organise themselves 

into groups like trade unions, known as collegia. 

While many of these were composed of law-abiding 

citizens, the odd criminal collegium did exist. 

The collegia’s collective funds and organised legal 

status meant that they had power and resources 

that could be employed to get their members out 

of trouble if necessary. Criminal collegia were the 

nearest thing that Ancient Rome had to the Mafia 

and they operated on much the same principle 

– keep together, stay quiet, and make money. 

Thanks to the organisation of these guilds, even if 

a criminal collegium member was caught, he could 

expect to be able to employ a decent lawyer and 

get away with a fine, or possibly banishment. If the 

worst happened and the fine he had to pay reduced 

him to complete bankruptcy though, he could be 

forced into slavery to pay off his debt. 

Crime didn’t stop when it reached the upper 

echelons of the city either – in fact, the high-class 

being robbed. Public drunkenness was often the 

root cause of the mobs and rioting that periodically 

plagued Ancient Rome – setting fires, looting goods 

and produce and damaging property. For this 

reason the Emperor Augustus set up two police 

forces in the later years of his reign. The vigiles 

urbani were the City Watch – a security service 

that doubled as the city’s fire service – while the 

cohortes urbanae functioned as the riot police.

Every so often the police forces would be ordered 

to clear the lower-class criminals out of a particular 

area in the city or the countryside and villages 

immediately around it. Low-level criminality was 

so ensconced in plebeian Roman society 

that often the only effect this had was 

to move the problem from area to 

area, mostly in the poor districts. 

But the middle classes had their 

own criminal element – they 

committed more considered and 

more lucrative crimes. 

Cheating, swindling and 

counterfeiting went on in Rome’s 

streets and markets on a daily basis. 

Ancient Rome had its own versions 

of our cheap designer fakes, payday loan 

scams and food scares. Counterfeit coins 

and jewellery were a problem in the city. Some 

merchants would bulk out their grain with gravel 

or top up wine with seawater. Others leant money 

out at illegally high rates and took their debtors for 

everything they owned. Depending on their social 

standing, these merchants and moneylenders could 

be sentenced to a range of punishments, from a 

public lashing to the payment of compensation. 

pick-pocketing easy 

– a thief could grab or 

cut a purse from their 

victim’s belt and be off 

into the crowd before they 

had even been noticed. 

Several servants or guards, 

in the hope of deterring 

would-be muggers, would often accompany higher-

class Romans into the lower-class areas. This 

caused its own problems for ordinary city dwellers, 

who would frequently complain about being barged 

out of the way and knocked over. The streets 

were littered with rotting produce and human 

sewage, which ordinary householders would 

dispose of from their upstairs windows. Being 

knocked sprawling into the street was also an open 

invitation for thieves to attack, under the guise of 

helping the victim to their feet. 

The city’s poorer inhabitants – members of the 

“plebeian” underclass – made up the criminals 

of the lower-class streets. They were 

typically poor and underfed – 

vinegar and beans was their 

dinner – so their motivation 

for criminality wasn’t 

greed, but need. Ordinary 

working Romans had been 

complaining of poverty and 

dejection and contrasting 

their bitter lot with the better 

lives of the higher classes from 

the very beginning of the Empire. 

With such a level of poverty and 

social disaffection, it’s no wonder many 

of the lower classes turned to crime just to survive. 

Even a few coins stolen from one of their peers 

would buy some better food, or some cheap wine 

to help them momentarily forget their poverty. 

Drinking led to another set of problems however: 

drunken violence. Juvenal, discussing his own 

mugging in his third Satire, seems just as offended 

to be accosted by a drunken lout as he is about 

One law for one…
Crime and punishment in Rome’s class system

The free 
Roman citizen
A free citizen of Rome, if caught stealing or 

cheating, was sued in court and made to pay 

a fine of twice to four times the value of what 

he had taken. If he’d 

committed a particularly 

serious crime, such as 

adultery, bribery or 

counterfeiting money 

or documents, he 

could be banished from 

society for the rest of 

his life. He would only 

be sentenced to death 

for very serious kinds 

of murder or treason, 

and could be offered a 

private execution instead 

of a public one. His legal 

protector in court had to 

be someone else of the 

same rank.  

The non-citizen 
underclass
A member of the Roman underclasses – a 

poor, non-citizen “plebeian” – could expect 

stricter penalties and punishments than a 

free citizen. If caught in the act of mugging 

someone at night, he could face execution, 

sometimes on the spot. However if he was 

arrested after the crime, or for anything apart 

from night-robbery or murder, he could argue 

his case in court. His legal protector in court 

could be “anyone who cared”. 

A statue 
depicting a free 
Roman citizen 
in a toga

Non-citizens were given stricter 
punishment if found guilty

“  Rome had its own 
versions of cheap 
designer fakes, 
payday loan scams 
and food scares”

A Roman criminal is punished by being 
thrown to the lions in the gladiatorial 
arena. This mosaic is from Roman Tunisia 
and dates from the 3rd century

Rome’s first 
emperor, 
Augustus, enacted 
many laws against 
the criminal 
underworld of 
Ancient Rome. 
This 1st century 
statue is in the 
Vatican Museum
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The Underworld of Ancient Rome

One of the worst 
crimes to commit 

in Ancient Rome was 
patricide, or killing 

your own father.
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of Christianity as the plebeians. Among the male 

elite there was always the danger that some bright 

young general or politician might think he could 

do a better job of ruling the city and its attendant 

Empire than the current establishment. Some of 

the worst upper-class Roman crimes included 

paying bribes to the army and patricide. Patricide 

meant killing your father or the paterfamilias of 

your family. While this was a shocking crime 

in all strata of Roman society, it was worst in 

the patrician class. The head of the household 

symbolised a kind of mini-Emperor, a symbol of 

rulership, inheritance and the established order. 

To violate that was to violate the principles of the 

Roman Empire. Adultery also became a crime 

among the ruling elite, because it threatened the 

family system of inheritance. 

Crime was a significant problem for the 

population of Ancient Rome from all walks of life. 

And while the crimes – and their punishments – all 

varied in severity, execution and motivation, when 

it came down to it they all revolved around the 

same needs and wants: more money, more control, 

more power. 

villas of the elite were a hotbed of a different 

type of criminal activity. Romans of the patrician 

class had no need to steal or swindle. They were 

born into the world of inherited wealth that the 

lower-class longed for and the middle classes 

aspired to. Their lives were very different from 

the general population, and so were their crimes. 

This was especially true during the transition 

from the Roman Republic to the Roman Empire, 

when treason became one of the worst offences 

any Roman could commit. The crimes that are 

most familiar to us today among the Roman upper 

classes are of course the plots and assassinations 

that characterised much of the later Empire. 

We often think of the Roman upper classes as a 

hotbed of sedition and plotting, and indeed many 

did commit treachery in one way or another. 

Treachery, however, wasn’t simply limited to 

plotting or assassination; it was anything that 

threatened Rome as a whole – the idea of the 

“Eternal City” was perhaps more important than 

the people who lived in it. 

Upper-class Romans were just as much at risk 

of being beguiled by the treacherous new religion 

Lawyering-up 
in Ancient Rome
Defence in the 
Roman courts
Like all career criminals, Roman offenders 

took their legal representation seriously. 

Rome is sometimes said to have had the first 

lawyers in the world and they were available 

to free citizens and to any non-citizen of 

the underclass who hadn’t committed a 

capital crime. During a court case, in front 

of the local praetor (judge), a lawyer could 

represent his client and argue on his behalf. 

A lawyer’s main function was to either prove 

his client not guilty or to reduce the penalty 

or punishment for his client’s crime. However, 

all Roman lawyers were not created equal. 

Some served the wealthy patrician families 

and were rich and high-class themselves – 

“It’s the stylish clothes that sell the lawyer,” 

wrote Juvenal. Average citizens and non-

citizens had no access to the high-powered 

lawyers of the elite, although members of a 

collegium could pool resources and influence 

to employ a more expensive lawyer for one 

of their members. Lawyers for poorer clients, 

however, sometimes ended up being paid 

with farm goods or food. The underclass were 

able to mount a trained legal defence in court 

– but their lawyers were generally almost as 

poor as the people they were defending.  

Cicero Denounces Catiline by Cesare Maccari, 
1899, Palazzo Madama, Rome. Cicero was a 
lawyer famous for his exceptional oratorical 
skills, but “No one would give even Cicero a 
case if he didn’t wear a ring gleaming with an 
oversize diamond”, wrote the poet Juvenal

“Adultery also became a crime among 
the ruling elite, because it threatened 
the family system of inheritance”

Book of the Roman Empire



49

Punishments
Roman

From the cruel to the unusual

CRUCIFIXION
HUNG FROM A CROSS AND 
LEFT TO DIE
The criminal was tied or nailed to a cross 

and left to die from suffocation due to his 

lungs collapsing. Used for slaves, pirates, 

Christians and other non-citizens. 

CULEUS
SEWN INTO A SACK AND DROWNED
This inventive punishment for patricide saw the criminal 

sewn into a sack and thrown into the river or sea. In later 

variants a live dog and chicken were included, and some tales 

even mention a monkey and a snake being added in too. 

A FINE 
UP TO FOUR TIMES 
THE VALUE
For low-level and non-violent 

crimes, the most common 

punishment for a Roman citizen 

was a fine.  

ENSLAVEMENT
FOR INABILITY TO PAY
Fraudsters or thieves who couldn’t pay some 

or all of their victim’s compensation could be 

enslaved by the victim. 

CORPORAL 
PUNISHMENT
PUBLIC BEATING
Non-citizens could expect more 

severe punishments for low-level 

crimes, such as a public beating, 

usually with a whip. 

THE ARENA
GLADIATORS FOR 
ENTERTAINMENT
Slaves could be sentenced to 

the arena to serve as gladiators – 

warriors who fought to the death 

purely for the entertainment of 

the Roman public.

DAMNATIO AD 
BESTIAS
SERVED TO ANIMALS
AS FOOD
Some of the worst criminals were 

put into the public arena with a 

group of lions, to be killed and 

eaten by them.  

BANISHMENT
FEW YEARS TO THE REST 
OF THEIR LIFE
Upper-class Roman criminals were 

generally banished, apart from in 

the very worst cases. Banishments 

could last from a few years to life 

and deprived the criminal of their 

assets and power.
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From enjoying beautiful poetry to cheering on a 

bloodthirsty gladiator going in for the kill, the Romans 

sure knew how to enjoy their free time

E
ntertainment and sport were central to 

Roman living with lots of pursuits, both 

literate and spectacular, keeping Rome’s 

citizens busy during their free time. They 

were used by the emperor to control and 

occupy the poor, idle masses in a bid to head off 

any potential revolt, but the vast population would 

come to enjoy and embrace great and clear prose, 

elegant Latin poetry, and art inspired by their 

neighbours, the Etruscans. 

The ordinary Romans were literate, or at least 

semi-literate, visiting libraries and enjoying the 

work of satirists such as Juvenal, who proved so 

influential that, in 1738, poet Samuel Johnson 

would model his work, London, on Juvenal’s Satire 

III. But to concentrate on the arts is to tell half-a-

story: the Romans came to love large visual, mainly 

brutal events so much more. The rulers knew that 

and used huge games to paper over the cracks of 

the empire’s struggles.

Their greatest innovation was truly turning sport 

from something that was played into something 

that would be watched for pleasure, celebrating the 

athleticism of man and gleaning great reflected 

glory from the achievements of the strong 

competitors to a greater degree than the Greeks. 

Huge amphitheatres and stadia dominated Roman 

towns and cities and they became proud and 

powerful focal points. Spectator sports also became 

hugely organised with large teams looking to get 

the best out of those competing. 

Individuals and groups of friends could find 

their own pursuits, though, away from the huge 

venues. They wanted to be fed, and entertained, it 

became known as panem et circenses; bread and 

circuses. Board games were very popular among 

citizens with the two-player strategy board game 

Ludus latrunculorum drawing on military tactics 

and being played across the empire. Tic-Tac-Toe – 

survives today (more familiar to some as Noughts 

and Crosses) and kept minds ticking over in ancient 

Roman times. 

The countryside would be home to hunters 

and recreational fishing. There was also boxing, 

wrestling, swimming, throwing and riding and, a 

version of football, known as Harpastum, which 

was played on a pitch. It was depicted in drawings 

as having two sides, with the aim appearing to be 

to keep the ball in their own half, the game was 

seen as a way to keep soldiers fit and healthy.

Blood,  
guts & 

gladiators
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Female gladiators, 
each of them slaves, 

were common in  
Rome’s arenas by the  

1st century CE.

A 4th century CE, mosaic from 
Terranova, Italy, depicting 
Roman gladiators fighting

Blood, guts & gladiators
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Land of gore and glory
Wild beasts wouldn’t tear people away from the Rome’s 
spectacles. Indeed, they’d have citizens flocking to 
stadia in their droves

Ancient Romans loved their bloody sports and for 

more than 650 years, they turned up in their tens 

of thousands to enjoy the ferocious spectacles of 

gladiatorial combats and chariot racing, admiring 

the courage of the participants while thriving 

on the inherent danger. Far from being seen as 

barbaric or cruel, whether to man or beast, such 

forms of entertainment were embraced 

and celebrated, seen as defining 

the Roman civilisation. Since the 

empire’s citizens prized physical 

fitness, those who took part 

were often seen as symbols 

of strength, especially for the 

wealthy sponsors of the well-

publicised shows.

Sports tended to be all-male 

affairs both in terms of those 

competing and those who gathered 

to watch. Huge stadia and arena were 

built in Rome, from the splendour of the 

Colosseum, completed in 80 BCE for crowds of 

up to 80,000 to the vast, long and narrow Circus 

Maximus on Palatine Hill which would be packed 

with as many as 250,000 people for the most 

popular events. Since sport was enjoyed across 

the empire, more than 230 steeply-seated ancient 

amphitheatres have been discovered across all 

territories, all of which would have been a source of 

civic pride, many clad with marble and decorated 

with statues. Britain’s largest was in Chester.

Crowds would gain free entry to events which 

was a way for emperors to make themselves 

popular. Romans would seize the opportunity of 

watching sports, tending to make an entire day of 

it. The huge popularity of such occasions meant 

that even the largest venues tended to become 

overcrowded, leading to fights among those 

trying to get in. But unlike today, the people they 

watched and those who were associated with 

show business, even in sport, were seen of low 

social standing. While the crowds would have their 

favourites and some competitors would become 

very famous as a results, sportsmen were typically 

slaves, criminals or war captives.

In light of that, it’s very easy to say that the 

Romans saw them as dispensable and that the 

crowds had a true sadistic streak. But while that 

is certainly going to be true of some of those who 

attended, in reality Roman sport was actually 

symbolic. Gladiatorial bouts had their origins in the 

funeral ceremonies of wealthy nobles (the first was 

a combat staged in honour of Junius Brutus Pera in 

264 BCE, with three slaves having been selected to 

fight at the Forum Boarium cattle market). In that 

instance, it was less about the thrill of a kill and 

more about the belief that spilt blood would help 

purify the soul of the deceased.

The fights bestowed political prestige on a family 

which is why the funeral shows became more 

elaborate, involving greater numbers of gladiators. 

Eventually, emperors began to stage them as 

entertainment in their own right, again for 

the popularity it brought them. The 

crowds began to enjoy more than 

blood being spilt too: there were 

complex rules and regulations, 

and gladiators would have their 

own fighting styles. The contests 

could be very tactical.

In fact, crowds loved to see 

certain skills pitted against each 

other. Many Romans thrived on 

the shows between sword-and-shield 

murmillo and Thraex gladiators, for 

instance. Their different sized shields forced 

them to adopt different ways of harming their 

opponent and it lent an exciting tactical air to the 

proceedings. This love of mashing-up of styles 

extended to other ancient sports: getting different 

animals to face-off – elephants against lions, 

perhaps – got the crowds very giddy indeed.

But there were other reasons for sport which 

could be starkly seen at the chariot races which 

were a betting man’s dream. As the charioteers 

– slaves or former slaves backed by large expert 

teams of trainers, vets and blacksmiths – competed 

over 12 daily races (or 24 under chariot race fanatic 

Caligula), much money was won and lost. There 

would be four teams – the Whites, Reds, Blues 

and Greens – and the addition of money only 

served to enhance the thrill. Not that it was any 

less dangerous a sport, with many riders suffering 

injury or death. More gentle were the trick-riding 

exhibitions which tended to be staged alongside 

the races. Roman taste in entertainment could 

certainly be very diverse.

This mosaic in the Jamahiriya Museum, Tripoli, 
Libya dates from before 80 CE and shows Roman 
entertainments from the 1st century

Book of the Roman Empire

Miliarius was 
the name given to 

a charioteer or horse 
who won more than 

1,000 races.
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Commissioned by William T Walters 
this 19th century CE painting shows 

Christian martyrs praying before being 
devoured by wild beasts – another form 

of “entertainment” in Ancient Rome

An painting by the French painter Jean-Léon 
Gérôme dating from 1872 CE, showing a gladiator 

being condemned to death by the crowd

Rome’s most popular sports

Gladiators
Rather than involve multiple gladiators in a unruly 

fight to the death, gladiatorial combats came to be 

structured, refereed battles between two well-trained 

men. Schooling in the art of fighting would take many 

years and expense so while emperors in the Colosseum 

and the excitable crowd at venues elsewhere would 

decide whether to spare a gladiator. There was actually 

a reluctance to do so given the fees trainers would 

command for deaths.

Chariot racing
Chariot racing was one of the few sports women could 

watch and it came with its own terrifying dangers. 

Up to 300,000 people would pack the long, narrow 

Circus Maximus on Palatine Hill as teams of charioteers 

scorched the earth completing seven anti-clockwise laps. 

Chariots would typically be pulled by four horses but 

sometimes more. There would be many heart-in-mouth 

moments as wheels smashed into stone and riders as 

the rider jostled for position.

“ Audiences also liked watching men 
enter the arena… massive audiences 
would flock to see Christians and 
convicted criminals getting mauled”

The most popular of all spectator sports, armed men 
in violent fights had Roman’s flocking to arenas

It’s said that Rome’s founder Romulus used chariot 
racing to distract the Sabine men

Wild beasts
Roman crowds would start the day watching huntsmen 

in the arenas to showing their skills. Wild beasts, from 

elephants to lions, would also be thrown together in 

combat. Arenas would be decorated with trees and 

shrubs for a greater spectacle and the crowds lapped 

up man’s dominance over nature. Audiences also liked 

watching men enter the arena to fight animals too: 

massive audiences would flock to see a sideline of 

Christians and convicted criminals getting mauled.

Water sports
The huge space of the amphitheatres would be flooded 

with water so that competitors could engage in gigantic 

naval battles. This would happen at both the Colosseum 

and Circus Maximus where small ancient vessels would 

battle it out. It tapped into the Roman love of a great 

spectacle and appealed to an emperors penchant for 

showing off. Eventually lakes would be used for this 

purpose and the captives who competed in them were 

called naiunachiarii. 

Whether called to do tricks or to fight against each 
other wild beasts played a part in sporting life

The staging of naval battles as mass entertainment 
would have been an amazing spectacle

Sports and entertainment were synonymous in Ancient Rome, as athletes became 
famous icons that drew huge crowds

Blood, guts & gladiators
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The stage
The actors would naturally perform at the 

front of the theatre on a stage (pulpitum) 

whereas the stage front (proscaenium) 

would be typically decorated with statues.

Built to provide good views and acoustics

Inside a 
Roman theatre

Stage background
The high back wall of the stage floor is 

called the scaenae frons, adding visual 

impact and often supporting a roof.

Fun plays  
and  
serious plays
Romans got into their 
rhythm by setting down to 
a riot of dance, poetry and 
theatre while still finding 
time to exercise and relax

While the Romans preferred the large spectacles 

of gladiatorial battles and chariot racing, there was 

still room for more intellectual entertainment. The 

empire’s theatres were based upon those of Greece 

and they became home to musicals, traditional 

plays and situation comedies. There was poetry 

based around morality and patriotism, as well as 

farce and satire. And while it appears the Romans 

felt their art did not measure up to Greek art, there 

was much high-style output.

The Roman historian, Livy, suggested the first 

theatre performance was held in 364 BCE, with 

dancers and musicians brought over from Etruria 

in the belief they could stop a plague. Mime 

became very popular, bringing together song and 

spoken dialogue with farcical scenes brought to life 

in an exaggerated manner. But it was pantomime – 

a Roman invention – which struck a greater chord. 

Audiences loved how the non-speaking masked 

dancers would use their body and rhythmic 

gestures to portray various characters.

The Greco-Roman dramatist and epic poet 

Lucius Livius Andronicus, born in c. 284 BCE, 

translated Greek works into Latin and heralded 

the beginning of popular, serious dramas. Later, 

Titus Maccius Plautus introduced literary comedy, 

producing more than 130 plays, of which just 20 

have survived intact. Publius Terentius Afer – or 

Terence – wrote Andria (The Girl from Andros), a 

comedy much beloved by the day’s most popular 

playwright, Caecilius Statius. Tragedies, however, 

were less popular and that has been said to be 

due to the large size of theatres being acoustically 

unsuitable for spoken dialogue.
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“ Men bathed in  
the afternoon,  
and facilities  
to exercise”

The orchestra
The orchestra – the space 

between the stage and the 

audience – was semi-circular in 

Roman theatres and could be 

used for hosting “spectacles”.

In and out
In order to allow crowds to get in and 

out of the theatre, vomitoria would allow 

passage beneath the seat tiers.

Guests of honour
Those worthy of honour – 

perhaps for municipal services – 

would be granted seats in front 

or surrounding the orchestra.

Indeed, theatres would hold up to 15,000 people 

and would often be packed. So to help 

crowds in the worst of the seating 

identify what was going on, the 

character’s clothing would 

indicate their status and role: 

rich men would wear purple, 

poor men red; soldiers wore 

short cloaks and slave short 

tunics. There would be 

stock characters, particularly 

in comedy, with women 

eventually appearing in plays, 

sometimes naked, but usually in 

heavy masks.

Men and women were generally 

segregated in social settings and this included the 

popular baths where Romans would go to clean 

and relax for hours on end while socialising 

with friends and acquaintances. There 

would be separate bath times, with 

men bathing in the afternoon, 

and facilities to exercise. The 

bathhouses also doubled as 

performance venues (as did the 

streets outside) with acrobats 

and jugglers on hand to provide 

quick, fun entertainment. For 

the more learned, libraries within 

the buildings would make books 

available to read.

Exercise facilities were also provided, 

again tapping into their desire for fitness. 

It wasn’t as fanatical a pursuit as it was for the 

Greeks but gyms and open spaces were provided. 

Some Romans enjoyed playing ball games, notably 

Trigon. It involved three people standing in a 

triangle, throwing the ball with the left hand and 

catching it with the right. Athletes would also 

compete in public games and festivals – effectively 

days of rest for the rest of the population since they 

didn’t observe weekends. Work hard, play hard 

seemed to be the motto.

 Seating area
The spectators would sit 

on the terraces of the half-

circle auditorium in raised 

seating for a better view.

Remnants of theatres 
and stadia found
The most famous of all Rome’s stadia is the 

Colosseum, completed in 80 CE, hundreds of 

years into the empire’s rule, primarily because 

large crowds tended to prompt fears of rioting. But 

it was just one of many stadia, amphitheatres and 

theatres, hundreds of which were spread across 

the provinces. 

The Roman’s brought their own engineering 

skills to these buildings: unlike in Greece, for 

instance, open-air theatres didn’t need to be built 

in sunken ground because their hemispheres 

could be erected on vaults. There is evidence of 

these structures across former Roman lands, and 

they still stand today.

In Britain, Chester’s Roman amphitheatre 

from 1 CE was the largest but remains have also 

been found in Silchester, Colchester, Cirencester, 

Dorchester, London and St Albans among other 

towns and cities. Archaeologists in Cordoba, 

Spain, found Europe’s second largest amphitheatre 

(after the Colosseum) in 2003. Good examples to 

visit are the Uthina and El Djem amphitheatres 

in Tunisia, the Verona Arena in Italy and the 

magnificent Pula Arena in Croatia.
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Blood, guts & gladiators

There were 29 
libraries in Rome by 
350 CE with citizens 

enjoying reading long 
strips of papyrus.
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PREPARATION AT THE 
STABLES
Each chariot team paid handsomely 

for the empire’s finest horses and 

the animals were often prized 

higher than most aurigae. Before a 

race, the stable would be busy with 

servants preparing the quadriga with 

the faction’s colours. The conditor 

– overseer of the stable – would be 

ensuring all the horses and the 

aurigae were ready for the race ahead. 

TRAINING FOR THE 
MAIN EVENT 
The horse at the far left of the four 

pulling the chariot would be the best 

trained, as it would have to be fearless 

when sprinting next to the spina, the 

central island running at the centre 

of the circus track. Each auriga would 

be skilled at controlling all his horses, 

which sometimes numbered as many 

as eight – they directed with their left 

hand and whipped with the right.

SABOTAGE, BETTING 
AND CURSING 
The bitter rivalry between the racing 

factions was felt just as strongly by 

their supporters. There are accounts 

of curses written into tablets, applying 

to the gods to bring misfortune to the 

opposing charioteers. Horses would 

sometimes be poisoned by rival fans, 

or even the stable staff of an opposing 

faction, so even before the race the 

chariot racer had to be on their guard. 

OPENING PARADE 
A great procession, led by the main 

sponsor of that day’s race – yes, there 

were sponsors even back then – 

would begin the day’s events. It was 

usual for certain gods to be selected 

to be honoured on race day, so priests 

carrying statues of Mars and Jupiter, 

for example, would also be in the 

procession. Musicians and the teams 

would also be in the parade, flying 

the respective colours of their faction 

to the assembled crowd.

A horse with a rider wearing the 

colours of Rome’s red racing faction

Though it dates back to Ancient Greece, chariot racing found great popularity in Roman 

society. The Circus Maximus, or “greatest circus”, was the largest public building in 

Ancient Rome, predating the mighty Colosseum. It could hold up to 200,000 spectators 

and hosted thousands of events for the public, with charioteers (known as aurigae), 

racing around the 620-metre (2,030-foot)-long track. Unlike their military equivalents, 

racing chariots (quadriga) were lightweight, so the auriga would have to balance 

precariously on the axis of the wheels. Aurigae began their careers as slaves, 

head-hunted from all over the empire by one of the four main rival 

racing factions in Rome. The life expectancy for aurigae was low, 

but successful racers could gain great fame and fortune.

A day in 
the life of 
chariot racer
The death-defying sportsmen racing for glory 

in the Circus Maximus, Rome, circa 329 BCE

Book of the Roman Empire
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STARTING POSITIONS 
Up to 12 chariot teams, three from 

each faction, would gather at the start 

line in the carceres, or starting gates, 

that were built across the width of 

the track. Each charioteer would strap 

the four reins of the horses around 

his waist, so he could better control 

the animals with his weight alone. 

They would all be looking for the 

mittere signum, or signal to start the 

race, given by an official, such as a 

magistrate or city praetor. 

RACING 
At the start of the race there would 

be an instant scrap to gain a good 

position on the course, which was as 

close to the spina as possible. Racers 

would gain the upper hand on their 

opponents by colliding with their 

chariots, as well as spurring their 

horses on with a whip. If a charioteer 

crashed, he would have to quickly cut 

himself free from the reins with his 

knife or likely be trampled to death 

by his competitors.

VICTORY LAP 
The victorious charioteer would be 

presented with a palm branch and a 

laurel by the race official. The entire 

race team would receive prize money 

and would parade around the Circus 

to the cheers of their supporters. 

Particularly successful chariot racers 

were held up as heroes – particularly 

by the “mob” – and often able to save 

enough to buy their own freedom. 

There are even examples of racers 

who became extremely wealthy.

PARTY AT THE 
CLUBHOUSE 
Each of the chariot-racing factions in 

Rome – the red, green, white and blue 

– had club houses located throughout 

the city. Here fans and stable staff 

would gather to celebrate victories and 

praise their charioteers, even if they 

merely survived the deadly races. The 

life expectancy of chariot racers was 

so short that being alive at the end of 

the day was cause for celebration.

Crashes were common and 

would often cause a pile-up 

near the inside track

“If a charioteer crashed, he 
would have to cut himself 

free from the reins or likely 
be trampled to death”

How do we know this?
Chariot racing is first mentioned in Homer’s 

Iliad, with Achilles holding races and games. 

The Roman poet Juvenal also wrote on the 

popularity of the racing, referring to the “bread 

and circuses” that kept the common people 

entertained. Gaius Appuleius Diocles was a 

famed racer whose career lasted an astonishing 

24 years. His rise through the racing factions of 

Rome from the age of 18 is recorded and even 

accounts for the 1,462 races he won.

A chariot Racer

Chariot races often 
ended in fatalities, with 

aurigae crashing at 
incredible speeds



Military and political leaders alike 
made Rome one of the most 

memorable empires of all time

58

7777778888888

60  The dynasties of the 
Roman Empire 
Track the power shifts in the Roman Empire 

across its duration

64  Caesar’s rise to power 
How did the most iconic Roman come to power, 

and what consequences did it have?

74  Year of the four 
emperors 
One of the most disastrous years for Roman 

politics, delve deep into this power struggle

78  Cicero: voice of Rome 
Cicero’s talent for speeches gained him the 

support of the people, but also made enemies

82  10 most despicable 
Romans 
Many Roman leaders found creative and cruel 

ways to kill and torture their subjects

88  Julia Maesa: the rock  
of Rome 
Discover the iconic woman that history forgot, 

and track her path to political influence

92  Constantine’s crusade 
Constantine brought drastic changes to the 

Empire, including a conversion to Christianity

666660000000



59

888888888888

888882222222



60

Book of the Roman Empire

Julius Caesar, pictured here, became the 
archetype for the Roman emperor to 

come (both in power and eventual fate)
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F
or four centuries of its existence, Rome was 

ruled by nine incredibly powerful dynasties 

and it was under their rule that the nation 

rose to the height of its power and 

eventually saw it fall into the 

hands of Eastern masters. The first 

of these eras, the Principate, was 

the first to emerge after the 

end of the Republic where 

Rome expanded with military 

might into one of the most 

powerful nations of the world. 

The Principate began with the 

formation of the position of 

emperor, where the democratic 

structure of the Republic was cast 

aside and the power of the entire realm 

was passed into the hands of a single man.

The first of those men, Augustus, was mindful of 

the dangers of plunging Rome into a political world 

that the people did not recognise so the senate was 

preserved, but the senate ultimately answered to 

the seat of the emperor. It was all an illusion, but 

it was a system that was set in place and lasted for 

the 300 years of the Principate.

Following the Crisis of the Third 

Century, the political strata of 

Rome changed with more power 

consolidated into the position of 

Emperor. This was the beginning 

of the Dominate era, where the 

Emperors enacted the personal 

control over the realm we 

most closely associate with the 

Imperial throne. It was also a 

time of political uncertainty and 

upheaval, with brief experiments 

in joint rule (in a paltry imitation of 

the Republican days) and an eventual split 

in the Empire into a disparate East and West that 

eventually sealed the fate of Rome, and with it the 

Roman Empire.

From its earliest days in the Republic, to the final 

dark days of the Empire, the dynasties of Rome 

shaped the nation and its fate

The dynasties 
of the Roman 

Empire

The dynasties of the Roman Empire

While famous 
for its political 

efficiency, the Roman 
Empire often found 
itself plagued with 
political and social 

unrest.
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F
rom Caesar’s birth in 100 BCE to the time 

he crossed the Rubicon River in a brazen act 

of rebellion in 49 BCE, the Roman Senate 

floor was a battleground, where power was 

taken by cunning, conspiracy and force. The 

powder keg had exploded into conflict in 88 BCE 

with the first in a series of civil wars and rebellions, 

with the conservative elite locked in combat with 

the growing ranks of populists; Rome was full of 

orators, soldiers and politicians fighting for control. 

Gaius Julius Caesar was all three. 

Caesar knew what he was capable 

of and what he wanted and, when 

Caesar saw an opportunity, he took 

it. His cunning, ruthlessness and 

the sheer scope of his ambition 

would change the landscape of 

western Europe and beyond. 

After decades of outrage and 

protest, adoration and adulation, 

only his murder could finally 

put a stop to Caesar’s vision but, 

even as his blood cooled on the 

Senate floor, there was no doubt the 

change he brought about was irrevocable.

From a young age, Caesar showed the qualities 

that would propel him through the corrupt world 

of Roman politics. In 82 BCE, when Caesar was 18 

years old, his family was in a precarious position. 

They were linked to the regime of the popular 

consul Gaius Marius by marriage, so when Marius’s 

bitter enemy, Sulla, took power by force they had to 

capitulate to this new regime to survive.

How one man’s ambition and genius transformed Rome 

from a republic to a dictatorship

Caesar’s rise 
to power

Sulla ordered Caesar to abandon his position as 

high priest of Jupiter and to break off his marriage 

to Cornelia, daughter of Marius’s old ally Cinna. 

With a stubbornness that bordered on suicidal, 

Caesar refused to kneel and went into hiding till his 

mother could convince Sulla to give him a reprieve. 

Instead of idly waiting for Sulla’s forgiveness, 

Caesar took the first step on what would prove 

to be a long and illustrious career. He joined the 

military and travelled to Asia in service of the 

empire. He quickly proved himself in battle, 

earning the Civic Crown (one of the 

highest military decorations available 

to a Roman soldier) for saving the 

life of one of his men.

This dedication to his fellow 

soldiers would be a cornerstone 

of Caesar’s life in the army, as 

he understood how vital the 

respect and loyalty of his men 

would be. His spotless reputation 

was threatened when he was sent 

to obtain a fleet from the Bithynian 

monarch Nicomedes though. Caesar 

spent so long at Nicomedes’ court that 

word spread the young soldier was engaged in 

an affair with the king. Whether or not there was 

any truth to the rumour, Caesar certainly denied 

it fiercely at every opportunity. While the rumour 

never quite went away, it didn’t slow him down.

When Sulla died in 78 BCE, the stage was set for 

Caesar’s return to Rome. He had proven himself 

as a soldier and now it was time to demonstrate 

Book of the Roman Empire

Though their 
love affair is 

legendary, Caesar 
could not have married 

Cleopatra as she 
was not a Roman 

citizen.
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Julius Caesar was 
a Roman general, 
statesman, consul 
and notable author 
of Latin prose. His 

strength as a military leader 
and a politician played a critical 
role in the events that led to the 
expansion of Roman territory, 
the demise of the Roman 
Republic and, from its ashes,
the rise of the Roman Empire.

100-44 BCE

GAIUS JULIUS CAESAR 

Brief 
Bio

Caesar’s rise to power
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one of his other skills. He entered into the legal 

profession and used his other great talent: his 

voice. Caesar was a charismatic and persuasive 

public speaker and he used this skill to full effect. 

The Roman political system was in a constant 

state of imbalance between the wealthy elite that 

occupied the Senate and the populists who raged 

against such flagrant inequality. Caesar’s gift for 

public speaking helped him to gain the support 

of the populace as he targeted corruption in the 

aristocracy. Caesar needed the people to love him 

and his every gesture was made with one eye on 

their reaction.

It wasn’t just his grandstanding in the 

courthouse that was making him popular. The 

public loved a good story and Caesar had a knack 

for providing them. In 75 BCE he was captured by 

pirates while sailing to Greece, who planned on 

holding him to ransom to the tune of 20 talents of 

gold. Caesar had no intention of being ransomed 

for so paltry a sum and told them so. Instead, he 

convinced his captors to raise their price to 50.

The story that returned to Rome with Caesar was 

that the group kept up a lively, jovial atmosphere, 

in which the prisoner promised that, when he was 

released, he would hunt them down and kill them 

as punishment for their crimes. The pirates may 

not have taken him at his word and that would 

prove a fatal mistake. As soon as he was freed, 

Caesar led a group that captured, imprisoned and 

crucified them. Ruthless treatment indeed, but 

ever with an eye on the crowd Caesar showed a 

measure of mercy and ordered that their throats be 

slit first to spare them the agony of the execution. 

After all, they had treated him well.

An opportunity to face greater odds and test 

himself as a leader on the battlefield arose when 

fighting broke out in Asia Minor. Caesar raised 

a military force and defended Rome’s territory 

long enough for his commanders to launch a 

counterattack. He returned home a hero and was 

promptly elected military tribune, followed by an 

appointment as quaestor (a kind of magistrate) for 

southern Spain and Portugal soon after.

This magisterial position put him in charge of 

finances in the region and gave him bureaucratic 

and administrative experience that would serve 

him well. When he returned to Rome for his Aunt 

Julia’s funeral, Julius Caesar gave a eulogy that 

left nobody in any doubt about his ambition or 

his self-belief. In this speech, he reiterated that his 

late aunt’s illustrious lineage could be traced back 

to the gods themselves. It would not have been 

lost on anyone present that Caesar was taking this 

opportunity to remind everyone that he was also 

from holy stock. A man descended from the gods 

would not be content with remaining a magistrate.

Now back in Rome, Caesar had taken his first 

steps on the political ladder and he quickly showed 

he wasn’t going to stop climbing. Although he 

preached against corruption, Caesar was not above 

bribing anyone who might help him get what he 

wanted. As he leapfrogged from aedile in 65 BCE 

to high priest in 63 to praetor in 62, he was falling 

One of Caesar’s staunchest opponents, Marcus 
Porcius Cato delivers a speech to the Senate

Rome before Caesar
Before Caesar stepped onto the Senate floor, the Roman 

political system was divided in two: the optimates and 

the populists. Every politician stated their belief in 

freedom, but the problem was that the two groups had 

different ideas about what exactly freedom meant.

The Senate had become something close to a private 

club run by the optimates, where privilege, status and 

who you knew meant power. However, that libertarian 

ideal meant something very different to the populists, 

who made their voices heard in the People’s Assembly. 

Both groups believed that they were acting in the 

best interests of the Republic, and both used the 

word “liberty” in their manifestos, but they agreed on 

practically nothing, leading to political chaos.

The populists and conservatives would face each 

other in the Plebeian Assembly where they would fight 

for the popular vote. It would seem that the popular 

vote would surely have gone to the populists, but the 

conservatives had several points in their favour. The 

voters who could afford to travel from outside of Rome 

would often side with the elite, while others could easily 

be bribed. The outrage over this corruption, along with 

the government’s military failures in Gaul and North 

Africa, led to a precarious state of affairs for anyone 

occupying the position of consul.

General Gaius Marius was elected to improve Rome’s 

military operations overseas and was immensely 

popular. When Sulla, an optimate general, was elected 

for the same reason, the populists panicked and tried to 

recall him. An enraged Sulla responded by executing the 

tribune who had proposed the order and establishing 

himself as Rome’s dictator, instigating Rome’s first 

civil war. Marius and Sulla battled for power until the 

former died of natural causes, leaving Sulla without any 

opposition. He spent the remainder of his time in office 

working to diminish the influence of the populists and 

increase the power of the conservatives.

When Sulla himself died in 78 BCE, the people were 

desperate for a voice in the Senate, and Julius Caesar 

was ready to speak for them.

Book of the Roman Empire



“As he leapfrogged from aedile in 65 BCE 
to high priest in 63 to praetor in 62, he 
was falling deeper into debt”
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deeper into debt and making some formidable 

enemies – particularly the apparently incorruptible 

senator Marcus Porcius Cato (or Cato the Younger).

A nearly fatal stumble occurred when Caesar 

was forced to slip out of two scandals in quick 

succession. Many believed that he had been 

involved in Catiline’s attempt to assassinate the 

then-consul Cicero, while he was forced to divorce 

his wife when it became clear that she’d been in 

part responsible for the Bona Dea scandal. While 

the former plot involved the overthrow of the 

government, the latter, in which it was clear that a 

man had attended an exclusively female religious 

ceremony and thus desecrated it, was far more 

embarrassing. Both were costly, and Caesar ended 

up bankrupting himself to stay above them. If 

he had any intention of going further – which he 

certainly did – Caesar not only needed more money, 

he needed to get some muscle on side.

Financial backing came from the extremely 

wealthy Marcus Crassus. Crassus had made his 

name as a young general fighting with Sulla, 

but his real talent lay with making money from 

properties and buying and selling slaves. Caesar’s 

debts were so serious that he couldn’t even leave 

Rome to start his new governorship in Spain before 

he made some repayments. Fortunately for Caesar, 

Crassus saw how popular Caesar was with the 

public and agreed to satisfy some of his creditors, 

allowing Caesar to go on to yet more military 

triumphs in his Spanish Wars.

He crushed the rebelling tribes and looted their 

cities, before helping the region extricate itself from 

debt. Once again, Caesar returned home a hero and 

with his eye on the next step up: the consulship. 

He was so determined to obtain the position that 

he passed up the opportunity for a military parade 

through the city in order to put his application 

forward before the deadline. Adulation could wait; 

his rise to power could not.

He may have had money and he certainly had 

popularity, but Caesar knew that he needed brute 

force to combat his enemies in the Senate and keep 

them quiet. In a moment of brilliant inspiration, 

he turned to a respected general and Crassus’s 

bitterest rival, Gnaeus Pompeius – otherwise known 

as Pompey. In 62 BCE Pompey had returned 

from campaigns in Syria and Judaea that were so 

successful it made the Roman senators nervous. In 

Caesar’s path to the top
Assuming dictatorial control over a 
republic requires a rigid career plan

65 BCE

69 BCE

62 BCE

59 BCE

58 BCE

49 BCE

An aedile organised 
games and looked after 
Rome’s public buildings 

and markets. Caesar 
used this position to win 
public favour by staging 

immense gladiatorial 
games, with over 640 
gladiators. The Senate 

was wary of the furore of 
the event and set a limit 
on how many gladiators 
one man could keep, but 

the message was clear: 
Caesar knew what the 

common people wanted.

In 69 BCE Caesar was 
elected quaestor for 

Baetica (Andalucía). The 
position was similar 

to that of a magistrate 
combined with an 
accountant; Caesar 

oversaw the finances of 
the region and conducted 

investigations where 
necessary. This role may 
have inspired his vision 
of a smoother-running 

empire and his later 
innovations to Roman 

infrastructure.

The praetor position 
combined the duties of 

an aedile and a quaestor. 
They were senior 

magistrates appointed 
to oversee civil matters, 

while others had specific 
courts to head up. In 

the absence of a consul, 
the praetor took power. 

Just one step before 
consulship, at this point 

Caesar’s opponents 
were beginning to grow 

anxious as he showed no 
signs of slowing down.

The consulship was a 
presidential post shared 

by two men that had 
been established after 
the Romans abolished 
the monarchy. It came 

with a lot of power too as 
the consul had control of 
the Republic’s finances, 

the military and the 
justice system. Although 

a consul was supposed 
to listen to the Senate’s 

advice, they could not be 
tried until their term of 

office was over.

A governor, or proconsul, 
was a regional position 

that had many of the 
same duties as a consul. 
Lucrative and powerful, 

it was the traditional 
posting following 

a consulship, and a 
proconsul could not face 

prosecution until his 
term had finished. As 

governor of Gaul, Caesar 
added modern-day 

France and Belgium to 
the empire and ventured 
on expeditions to Britain.

The position of emperor 
came about as Caesar 

attempted to find a 
title that matched his 

responsibilities without 
being named king. He 
took on the duties of 

several different offices, 
such as praetor and 

consul, without taking 
the titles themselves. He 
was no longer obliged to 
take the Senate’s advice 
and he involved himself 
deeply in all aspects of 
Rome’s infrastructure.

Caesar’s rise to power



and cunning, his campaign was unstoppable and 

Caesar was elected consul in 59 BCE.

While he took care of his friends (Pompey was 

appointed governor in Spain and Crassus a general), 

Caesar’s time as consul cemented his reputation 

for ruthlessness. If his powers of 

persuasion weren’t enough, Pompey’s 

soldiers intimidated any opposition 

in the Senate. Caesar’s co-consul 

(and Cato’s son-in-law), Bibulus, 

could mutter about omens all he 

liked; he was intimidated and 

ignored to such an extent that the 

co-consul finally fled for the safety 

of his own home. It’s rumoured that 

Pompey’s soldiers even went as far as 

tipping a bucket of faeces over his head.

And Caesar didn’t limit his rough 

treatment to his colleague. He imprisoned Cato for 

disagreeing with him and used Pompey’s soldiers 

to clear the Forum of opposition. His methods 

were so outrageous it was certain that he would be 

tried for his crimes once he gave up office. Caesar 

68

order to limit his power, they ignored his request to 

ratify the treaties he had secured and the promises 

he had made to his soldiers. The general was eager 

to lend his support to somebody who might get 

things done and restore his pride.

Caesar convinced Crassus and 

Pompey that the benefits of power 

were worth putting aside their 

differences and formed the 

First Triumvirate in 60 BCE. 

To seal their agreement, 

Pompey married Caesar’s 

daughter Julia, while Caesar 

married Calpurnia – the 

daughter of a friend of Crassus. 

This political powerhouse 

terrified the Senate – particularly 

Cato – who set himself directly in 

opposition to the ambitious candidate.

What came next was a political campaign so 

dirty and underhanded that even Cato, renowned 

for his honesty, was forced to resort to bribery to 

keep Caesar out. It didn’t work. With money, muscle 

was well aware of this and secured the position 

of proconsul in Gaul for a five-year tenure, despite 

Cato’s objections, allowing him to leave Rome 

before he could be prosecuted. It was time for 

Caesar to face conflict on a much larger scale.

Cato was afraid that Caesar was going to use 

his position in Gaul to instigate conflict, and his 

concerns proved to be justified. Caesar immediately 

set about provoking Swiss tribe the Helvetii into 

an attack, which was the equivalent of a starter’s 

pistol for years of relentless and wide-ranging 

campaigning. His attacks were ruthless and daring, 

and his responses to those of his enemies were 

quick-witted and precise.

The Gallic and Germanic tribes were subdued 

between 57-55 BCE, at which point he sailed for 

Great Britain. There was no lasting success across 

the Channel but, as Cato had feared, tales of his 

ambitious exploits were getting back to Rome. 

Word reached the Senate that Gaul was pacified in 

53 BCE. Cato could declare that Caesar was acting 

in his own interests and not those of the empire, 

but the people loved him for protecting Rome. 

Time and again, Caesar knew how 

to endear himself to the masses and 

camped near to Italy in winter to allow 

stories of his victories – not to mention 

treasure – to trickle back.

Even as he waged war across 

northern Europe, Caesar was aware 

that his time as proconsul would have 

to end. He knew all too well that once 

he returned to Rome he would face a 

serious list of charges, both from his 

time as consul and as a general. His 

attacks in Germany were so savage and 

fierce that he was forced to spin them to 

avoid losing popularity. But the farther 

Caesar took his army, the greater fortune 

he amassed and the more soldiers he 

was able to recruit. Unlike the Roman 

centurions, these men from Gaul and 

Germany had no loyalty to the empire; 

they were loyal to their general, and 

Caesar rewarded them well for it.

Back in Rome, the Senate was fully 

aware of Caesar’s brutal strategies and 

growing military strength. Keen to 

ensure that the trial of Julius Caesar 

should proceed as smoothly as possible, 

they reached out to Caesar’s old friend 

Pompey. Their relationship had always 

been built on the foundation of the 

latter’s marriage to Caesar’s daughter 

Julia, who had died in 54 BCE. Crassus, 

the third part of the triumvirate, had 

died while fighting the Parthians in 

53, and Pompey was growing ever-

more jealous of Caesar’s success and 

popularity. With no ties left to the 

triumvirate, the Senate understood that 

Pompey would question his allegiance.

The test came when Pompey was 

elected to sole consul in 52 BCE to 

The standard bearer of the 10th legion 
leading the charge onto British soil

Contrary to 
popular belief, 

Caesar was not born 
through a caesarean, 
though this practise 
did exist in Roman 

times.
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GNAEUS POMPEIUS
Pompey the Great was a renowned general who had served 

under Sulla. However, he was chafing under the new regime 

since they had not fulfilled the promises he had made to his 

troops in Syria and Judaea. He agreed to lend his muscle to 

Caesar’s campaign in exchange for the guarantee that Caesar 

would make him a governor once elected. The deal was sealed 

with the marriage of Pompey to Caesar’s daughter Julia and the 

general’s troops began strong-arming and intimidating Caesar’s 

opponents. However, once Caesar went to Gaul, Pompey quickly 

grew envious of his success and popularity.

MARCUS CRASSUS
Caesar needed financial support to run for consul and 

Crassus’s wealth was notorious. He’d amassed a huge personal 

fortune through underhanded real-estate dealings, his mining 

operations, as well as slavery. Crassus was in a position to 

bankroll Caesar’s military operations and to grease the palms 

of anyone who might be convinced to stand in his way. Once 

Caesar had convinced Crassus to overlook his long-standing 

rivalry with Pompey, the First Triumvirate had a bank. He 

would die fighting the Parthians, who reportedly poured 

molten gold into his mouth after executing him.

Caesar’s rise to power
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“Buoyed by his popularity, Pompey was 
convinced that removing Caesar from 
the political scene was the right thing”

Caesar crosses the Rubicon into Italy, 
plunging the Republic into civil war

handle an outbreak of rioting and his success 

gained the approval of the aristocrats. Buoyed by 

his victory and sudden popularity in the Senate, 

Pompey was convinced that removing Caesar 

from the political scene was the right thing to do. 

It would not be that easy. At this point, an attack 

from Gallic chieftain Vercingetorix, who knew of 

the riots in Rome, nearly destroyed Caesar. The 

Roman general had laid siege to the chieftain, 

but was forced to set up a wall to their rear 

when Gallic reinforcements arrived. The Romans 

came perilously close to defeat, but, luckily, an 

extraordinary last-minute counterattack won 

the day and finally confirmed that Caesar had 

conquered Gaul.

In late-50 BCE, preparations were underway for 

Caesar’s return. Both Pompey and Caesar were 

ordered by the Senate to hand back their powers. 

But Caesar had no intention of being tried for his 

crimes and planned to run for consul in absentia. 

He hoped that the popularity he’d built up during 

his years at war would push the Senate into 

allowing this, and had published an account of his 

wars in Gaul to help remind the public of his many 

brave and successful military campaigns. The 

Gallic Wars was written using powerful, emotive 

language that could be read by anyone, not just 

the well-educated elite. Unlike Pompey, Caesar 

wasn’t talking to the boxes – he was addressing the 

entire theatre. Despite this, the Senate refused and 

demanded that Caesar hand over command of his 

armies and return to Rome to face his accusers.

On 10 January 49 BCE, Caesar had essentially 

run out of options. If he did what the Senate 

demanded, he would be prosecuted and all his 

work would be for nothing. On the other hand, if 

he did not, it was an act of war.

There are reports that Caesar was restless 

the night before, and even spoke with a spirit. 

Whatever happened and whatever hesitation he 

had felt, it was gone by morning. He assembled 

his forces and took the step that would change the 

course of history. “The die is cast,” he proclaimed, 

and crossed the Rubicon River from Gaul into 

northern Italy. After decades of conflict with his 

enemies in the Senate, they were finally at war.

In their terror at his military might and daring, 

the Senate floundered. Caesar faced next to no 

opposition as he travelled into Italy. Pompey had 

blithely assumed that an attack wouldn’t come 

until spring and most of his forces were still in 

Spain. After much panicked deliberating, Pompey 

announced that he would sail east to Greece to 

raise an army and that anybody opposing this plan 

would be a traitor. When Pompey slipped through 

his fingers, Caesar called a nearly deserted Senate 

together to approve military action in Spain.

While Pompey fled east , the new dictator 

wasted no time cutting a bloody swathe through 

his troops in the west. Pompey’s forces were facing 

a determined, experienced army and Caesar’s 

campaign was quick and brutal, decimating his 

opponents in just 27 days. Caesar then turned his 

attention back to his former ally and pursued him 

to Greece, where he was in the process of trying 

to raise another army. Caesar broke through a 

barricade set up by Bibulus, but he was cut off 

without supplies or reinforcements.

The subsequent fighting was disastrous and 

Caesar and his troops were on their last legs. 

Pompey had learned from his old friend’s tactics 

in Gaul and set about starving his enemies. Caesar 

couldn’t sit and wait Pompey out; if he was to 

win it would have to be on the battlefield. Finally, 

the two armies met at Pharsalus, where Caesar 

delivered a stunningly decisive victory against 

overwhelming odds (looked at in more detail in the 

boxout). Once again, Pompey was in the wind.

As Pompey fled south to Egypt, Caesar 

returned to Rome to pronounce himself dictator, 

but resigned after just 11 days before picking up 

the chase once again. However, if he expected 

a fight, he wasn’t going to get one. Pompey had 

been betrayed by the very people he had sought 

sanctuary from, and his corpse was presented 

The Battle 
of Pharsalus

Nothing left to lose
Having been so nearly defeated 
before, the Battle of Pharsalus 
was Caesar’s last stand. If he were 
defeated here, the civil war would 
have ended with Pompey returning 
to Rome triumphant. Caesar’s troops 
understood this, and their general told 
them, “Only this one battle remains.”
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to Caesar by the child pharaoh Ptolemy XIII as a 

tribute. They didn’t get the reaction they expected. 

Caesar was reduced to tears and ordered the 

execution of those who slayed his enemy. The final 

obstacle to his absolute power had been removed.

Looking out on the Nile, Caesar was able to see 

what such power could mean. He fell for Cleopatra 

after she reportedly smuggled herself into his 

rooms wrapped in a carpet and, acting 

out of sympathy for her and his 

own anger about the execution 

of Pompey, he fought with her 

against her brother Ptolemy 

in the Egyptian Civil War. 

The fighting that ensued 

was known as the Siege of 

Alexandria, during which 

Ptolemy refused Caesar’s 

offers of peace and paid the 

ultimate price, drowning during 

the Battle of the Nile. The Egyptian 

queen claimed to have had a son named 

Caesarion with her lover, but he would never 

acknowledge that the boy was his. Once Cleopatra 

was firmly established on the throne of Egypt, 

Caesar sailed to Asia Minor to quash a rebellion led 

by Pharnaces. His victory was so swift that it led 

to his inifinitely famous boast “Veni, vidi, vici.” The 

words “I came, I saw, I conquered” weren’t specific 

to just this single, individual battle. Caesar truly 

was unstoppable.

Even as he celebrated victory, Caesar knew he 

had spent too long abroad and needed to establish 

and maintain his power in Rome. It was vital that 

power be absolute, but gave the appearance of 

not being so. He was elected as Rome’s dictator 

in 48 BCE for a term of one year. He spent this 

time mopping up the final resistance to his rule, 

including Pompey’s sons in Spain and the elusive 

Cato in Utica, Tunisia. The hunt for the latter would 

take Caesar to North Africa, where he would defeat 

the troops of Scipio and offer them no 

mercy. In a final act of defiance, Cato 

took his own life rather than face an 

empire under Caesar’s sole rule.

The Senate rewarded Caesar’s 

triumphs by appointing him 

dictator for ten years. With 

Pompey’s supporters disposed 

of, Caesar returned to Rome 

to reform the empire. His plan 

was threefold. He needed to 

ensure that there was no military 

resistance to him; he needed to deal 

with the serious debt that Rome had 

accumulated during its years at war; and he needed 

to turn the empire from a collection of states into 

one nation. Between 48 BCE and his assassination 

in 44, Caesar would show himself to be far more 

than a military dictator, not only laying the 

foundations for but taking the first decisive steps 

towards making the Roman Empire what it would 

become. The 60-odd men who conspired against 

and assassinated him in the Senate on 15 March 44 

BCE may have succeeded in their task, but Caesar’s 

legacy had long since been assured.

Caesar the 

dictator
Throughout his regime, Caesar had used the approval 

of the people to his advantage. When he returned to 

Rome having defeated Pompey, Caesar knew it was 

crucial to keep the people onside. Mistakes were made 

along the way though. When he celebrated his win 

over Pompey’s son in Spain, it was seen as a serious 

faux-pas as such festivities were reserved for victories 

over foreign foes, not the sons of former consuls.

His political reforms, however, addressed some of 

the major concerns many had aired. He understood 

that, if Rome was to truly be an empire, it could no 

longer hold back the benefits of living under Roman 

rule from those living outside Italy. With this in mind, 

he opened up citizenship to those living in Gaul, 

and encouraged people to relocate to the empire’s 

territories. He reduced debt and he ensured that 

soldiers who had fought for him would have land to 

settle on. He also introduced the new calendar, aligning 

the months with the solar year rather than the Moon.

To ensure opposition against him in the Senate was 

minimal, Caesar expanded their ranks. Each position 

was now open to more candidates, making the 

aristocratic elite that opposed him less of a majority. 

Although he wore the purple robes of a king, sat on a 

throne in the Senate and had his face on the empire’s 

coins, Caesar was careful to keep up appearances that 

he was a duly elected official. The ease with which his 

loyal general Mark Antony was able to step into power 

and pursue those who had assassinated Caesar shows 

the level of popularity the late ruler had maintained 

during his years as Rome’s dictator.

Separated from his legions in Spain, Pompey had fled to 

Greece to raise another army. After decimating his old 

ally’s forces in the west, Caesar followed him east.

Unlike Pompey, Caesar had no allies in Greece. He 

was outnumbered, and any reinforcements and supplies 

had been cut off. It was by sheer force of will that his 

army managed to keep up their campaign, but Caesar 

knew he was fast running out of time. He needed an 

even playing field and marched away from the sea and 

into the mountains, hoping Pompey would follow.

Pompey, meanwhile, had been buoyed by a major 

victory over Caesar’s forces at Dyrrachium, but he was 

pained by the fact he could have beaten his enemy 

once and for all if he had pressed on. Once he caught 

up near Pharsalus, Pompey attempted to starve Caesar 

out, while Caesar in return wanted to coax him into 

open battle. The two sat at stalemate until Pompey’s 

impatient senators told him they wanted victory now.

Despite holding the higher ground, the better supplies 

and the far superior numbers, Pompey used a tactic that 

Caesar knew all too well. While attempting to outflank 

Caesar’s forces, Pompey did not see that his opponent 

had created a hidden fourth line of infantry. The flanking 

cavalry charged but did not anticipate the savage 

counterattack that followed. As instructed, Caesar’s 

troops stabbed up at the cavalry with their javelins, 

terrifying Pompey’s young aristocratic commanders 

who were unused to such a fierce tactic. The cavalry 

retreated and this fourth line gave chase, followed by 

the fresh third line. Pompey’s forces were crushed and 

the general himself fled to Egypt. The decisive battle of 

the Caesar’s Civil War had been won.

Fourth line
Key to victory was the fourth line of 
infantry Caesar had hidden. Pompey 
had decided on a predictable flanking 
cavalry charge, but was not prepared 
for the savage surprise counterattack. 
Caesar had ordered his men to aim 
up with their javelins, terrifying the 
inexperienced soldiers who were 
under Pompey’s command.

Mountain terrain
Caesar had been cut off without 
supplies or reinforcements and had 
lured Pompey into the mountains, 
where his own access would be 
restricted. Pompey had friends in 
Greece and was still happy to wait 
Caesar out in such a harsh environment, 
but the senators in his camp wanted a 
quicker, more glorious victory.
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Pompey and 
Caesar were not 

always rivals – in fact, 
Pompey even married 

Caesar’s daughter, 
Julia.

Caesar’s rise to power



Timeline

Caesar dismisses his security
Believing that nobody would dare 

attack him, Caesar dismissed his 

Spanish bodyguard, an act that 

would allow the conspirators to 

carry out their ghastly 

plot  efectively.
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Ides of March
We take a look at the events leading up to Caesar’s 

assassination on the Ides of March and identify 

some of the key conspirators in his downfall

Book of the Roman Empire

Attempted getaway
His eyes blinded by blood 
from the frenzied attack, 

Caesar attempted to flee his 
murderers but he tripped 

and fell, laying stricken and 
defenceless as he died.

Frenzied attack
The attack on Caesar 
was so frenzied that 
several conspirators 

actually wounded each 
other as they used their 

blades to stab at the 
stricken leader. 

Murder weapons
The murderous conspirators 

chose daggers as a means 
of killing the Emperor, 
because they could be 

easily concealed beneath 
their togas and smuggled 

into the Senate.

Scene of the crime
The Senate was chosen as 

the location for Caesar’s 
assassination mainly because 

he would be isolated, since non-
senators and weapons would 

not be admitted - making him a 
sitting duck for the conspirators.

OCTOBER 45 BCE

Dictator for life
Caesar is named dictator for life, an 

honor which saw him elevated to 

almost divine status. His in�ated 

arrogance began to infuriate those 

around him, especially his close 

allies in the Senate.

FEBRUARY, 44 BCE

The festival of Lupercalia
When Mark Antony attempted to 

place a laurel wreath on Caesar’s 

head while in the Forum, Caesar 

pushed it away stating that Jupiter 

was the king of Romans, an act 

that many saw as staged.

FEBRUARY, 44 BCE MARCH, 44 BCE

The plot is hatched
As they formulated their plot 

to kill Caesar, the conspirators 

met secretly in small groups to 

avoid detection. As Caesar was 

due to embark on a three year 

campaign they had to act quick.



Who was involved?

Decimus Brutus

85-43 BCE

A distant cousin of Julius Caesar, 
Brutus was a general and 
politician whose job during the 
Ides of March murder plot was 
to escort Caesar to the Senate 
building, steering him clear of any 
contact with Mark Antony, his ally.
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Each 
conspirator 

stabbed Caesar at 
least once, which not 
only unified them, it 
also spread the guilt 

of the crime.

Ides of March

The conspirators
According to Flavius 

Eutropius, the 4th century 
historian and expert on 

Ancient Rome, around 60 
men participated in the 

assassination and Caesar 
was stabbed 23 times.

The fatal blow
Physician Suetonius later 

established that only 
one of Caesar’s 23 stab 

wounds, the second one 
to his chest, had actually 

proved lethal.

Gaius Trebonius 

92-43 BCE

Once a trusted associate of Caesar, 
Gaius Trebonius intercepted 
Mark Antony outside the Senate 
building as he raced to warn 
Caesar of the plot and engaged 
him in conversation. This allowed 
the attackers to finish the job.

Tillius Cimber

Died 42 BCE

Upon his arrival at the Senate, 
Caesar was presented with a 
petition by Cimber to pardon 
his exiled brother. As the other 
senators gathered round, Cimber 
grabbed Caesar by the shoulders 
providing a distraction.

Servilius Casca

84-42 BCE

Casca joined the conspirators 
alongside his brother Gaius, who 
was a close friend of Caesar’s. It 
was Casca who struck the first 
blow during the assassination, 
attacking Caesar from behind 
while he was distracted. 

Marcus Junius Brutus

85-42 BCE

Alarmed by Caesar’s growing 
power after being appointed 
dictator, Brutus was persuaded 
to join the conspirators. Upon 
realising that Brutus was one of 
his attackers, Caesar covered his 
face with his toga, betrayed.

“  Caesar attempted to flee his 
attackers but he tripped and 
fell, laying defenceless”

The Ides of March
Despite being begged not to 

go by his wife, Calpurnia, (who 

awoke hysterical after nightmares 

depicting impending danger to 

Caesar) he attended the Senate 

and was assassinated.

The funeral procession
Caesar was due to be cremated 

on a pyre in the Field of Mars, 

close to his family tomb, but his 

body was seized by locals and 

taken to the Forum where it was 

burned on a simpler pyre.

15 MARCH, 44 BCE 20 MARCH, 44 BCE
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A
s Rome burned in 64 CE, destroying 70 per 

cent of the city and leaving just four of its 

14 districts intact, citizens watched with 

horror as their homes and livelihoods were 

licked away in flames. At times like these 

they needed their emperor, but what they heard 

astounded them. Emperor Nero, already roundly 

despised, went to the roof of his palace, played the 

lyre and indulged in a spot of high culture. 

It has gone down in legend as “fiddling while 

Rome burned” but back then, it was deeply 

shocking. While Nero did actually end up rolling 

his tunic, trying to help his people, providing 

emergency housing and seeking to rebuild, his 

reputation as foolish man of self-interest was 

unshaken. Nero was blamed for starting the fire. 

Whether he did or not, we know he was 

depraved and bloodthirsty. He killed his own 

mother, murdered his wife and struggled to put 

down numerous rebellions in the provinces. While 

he was ruling, Rome was also in turmoil and 

by 66 CE he was having to deal not only with a 

conspiracy against him by Gaius Calpurnius Piso 

but uprisings in Judea – the first Jewish-Roman war 

that had escalated from anti-taxation protects.

As Rome raged against the backdrop of 

civil war, the Empire was ruled by four 

emperors during a year of back-stabbing, 

assassinations, suicide and all-out war

Year of  
the four 

emperors

Book of the Roman Empire
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Titus 
Flāvius 

Caesar Vespasiānus 
is best known for 

being the emperor 
to oversee the 

completion of the 
Colosseum. 

By 67 CE, Gaius Iulius Vindex, the governor 

of the province of Gallia Lugdunensis in what is 

now modern-day France, also rebelled. Fed up 

with the emperor’s tax policy and his behaviour, 

and desperate for a new ruler, he set off the 

events that would eventually lead to Nero’s fall. 

“Freedom from the Tyrant”, he declared, writing 

letters to neighbouring governors and military 

commandments to foster support for his aims and 

eventually he would get it.

At the time, Vindex didn’t name a replacement, 

perhaps leaving it open until the first objective 

of Nero’s removal was complete. But the reaction 

he got dismayed him. Those he communicated 

with passed their letters on to Nero, with the only 

exception being Servius Sulpicius Galba, governor 

of Hispania Tarraconensis (in what is today Spain). 

Still, it pushed the plan forward. Vindex was left 

with little choice but to press ahead knowing that 

he would otherwise be left wide open. He gathered 

approximately 100,000 men and headed south but 

he found insurmountable opposition in Fonteius 

Capito and Lucius Verginius Rufus, the governors 

of Lower and Upper Germany, and they destroyed 

his rebellion.

It could have been over but in an about-turn, and 

with Nero’s position looking more precarious after 

Galba had revoked his allegiance to the emperor. 

Vindex then struck a deal with Rufus in which the 

pair decided to join forces against Nero. Buoyed 

by this, Vindex sent his soldiers towards 

Vesontio (now know as Besançon) but 

for reasons unknown, the army 

under Rufus decided to fight 

them. Vindex was defeated, later 

killing himself.

Immediately, Rufus was 

declared emperor by his 

soldiers. But Rufus refused to 

accept the title. It allowed Galba 

to come into his own and it was 

well-timed. His indecision and 

subsequent defection had angered 

Nero who sought his execution but 

the turmoil caused by Vindex had left the 

emperor startled and fearful. Now he was on the 

backfoot and tried to make amends, even going so 

far as to offer to step down as long as he was able 

to become governor of Egypt. But his position was 

weak and Galba capitalised on it. 

Ofonius Tigellinus, who had been the trusty 

prefect of the Praetorian Guard – the force of 

bodyguards used by Roman Emperors – since 

62 CE, deserted Nero as it appeared his downfall 

was imminent. His replacement, Nymphidius 

Sabinus, favoured Galba, who went on to 

offer the Praetorian Guard a sizeable 

cash sum (a key moment, it would 

later transpire). Wishing to die 

honourably, Nero commit suicide 

and Galba marched for Rome. 

Although Sabinus attempted 

a last-minute grab at power 

before he got there, Galba was 

immediately accepted as Rome’s 

new emperor.

Galba began his reign with 

the support of a weak Senate on 9 

June 68 CE. It was a hugely significant 

moment. When Augustus had become the 

first emperor a century earlier, Rome had been 

established as an oligarchy connected to the line 

of Julio-Claudians. But, as the 1st century Roman 

historian Tacitus wrote in his work Histories, the 

turmoil had opened up a secret of the empire: “that 

Year of the four emperors

The four 
emperors 
of 69 CE

Servius 
Sulpicius 
Galba 

Galba had been 

singled out by 

Emperor Augusta 

as a potential 

future emperor. 

He went on to  

be highly thought 

of and trusted  

by all of the 

Julio-Claudians 

except Nero but 

he was 70 by  

the time he 

achieved power.

Marcus 
Salvius 
Otho Caesar 
Augustus 

A reckless noble 

in the company 

of Nero. Otho 

bore grudges and 

sought revenge. 

Nero’s affair with 

his wife, saw 

Otho eventually 

switch allegiance 

to Galba who 

he then had 

assassinated for 

political reasons.

Aulus 
Vitellius 

Vitellius was the 

son of Lucius 

Vitellius Vereris. 

Vitellius became 

consul in 48 

CE. He went on 

to command 

the army of 

Germania 

Inferior, popular 

for his good 

nature. Legion 

commanders 

helped him to 

achieve power.

Titus Flāvius 
Caesar 
Vespasiānus 

He was unrelated 

to any of 

Augustus’ Julio-

Claudian family. 

His reign marked 

a pivotal point in 

Rome’s history. 

He used the 

support of the 

armies to bolster 

his position.  

He oversaw a 

period of much-

needed peace.



76

an emperor could be made elsewhere in Rome.” 

Rome would never be the same again.

When Galba became emperor he was 70-years-

old but he showed no sign of mellowing 

in his old age, indeed he displayed 

the opposite. Troops recruited by 

Nero were slaughtered as were 

those who supported the former 

emperor, many without trial. 

Galba also called an end to 

the era of overspending while 

ensuring that regions which 

had been reluctant to recognise 

his authority would pay greater 

amounts of taxes than those which 

embraced him.

He also engaged in some back-stabbing. 

One of Nero’s former nobles, Marcus Salvius Otho, 

had grown close to Galba, or so he thought. Otho 

had accompanied Galba to Rome, helping him to 

Timeline of the year of the four emperors

 Rebellions  
against Nero 

  Gaius Julius Vindex, 
the governor of Gallia 
Lugdunensis, sparks 
a rebellion against 
Emperor Nero. But 
his Gaul heritage 
means he doesn’t get 
widespread support 
and is halted. Vindex 
is murdered the 
following month. 
April 68 CE

 Nero commits 
suicide 

  With the Senate 
having turned on 
Nero and declared 
him an enemy, 
the emperor 
looks for a way 
out but only 
gains the help of 
Epaphroditus – 
who helps him to 
commit suicide. 
8 June 68 CE

 Galba becomes 
emperor

  With Nero out of the 
way, Galba is made 
emperor and he 
makes an immediate 
impression, killing the 
soldiers who present 
him with demands, 
and removing Lucius 
Verginius Ruffinus 
from his command 
on the Rhine. 
9 June 68 CE

 Moving Empire 
boundaries

  Galba restores the 
Bosporan Kingdom 
to Tiberius Julius 
Rhescuporis, to the 
status of client kingdom 
after Nero had wanted it 
to be governed entirely 
by the Roman state. 
It was an example of 
moving territories during 
this fast-paced period.  
68 CE

 Galba is 
assassinated 

  After the legions 
of the Rhine refuse 
to swear loyalty to 
Galba on 1 January, 
the emperor’s 
position becomes 
untenable. It leads 
to Galba being killed 
by the Praetorian 
Guard and Otho 
taking his place. 
15 January 69 CE

Book of the Roman Empire

Nero is said to have fiddled while Rome burned – one of 
the many events during his terrible reign that is said to 
have prompted civil war and unrest in the empire

Defining moment
Battle of Bedriacum
14 April 69 CE
Aulus Vitellius, the governor of the province of Germania 

Inferior, had been proclaimed Emperor of the armies of 

Germania Inferior and Superior on 2 January but not by 

the wider Roman world. Nevertheless, despite Otho being 

emperor, he marched to Rome with his troops. Otho left 

Rome on 14 March to meet Vitellius’ forces. There were a 

series of engagements which culminated on 14 April close 

to the city of Cremona. Neither Otho nor Vitellius were there 

but the former’s army was heavily defeated. A death rate 

approaching 40,000 sickened Otho and he decided to do the 

honourable thing and committed suicide.

become emperor. This move had history – Otho 

had fallen out with Nero when the emperor began 

to have an affair with his wife, Poppaea Sabina, 

and that had not only led to Otho 

divorcing but being sent to Lusitania 

to become governor. But he 

expected a reward for the effort 

he was putting in.

Instead, Galba appointed 

31-year-old Lucius Calpurnius 

Piso Licinianus as his heir, 

having called him “my son”. 

Piso was an unknown scion 

of old Roman nobility and he 

was to inherit Galba’s throne and 

property. There was no true familial 

relationship with the emperor – this was 

going to be a selection based more on merit – but it 

did two things. It upset Otho who felt he had been 

unfairly overlooked and it showed that the rules of 

becoming emperor had changed dramatically.

In a deep humiliation, Otho had to attend a 

senate meeting held on 10 January 69 CE to be 

told he would not be heir. He was understandably 

angry and began to plot his revenge. It didn’t help 

Galba that Otho had amassed huge debts built on 

the promise that he could pay them back when 

he was announced heir. Somehow, though, he had 

managed to get hold of a million sesterces and he 

used the money to bribe the Praetorian Guard. As 

for the money Galba had promised the Praetorians, 

well that hadn’t been paid. In light of this and the 

riches on offer from Otho, Galba and Pico were 

killed in the Forum.

Yet if there was one thing Otho couldn’t shake 

off, it was his association with Nero. He may have 

smarted at his treatment by the former emperor in 

58 CE, but the pair were intrinsically linked in the 

minds of many and their outlook was similar, to 

the point where Otho was being dubbed the “New 

Nero”. After being recognised as emperor by the 

Senate on 15 January, he found it hard to gather 

support among the army who had the real power. 

But what shocked him the most was the 

revolution taking place in Germany where support 

for the commander of the legions on the lower 

Rhine River, Vitellius, was growing. A civil war 

loomed despite Otho’s best efforts to resolve the 

matter through peaceful means. Sensing the huge 

task ahead of him and becoming horrified at the 

ease in which Vitellius’ strong army dispatched 

his men in a battle near the village of Bedriacum 

in northern Italy, Otho feared more deaths. With 

40,000 men already killed just three months into 

his rule, Otho committed suicide.

Vitellius and his forces marched on, gathering 

the support of Otho’s former troops along the way. 

When he reached Rome, the Senate recognised 

him as emperor and he took the name Germanicus 

Augustus on 16 April making him the third the 

ruler that year. In retaliation for murdering Galba, 

Vitellius had most of the Pretorian Guard killed yet 

that was only a precursor to how he would rule, 

torturing men and proving too quick to execute.

Nero is 
rumoured to 

have had Christians 
dipped in oil and set 

alight to light  
his garden  

at night.
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Described as lazy and greedy, he also liked to eat 

and drink to excess, not only scoffing four banquets 

a day but even inviting himself into people’s homes 

for dinner. It made him unpopular. So by July, 

the armies in the east had begun to back a rival 

emperor, the commander Titus Flavius Vespasianus 

who wanted to hold Egypt and then wait for the 

governor of Syria to lead an invasion on Italy.

 Vespasian 
proclaimed 
emperor 

  There was a lot of 
respect for Vespasian 
among the army 
and they declared 
him emperor. He 
would join forced 
with Mucianus, 
Syria’s governor, and 
Primus, a general  
in Pannonia. 
1 July 69 CE

 Vitellius is 
emperor

  Vitellius was not 
experienced in 
such matters 
and he had 
to rely on the 
commanders 
and their troops. 
His unpopularity 
made his 
position 
uncomfortable. 
16 April 69 CE

 Cartimandua is 
overthrown

  There were 
uprisings all over 
the empire during 
the civil war. 
Cartimandua, queen 
of the Brigantes, 
a Celtic people 
living in the north 
of England, was 
overthrown by her 
consort, Venutius. 
Summer 69 CE

 Danubian legions 
support Vespasian

  Vespasian was given 
a boost when the 
Danubian legions 
announced their 
support for Vespasian 
and decided the 
following month that 
they would invade 
Italy on his behalf, 
achieving victory  
in October. 
August 69CE

 Vitellius is killed
  On 19 December,  

the temple of 
Capitoline Jupiter 
was destroyed as 
end became nigh 
for Vitellius. He 
was murdered the 
following day which 
allowed Vespasian 
to fully claim the 
emperors throne 
at last. 
20 December 69 CE

In 69 CE, Nero and Otho committed suicide 

but while this stood out because it meant two 

emperors had perished by their own hand in one 

year, killing oneself wasn’t actually unusual in 

ancient Roman society. Emperor Gordian I did it 

in 238 CE, Quintillus may have done it in 270 CE, 

Severus II was forced to do it in 307 CE and yet 

they weren’t the only ones. Numerous politicians 

committed suicide including the moralistic Cato the 

Younger who wanted to avoid living in a world led 

by Julius Caesar.

But whether or not it was viewed positively 

depended on why it was done and by who. For 

those of high rank, it was way to avoid the harsh 

repercussions of their actions and of preserving 

honour. This was a so-called patriotic suicide looked 

favourably upon after death. Slaves and soldiers 

who commit suicide were seen as depriving their 

owners and the military of their service, however.

Suicide in 
Roman culture
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Year of the four emperors

Vespasian had a respect Vitellius could only 

wish for. He’d invaded Britannia in 43 CE, earned 

a consulship by 51 CE and done much to suppress 

the Jewish revolt that had begun in 66 CE. The 

writing was on the wall for Vitellius and he knew 

it. He began to lose his own troops’ support and, 

thanks to an army led by Marcus Antonius Primus, 

a second battle took place at Bedriacum – almost 

the same place where Vitellius has defeated Otho. 

This time, Vitellius had no chance and one-by-one, 

the governors of the western provinces came out 

for their new leader.

Vitellius fought hard to save his skin. He looked 

to bribe armies but to no avail. Eventually, he 

looked to secure a deal with Sabinus, Vespasian’s 

brother and commander of the remnants of the 

Praetorian Guard, agreeing to abdicate. When his 

supporters refused to give in and attacked and 

killed Sabinus and his troops, ensuring a bloody 

end was nigh. 

Indeed, when the legions from the Danube areas 

who supported Vespasian reached Rome, they 

stormed the palace where Vitellius was hiding and 

Defining moment
Flavian dynasty begins
21 December 69 CE
Vespasian began a personal rule which would continue 

for a decade and a dynasty that would continue until 

96 CE with Titus following Vespasian in 79 CE and 

Domitian two years later. For the first year of his rule, 

Vespasian was based in Egypt and he began to enjoy a 

stability which his predecessors had not. He was able 

to set to work turning the Empire around, restoring its 

finances with new taxes and setting to work on some 

of Rome’s finest architecture, the most famous of which 

was the Colosseum which Titus completed and used to 

hold 100 days of games.

Defining moment
Revolt of Civilis 69 CE
Throughout this time period, Rome was in turmoil 

and there were numerous uprisings. Among the rebels 

was Gaius Julius Civilis who led the Batavarian revolt 

during Vitellius’ reign. It spread along the Rhine and 

managed to defeat a legion. He was also asked by one 

of Vespasian’s strongest supporters, Marcus Antonius 

Primus, to help prevent Vitellius troops from slowing the 

Vespasian advance to Rome. But Civilis’ main aim was 

liberation – he was a Batavian tribal chieftain although 

he had earned Roman citizenship. He was defeated at 

Votera by the Romans in 70 CE when Vespasian sought 

to put down the revolt.

despite trying to don a disguise, he was caught, 

taken to the forum, tortured, killed and tossed 

into the River Tiber. Vespasian became the fourth 

emperor in December 69 CE and he went on to  

rule for ten years. The ties of the Julio-Claudian 

dynasty had been well and truly cut and it paved 

the way for usurpers to become emperors of the 

Roman Empire, marking the start of a whole new 

era of emperors.

A bust of Vespasian who eventually emerged the 
long-term victor the Year of Four Emperors and 
took his place as one of the most pivotal rulers
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M
arcus Tullius Cicero peeked out of his 

covered litter to check if he was being 

followed. He was sweating, his heart was 

pounding and he looked nervous. It was 

not the first time he was on the run from 

the authorities. The Roman Republic he had dedicated 

his whole life to protect had betrayed him once again 

and this time there would be no reprieve. Out of the 

corner of his eye, he saw two armed soldiers 

strolling towards the slaves carrying the 

litter. They called him by name and 

told the slaves to stop; Cicero knew 

he had only moments to live. He 

regarded the men solemnly and 

declared: “There is nothing proper 

about what you are doing, soldier, 

but do try to kill me properly.” He 

bowed his head out and waited 

for the killing blow.

With no influence within the 

senate, forum or any connections to 

the patronage network of the Patrician, 

Cicero’s family languished in obscurity before he 

came of age. Residing in the town of Arpinum, Cicero 

attended schools to improve his lot and his father 

insisted he should make something of himself within 

Roman politics. He learned Greek and studied the 

philosophies and teachings of Plato and Archimedes; 

in Roman culture this knowledge was required to be 

considered capable of leading Rome’s political and 

military elite. He was a diligent student, even visiting 

Greece to discover the secrets of their philosophical 

ideals. As he gained a reputation in the provinces as 

a skilled litigator, he also wooed the crowds gathered 

at public court hearings with his oratory skills, and 

became famous as a man who could win any legal 

case he took on. 

Representing landowners and provincial merchants 

gave Cicero a firm understanding of the law but wasn’t 

enough for his burgeoning ego. Therefore, when he 

was asked to prosecute a case involving Gaius Verres, 

a greedy Roman governor who had oppressed 

and intimidated the people of Sicily, he 

saw an opportunity to ascent to the 

place where he had always wanted 

to go; Rome. He was taking an 

awful risk though as Verres had 

hired Rome’s foremost lawyer to 

defend him, Quintus Hortalus. 

If the young and inexperienced 

Cicero lost against him he would 

be finished. He diligently prepared 

his case, spending hours working on 

every inflection of his voice and action 

of his body to make sure he came across 

as the best orator ever heard. He knew only the 

best would do, as the case was going to the Forum in 

Rome, the centre of imperial Roman justice. 

The preparation paid off. Not only did he win the 

case, he was guaranteed a place as a magistrate in the 

Roman cursus honorum, one of the most respected 

levels of government. He continued to fly through the 

ranks of public office, thriving on the adventure that 

encompassed life while working high-profile cases. He 

fell in love with the glamour of addressing the people 

from the plinths of the Roman Forum. 

Public speaking 
was one of the finest 

skills a Roman citizen 
could have, and Cicero 

was considered its 
greatest orator.

Cicero 
was more 

than aware of 
his enemies. At the 

consular elections in 63 
BCE he wore armour 

underneath  
his toga.

Strategist, philosopher and man of the people, 

Cicero’s dramatic career coincided with the fall of 

a republic and the rise of an empire 

Voice of 
Rome

Marcus Tullius Cicero
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Only the senate could grant a triumph, 
which held great esteem and was coveted 
by all of Rome’s great men 

Rome the conqueror 
While Rome’s power was not at its height 

during Cicero’s lifetime, it was still a dominant 

force in the Italian peninsula and beyond. Its 

influence stretched from the muddy fields of 

Gaul, modern-day France, to the grain-rich 

plains of the Egyptian Nile. 

Life in  
Cicero’s time 

Slaves and free Romans
Roman society was based around the 

distinction between Romans who had the right 

to own property and influence the political 

system and slaves who had no rights at all. 

Slaves were used in every part of Roman life, 

from domestic servants to labourers in mines. 

As was expected for a man of his standing, 

Cicero himself owned a number of slaves. 

The Republic
Before the great emperors of Rome stood the 

Roman Republic, a political system dominated 

by the senate and its consul leaders. While the 

Republic looked democratic and free on the 

surface, in reality only the elite were allowed 

to serve and the whole political process was 

shamelessly corrupt. 

Class struggle
Class division was split between the Patrician, 

the ruling elite, and the Plebeian, all other 

Romans. While the ruling families maintained 

control over the senate throughout this period 

they lived in constant fear of the ferrocity and 

fickleness of the plebeian “mob”, which had to 

be appeased regularly. 

The gods and man 
Religion played an important part in the 

daily lives of Romans and their pantheon 

of gods and goddesses were seen to have 

a direct influence on the lives of Rome’s 

citizens. Strange cults and colourful religious 

ceremonies were a constant feature of the 

bustling city streets.  
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“The Roman Republic 
he had dedicated his 

whole life to protect had 
betrayed him once again”

Marcus Tullius Cicero



 Birth of Cicero 
  Cicero is born into 

an equestrian order 
family in Arpinum, 
outside of Rome. 
While his father is 
a man of means, 
Cicero’s family is not 
considered part of 
the ruling elite.  
106 BCE

Pax Romana
Despite Rome’s apparent stability throughout this 

period, the Roman Republic and its political system 

was going through immense upheaval. The senate 

was becoming unable to curtail the ambitions of 

powerful Roman leaders who commanded vast 

armies. One of them, Gaius Julius Caesar, had 

been ruling Rome as joint consul with Pompey 

Magnus but feared a plot concocted by Pompey to 

overthrow his authority within the senate. In short 

order, their conflict threw the whole of Rome and its 

dependencies into a disruptive conflict that pitted 

Romans against Romans. As this was happening the 

senate struggled to maintain a role for itself within the 

city and was constantly being overruled by men like 

Caesar who was holding a lethal trump card – an army 

capable of sacking the city. Public officials often found 

themselves behind developing events. When Caesar 

was assassinated, Mark Antony became the dominant 

force within the city. When Caesar’s adopted son 

Octavian, who also called himself Caesar, took over 

the city and Antony fled, Antony’s supporters found 

themselves on shifting sand. For senators like Cicero, 

this was a dangerous time and picking the wrong side 

during these insurrections could spell doom if the 

opposing side regained power. There was also the 

constant threat of political assassination, a method 

not uncommon in Roman society for removing 

political enemies. 

80

Timeline
106 BCE

Defi ning moment
Gaius Verres’ case 75 BCE
One of the most celebrated cases of Cicero’s 

career is his prosecution of the corrupt Sicilian 

governor Gaius Verres, a tyrant who brutalised 

his Roman subjects. After hearing Cicero’s 

reputation as an excellent orator, the Sicilians 

petition Cicero to prosecute Verres on their behalf. 

After some debate, Cicero takes the case to Rome 

and promptly wins against Verres’s expensive 

lawyer through his superb oratory skills. With the 

gathered crowd cheering whenever Cicero speaks 

his relationship with the people is sealed. This 

early success is the foundation upon which his 

political career is built.

Cicero reached the peak of any Roman’s career 

when he was elected consul, the highest office 

attainable. As consul he utilised his oratory skills 

to put down a conspiracy of rebellion against him, 

convincing the mob to condemn the men 

involved as traitors. He condemned them 

to death, reasoning that the situation 

was dangerous enough and that the 

tide of public opinion swelling around 

him would be protection against not 

affording the accused a trial. Declaring 

his verdict he spoke one word to the 

crowd: “Vixerunt” (“They are dead”), which 

was received by rapturous applause 

from the people. In reality this was 

a risky tactic: in the cruel political 

game of Rome, operating 

outside the law in public 

office spawned enemies 

and sure enough, when his 

tenure ended, a group of 

political enemies introduced 

a law punishing those who 

had condemned Roman 

citizens without trial. Cicero had 

been outmanoeuvred. The mob had 

turned against him, the new consul 

wasn’t sympathetic and he was exiled. 

Cicero’s dramatic rise to power had 

been cut short. He wrote at length to his 

noble friend Titus Atticus about his woe: “Your pleas 

have prevented me from committing suicide. But what 

is there to live for? Don’t blame me for complaining. 

My afflictions surpass any of those you have heard 

earlier.” He couldn’t see how he would ever command 

power again. 

So, in 57 BCE, when Roman leadership changed 

once again and Cicero was given a reprieve it was as 

if his prayers had been answered. He boarded a ship 

from his Greek residence and prepared to re-enter the 

cut-throat world of Roman politics.

All was not well in the Republic on his return home. 

Political upheaval revolving around two friends 

turned rivals, Pompey Magnus and Julius 

Caesar, was creating dangerous divisions 

within the already fractious Roman 

political system. While Caesar courted 

Cicero’s favour, looking for a respectable 

man to back his grievousness against 

Pompey, Cicero decided to play safe. If 

he’d learned anything during his years in 

exile it was to back a winner when he 

saw one. Pompey had more men, 

more support in the senate and 

seemed to hold the support of 

Rome’s mob. He threw in his 

lot with Pompey as the man 

who would see the Republic 

restored and reward Cicero 

with power and influence 

once Caesar was defeated. 

However, fate played a cruel 

trick on Cicero. Defying the odds, 

Caesar defeated Pompey in open battle 

and again Cicero was exiled from Rome, 

along with Pompey’s dilapidated forces. 

 For the second time Cicero was on the 

run from his homeland and his future looked 

bleak. His return to Rome came after Caesar, looking 

to shore up a very unsettled senate, decided to pardon 

him. Instead of punishment, Caesar praised Cicero, 

commenting on his oratory skills: “It is more important 

to have greatly extended the frontiers of the Roman 

spirit than the frontiers of the Roman empire.” But 

flattery did not sway Cicero over to Caesar’s side and 

what he found when he returned to Rome affronted 

 Precursor
Cicero joins 
the army as a 
precursor under the 
leadership of Strabo 
and Sulla. He serves 
during the War 
of Allies between 
the Republic and 
several Italian cities. 
90 BCE

 Philosopher
Cicero becomes 
fascinated by 
Greek philosophy. 
Roman society 
dictates that 
knowledge 
of Greek is 
mandatory for 
those in power.  
87 BCE 

 Praetor of Rome
Cicero becomes 
a Praetor and a 
famous magistrate 
of the law. Praetor 
is also a military 
position but 
he shows very 
limited interest in 
the military.   
66 BCE 

 Real power
Cicero is made consul of the Roman 
senate, one of the most powerful 
positions in Rome. The consul is 
leader of the senate and has full veto 
power. While consul, he uncovers 
a conspiracy to overthrow him by 
Catiline. The decision to condemn 
the traitors to death without a trial 
will come back to haunt him. 
63 BCE  

Marc Antony’s oration 
over the body of Julius 
Caesar, both of whom 
were enemies of Cicero
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“ He had made another critical error by 
trusting the young man who was now 
calling himself Augustus Caesar”

43 BCE

Defining moment
Betrayed by Octavian 
November 43 BCE
Octavian Caesar, the adopted son and heir apparent to Gaius Julius 

Caesar, returns to Rome. Cicero makes overtures of friendship to 

the young man now calling himself Caesar. Mark Antony is forced 

to flee the city into the mountains. This is a short-lived victory for 

Cicero and the Republic, as Octavian is unwilling to share power 

with the “fools” in the senate. He betrays Cicero and makes a 

separate deal with Antony. With Octavian and Antony now working 

together, Cicero finds himself out of favour and isolated.

 Outlaw
Cicero finds himself on 
the wrong side of public 
opinion by backing 
Pompey rather than his 
rival, the popular Gaius 
Julius Caesar. He is 
subsequently forced to 
flee from the city with 
Pompey’s soldiers.  
49 BCE 

Death of an orator  
After seeing that 

Octavian Caesar and 
Mark Antony have 
betrayed him and 
he is now on their 

“most wanted” list, 
Cicero flees Rome 
but is caught and 

summarily executed.
December 43 BCE ©
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his sensibilities. Caesar was ruling the Republic like a 

tyrant, changing tradition to fit his own political needs.

Unsurprisingly, Caesar made many enemies and, 

in yet another explosion of ruthless violence, Caesar 

was murdered on the senate floor during the religious 

festival of the Ides of March. Cicero decided to play 

this latest development more subtly than the Pompey 

fiasco. He neither supported nor condemned the 

assassination in public, although he wrote a private 

letter to one of Brutus’s supporters, saying: “How I 

could wish that you had invited me to that glorious 

banquet on the Ides of March.”

With Caesar dispatched and Brutus’s conspirators 

looking for a man to rally around, Cicero once again 

became a man of power and influence, perhaps only 

bested in this respect by Mark Antony. Antony’s 

affiliation with Caesar was well known, and a source 

of intense jealously for less-connected men like Cicero. 

Cicero regarded Antony as little more than a political 

opportunist, profiting on the death of his master. He 

publicly denounced him, writing orations against him 

and making scandalous remarks about his sexuality 

to friends. But Antony held an army at his command, 

which outweighed the mere words of a skilled orator. 

It appeared as if Antony was set to stay in Rome until 

Octavian, Julius’s adopted son and heir, returned to the 

capital. Cicero supported him as a liberator from the 

brutish Antony, claiming that he was a man of honour, 

and endorsed his fight against Antony. In a pitched 

battle, Octavian defeated Antony, who fled to Gaul. 

Again, Cicero made a judgement call and assessed that 

Antony was finished, his flight from Rome retribution 

for his brash behaviour. But Cicero was proved wrong 

once more. Surprisingly, Octavian made peace 

with Antony in order to steal power away 

from the hostile senate and, along 

with Marcus Lepidus, declared a 

Triumvirate – a type of military 

Junta – to rule Rome. 

Cicero did his best to swallow 

his burning resentment at the 

destruction of the Republic and 

ingratiate himself with Octavian, 

but it was too little, too late. He 

had made another critical error in 

judgement by trusting the young 

man who was now calling himself 

Augustus Caesar. Suddenly designated a 

public enemy, Cicero faced two options; stay and face a 

show trial or run. The man who was later described by 

Quintilian as “eloquence himself”, bolted into the night, 

with nothing but the toga on his back, hunted by the 

people he helped bring to power. As he raced for the 

safety of Greece, one of his brother’s slaves betrayed 

him to Mark Antony’s spy and he was apprehended 

within striking distance of the coast. 

In the great marketplace of Rome two armed 

soldiers strolled up to the front doors of the Forum 

carrying a large, heavy sack. They opened it and 

pulled out its contents, a dismembered head and two 

hands covered in congealed blood. One of the men 

began attaching the head to the door, forcing the 

rotting jaw open and pulling out the tongue, pinning 

it across the putrid skin to make the mouth look as if 

it was speaking. In a final grotesque display, Cicero’s 

last address to the people was nailed to the Forum for 

all to see.

 Exiled
After falling out 
of favour with the 
new consul and his 
tribunes, Cicero is 
forced into exile 
and retreats to 
Greek Thessalonica, 
falling into 
deep depression.   
58 BCE

 Return to Rome
Invited to return 
to Rome by Titus 
Milo, Cicero 
eagerly accepts 
the opportunity 
to revive his 
political career in 
the Republic and 
returns to Rome.
57 BCE

 Ides of March
Caesar is murdered 
on the senate 
floor by Brutus, a 
Pompey supporter. 
While Cicero is 
not present at the 
assassination he 
privately supports 
Brutus’s actions.    
44 BCE

 Cicero vs.  
Mark Antony 
In the following power 
vacuum, Cicero and 
Mark Antony become 
Rome’s dominant 
figures. Unfortunately, 
there is little love lost 
between the two and 
they frequently clash.    
February 43 BCE 

The assassination of Julius Caesar, 
44 BCE. Caesar tried to bring Cicero 
into his inner circle while he was 
working within the political system

His  works were 
discovered in the 
14th century and         

influenced how the  
Renaissance  rulers 

governed.

Marcus Tullius Cicero



R
oads, aqueducts, newspapers – these are 

just a few of the inventions the Roman 

Empire gave to the world. Not only was the 

empire home to the first shopping mall, 

but it also helped to create the system of 

social welfare that we use today, transforming 

an uncivilised old world into one of innovation 

and splendour. But there is a dark and sinister 

underbelly of this renowned ancient civilisation, 

one that runs thick with corruption, deceit and 

blood. A beacon of progress and luxury the empire 

From crazed emperors to 

ruthless soldiers, meet some 

of the most depraved and 

treacherous characters that 

lurked in the darkest depths 

of the Roman Empire

most 
despicable 
Romans 

may have been, but it housed some of the most 

depraved and disturbing men and women to ever 

grace the planet, making Rome one of the most 

dangerous places to live in the world. 

From the world’s first serial killer who rented 

her services out, to the teenage emperor whose 

idea of a good time was hiding lions in the beds 

of his guests, we examine some of the most 

menacing and memorable characters born of a 

world where almost anyone could be emperor, and 

where those in power could trust no one. 
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Profession:  Magistrate 

Infamous for:  Destroying the lives of 

an entire nation

X
Born to a father who was 

accused of corruption 

himself, Verres would 

grow up to become one of 

the most abhorrent personifications 

of the Roman Republic’s depraved 

final years. He became a financial 

administrator to a consul, and when 

civil war broke out he used his power 

to embezzle military funds. In 80 

BCE he joined the staff of Governor 

Dolabella of Cilicia, and indulged his 

passion for works of art by stripping 

the temples of their paintings and 

statues for his own collection. When 

Dolabella stood trial for his extortions, 

Verres gave evidence to get him 

convicted and received a pardon for 

his own crimes as a result. 

In 74 BCE he was appointed 

governor of Sicily, a rich and 

profitable province of the empire. 

The land had previously enjoyed a 

relatively peaceful and prosperous 

history, but Verres’s appointment sent 

that crashing down. When wealthy 

Sicilians died, Verres would use his 

corrupt judges to get a slice of the 

inheritance. If judges refused to 

comply they were swiftly killed. He 

ordered grand statues to be built in 

his likeness, abolished a successful 

agricultural system, thereby throwing 

farmers into abject poverty, and 

turned a prosperous trading nation 

into one that struggled to feed its 

own citizens. His henchmen prowled 

the country for works of art for their 

master and seized whatever they 

liked – even brazenly stealing a public 

statue of Mercury. 

Verres’s luck finally ran out when 

he was made to return to Rome 

after the pleas of desperate Sicilians. 

Although he tried to buy his way out 

of his trial, he was ultimately forced 

into exile.

Profession:  Dictator 

Infamous for:  Purging Rome of 

9,000 people

IX
Born into relative 

poverty, Sulla was led 

by his ruthless spirit 

to become a famed 

general and eventual dictator of the 

Roman Empire. Sulla was a beloved 

general among his troops, but he also 

had a ruthless and vicious streak that 

emerged in his “proscription”. 

As soon as he grasped control of 

Rome, Sulla was determined to purge 

the land of anyone he perceived as an 

enemy. The Greek historian Plutarch 

wrote: “Sulla now began to make 

blood flow, and he filled the city with 

deaths without number or limit.” Sulla 

officially ordered the execution of 

some 1,500 people, but it is believed 

that more than 9,000 lost their lives 

in this brutal purge. A young Julius 

Caesar only just managed to escape 

the city. Anyone who dared to shelter 

a proscribed person would also face 

death, and the sons and grandsons 

of the named person were barred 

from political office. The property of 

anyone who was executed would be 

sold off at auction, giving Sulla and his 

supporters great expanses of wealth. 

LUCIUS CORNELIUS SULLA  138-78 BCE

The dictator who dealt in fear and death

GAIUS VERRES  120-43 BCE
The greed that brought Sicily to its knees

Roman emperors are often portrayed as being vain, 

greedy, bloodthirsty and downright insane, killing 

their rivals and having no concern for their people, 

but this isn’t entirely true. One period of Roman 

history known as the “reign of the five good 

emperors” is notable, as all five men succeeded 

the throne by adoption, rather than birth, and had far 

more stable and successful rules than their blood-right 

counterparts. No one exemplifies this period more than 

Emperor Trajan. 

After previous relations had been strained, Trajan 

worked closely with the Senate and delighted the 

public when he called many exiled Greek intellectuals 

back to Rome. He also encouraged the building of 

notable structures that transformed Rome’s landscape, 

such as Trajan’s Column and the Alcantara Bridge. He 

implemented many social-welfare policies and was 

honoured by the Senate as “the best ruler.” Trajan 

was also a powerful and capable military commander, 

expanding the Roman Empire to its largest size. Trajan 

and his just rule were so revered by the Romans that 

every new emperor was hailed by the prayer: “Be 

luckier than Augustus and better than Trajan.”  

Ancient Rome’s 
shining light 
The emperor who set an example 

After his exile five books were 
written that listed Verres’s 

crimes in great detail

GREED 

CUNNING 

MADNESS 

DEPRAVITY 

GREED 

CUNNING 

MADNESS 

DEPRAVITY 
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10 of Rome’s most despicable characters



Locusta of 
Gaul  UNKNOWN-69 CE
The world’s first serial killer
Profession:  Killer for hire 

Infamous for:  Poisoning Emperor Claudius

VIII
Growing up in the quiet 

countryside of Gaul, 

Locusta learned much 

about the herbs and 

plants that grew around her home. Upon moving 

to Rome, she found her knowledge of herbal lore 

desired by ambitious men who wished to get rid of 

their rivals. She began a business as a professional 

poisoner and made a name for herself. In 54 CE she 

attracted her most influential patron yet, Empress 

Agrippa. The wife of Emperor Claudius requested 

help in killing her husband so her young son, Nero, 

could claim the throne. 

After getting him drunk, they fed him poisoned 

mushrooms, quickly suffered extreme stomach 

pains and died. Locusta’s talents were required again 

when Nero ordered her to poison his stepbrother 

and rival to the throne, Britannicus. When the boy 

consumed the poison he went into mad convulsions, 

but Nero calmly told everyone present that he 

was epileptic. The dinner party continued and 

Britannicus died a few hours later. 

Nero rewarded Locusta richly for her assistance, 

lavishing her with a grand villa and luxurious gifts. 

With the emperor on her side, her skills became 

so renowned that she set up a school where she 

bestowed her knowledge on eager students. Locusta 

even gave Nero a poison kit of his own to use in the 

event of taking his own life. Unfortunately, when 

Nero was condemned to death in 68 CE, he forgot 

the kit and had to use his own dagger. With her 

most powerful ally gone, Locusta was arrested and 

led through the city in chains before being executed.

Profession:  Statesman 

Infamous for:  Betraying and murdering a guest

VII
When the military 

faction he belonged to 

was defeated by Lucius 

Cornelius Sulla, Perpenna 

fled Rome with a small army and a wealth of 

money. With a greedy desire to rule, he decided 

to wage war against Quintus Caecillius Metellus 

Pius of the region he had escaped to – Hispania. 

But Perpenna was a terrible leader and his 

soldiers soon rebelled against him, demanding 

to be handed over to Sertorius, the ruler of 

Hispania. Facing his own death, Perpenna 

agreed with great humiliation. 

Still licking his scars, Perpenna could only 

watch on as Sertorius grew stronger and 

stronger. Perpenna encouraged the disdain of 

his fellow nobles and senators, hoping to feed 

on their jealousy for his own gain. Uprisings and 

revolts plagued the region, as the popular and 

eloquent Sertorius struggled to find the source 

of discontent. When Sertorius won yet another 

victory, Perpenna invited him to a feast in his 

honour. The celebration, usually an occasion 

of much festivity, was specially designed to 

offend and disgust the famed general. Pushed 

to breaking point, Sertorius resigned to silently 

ignoring the humiliation. Perpenna used 

this opportunity to set his minions upon the 

unsuspecting guest, slaughtering him before 

he had a chance to defend himself. Perpenna’s 

retribution was swift and brutal: faced with 

the anger of an even more powerful enemy – 

Pompey – he hopelessly pled for his life, offering 

all of Sertorius’s papers. Pompey agreed, but 

when he was given the papers he burned them 

and executed the betrayer. 

Purging at feasts
The decadent, grand feasts of Ancient 

Rome are no well-kept secret. More 

unknown, however, is their penchant 

for vomiting during these feasts. 

Wealthy Romans loved their food so 

much that when they were full, they 

would induce vomiting so they could 

continue eating. This was considered 

a part of fine dining, and slaves were 

present to clear up any vomit that 

surfaced during the feast. 

Slave abuse
The slave trade in Ancient Rome was 

a cornerstone of the economy, and 

the slaves themselves were treated as 

little less than tradable goods. As they 

were regarded as property, Roman law 

didn’t view slave sex as infidelity. Seen 

as having “no persona”, Roman slaves 

would be sold at auctions or even in 

shops. If a slave was deemed as having 

defects, the buyer could take the slave 

back within six months for a refund. 

Lewd graffiti 
Some of the most impressive works of 

art originate from Ancient Rome, but 

they were also involved in a different 

art form – graffiti – and the messages 

were just as rude as today. Experts 

were surprised by the amount of graffiti 

on the walls of Pompeii. The messages 

include boasting, insults and profanities, 

such as “Phileros is a eunuch”, “Celadus 

makes the girls moan” and “The boss 

isn’t worth a rat’s ass!” 

Marcus Perpenna Vento    UNKNOWN-72 BCE

The depraved and vulgar activities that filled a Roman’s spare time 

Shocking pastimes

History’s worst-ever dinner host
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The poisoner Madame de 
Villefort in The Count of 

Monte Cristo was likely 
inspired by Locusta
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Profession: Soldier 

Infamous for: Purging Rome of any who dared 

defy him 

VI
Born into the lower upper social 

class of the Roman Republic, 

Sejanus was led by pure ambition 

and drive to succeed. Slowly but 

surely Sejanus began to creep closer to Emperor 

Tiberius, and by 23 CE he held great influence over 

the decisions of the emperor, with Tiberius referring 

to his confidant as “Socius Laborum” or “My partner 

in my toils.” 

Sejanus consolidated his power by swiftly 

eliminating any potential opponents, but his primary 

target was the emperor’s son, Drusus. The rivalry 

between the two was no secret, and Drusus had 

publicly punched Sejanus during an argument, 

voicing his objection that a “stranger was invited to 

assist in the government while the emperor’s son was 

alive.” Sejanus secretly seduced Drusus’s wife and 

together they slowly poisoned the heir until he died 

of apparent natural causes in 23 CE.

Struck by grief, Tiberius bestowed most of his 

power to Sejanus. With effective control of Rome, 

Sejanus led a brutal purge of senators and powerful 

men. During the purge, Sejanus managed to exile the 

ambitious widow of Germanius, Agrippina, and two 

of her sons, who seemingly starved to death. With 

statues erected in his honour and his rivals crippled 

by fear and tyranny, Sejanus was Rome’s most 

powerful man. 

Tiberius was alerted to the growing threat and 

summoned Sejanus to a Senate meeting where he 

was ambushed and arrested. He was strangled and 

his body cast down the Gemonian stairs of execution, 

where a riotous mob tore it to pieces. So furious were 

the people with Sejanus’s deception that they hunted 

down and killed anyone associated with him.
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Sejanus was 
responsible for 

the development 
of the powerful 

Praetorian Guard

Crassus would often win 
favour by holding lavish 

feasts for the people of Rome

Marcus 
Licinius 
Crassus  
115-53 BCE 

The man who amassed wealth 
from others misfortune
Profession: General 

Infamous for: Executing 6,000 slaves 

V
Crassus is thought to be the richest man 

in the history of Rome, with an estimated 

200 million sestertii, or about £5.4 billion 

($8.4 billion), but he did not earn his 

fortune from entirely moral means. 

One of Crassus’s moneymaking enterprises was 

control of the only fire department in Rome. When a 

fire broke out, Crassus and his team would arrive at 

the site and haggle with the owner of the property, 

offering to purchase the doomed building at an 

outrageously low price. The owner would have to look 

on hopelessly as their home burned, and more often 

than not would hand over the property to Crassus. 

Then Crassus’s slaves would move in and eliminate 

the fire. Once Crassus had acquired the house he 

would rent it back to the previous owner for a profit.

As his wealth poured in, Crassus was able to buy 

his way into political power, serving as a member of 

the First Triumvirate with Julius Caesar and Pompey. 

Crassus also led his own army against the slave 

uprising of Spartacus. He controlled his force with fear 

and when any soldier fled from battle, he executed 

one out of every ten men. When victory was finally 

achieved, Crassus demonstrated his brutal and bloody 

streak by crucifying 6,000 of Spartacus’s followers.

Sejanus 20 BCE - 31 CE The emperor’s puppet master
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In a most 
treacherous plot, 
Sejanus secretly 

seduced Drusus’s wife 
and together they 
slowly poisoned  

the heir.
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Nero 37-68 CE 
Evil incarnate in 

a single man 
Profession: Emperor 

Infamous for: The mass 

slaughter of Christians 

IV
One of history’s most infamous 

leaders, Nero won his throne 

through murder, and death 

is what he brought to Rome. 

Although his mother’s actions had helped him 

become emperor, Nero became wary of her 

influence. He attempted to kill his mother in a 

shipwreck, but when she survived he ordered 

her assassination, masking it as suicide.  

He continued his bloody reign by divorcing his 

first wife before having her beheaded, apparently 

bringing her head to his second wife. She didn’t 

fare much better, as Nero reportedly kicked her 

to death while she was pregnant. On a quest 

for ultimate power, Nero punished anyone who 

spoke ill of him or the Senate with exile or death. 

He hunted down his rivals and had them killed. 

When he was accused of treason, he simply had 

the accusers executed too. 

A frequent visitor of bars and brothels, when 

a great fire decimated the city Nero spent a vast 

amount of the empire’s money constructing a 

grand palace featuring a 30-metre (98-foot)-tall 

statue of himself. To retain some popularity, Nero 

blamed the fire on Christians, who faced horrific 

persecution as a result. They were arrested, 

impaled, torn apart by vicious dogs and even 

burned as torches to light his gardens. 

Profession: Emperor

Infamous for: Throwing 

poisonous snakes into 

crowds of people

III
The reports of the cruelty of 

this notoriouous emperor are 

impossible to ascertain, but 

Elegabalus was certainly one of the 

most controversial and malicious Romans ever. 

Becoming emperor at just 14 years old, 

Elagabalus flouted Roman traditions and quickly 

created a multitude of enemies. Early in his reign, 

he replaced the head of the Roman god Jupiter 

with the head of the deity of his religion and forced 

the government to participate in his religious 

festivals. A picture of Elagabalus was placed over 

a statue of the goddess Victoria, forcing people to 

make offers to him rather than her. He also ignored 

tradition when he married a Vestal virgin who was 

forbidden from engaging in sexual intercourse, else 

be buried alive. He instated his divinity further 

when he had himself circumcised in order to be 

the high priest of his new religion. 

One of the most shocking stories of Elagabalus 

is that he frequently sacrificed children and used 

their guts to read the future. The young emperor 

also seemed to delight in twisted practical jokes; 

in one instance he threw venomous snakes into 

a crowd in Rome, and even created a lottery with 

prizes ranging from wasps and dead dogs to an 

execution note. Credited with creating the whoopee 

cushion, he also enjoyed tormenting guests by 

serving them rocks and wax at dinner parties, 

and even snuck lions into their beds. Perhaps 

unsurprisingly, Elagabalus was assassinated when 

he was just 18 years old. 
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Elagabalus  203-222
The boy emperor and his deadly practical jokes
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Nero severely 
punished anyone who 
spoke ill of him or the 

Senate with exile  
or death.
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Irene of Athens 752-803
The empress that placed ultimate 

power above all else
Profession: Empress 

Infamous for: Blinding her son

I
Although considered a saint in the Eastern 

Orthodox Church for her support of idols, 

Irene of Athens also had a much darker and 

bloodier streak. Although she came from 

a noble family, she was an unlikely bride of Leo 

IV, emperor of the Byzantine Empire. When her 

husband died, Irene became regent for her son, 

Constantine – just ten years old at the time. A group 

of powerful figures took the emperor’s death as a 

chance to rebel, but Irene demonstrated her quick 

and brutal justice by arresting them and forcing 

them to become monks, making it impossible for 

them to rule. 

Although she was regent, Irene clearly 

established her dominance by having herself, not 

her son, on the first coins printed during his reign, 

printing his name on the less prominent side of 

the coin. When Constantine came of age, Irene 

showed no signs of giving up power, but her son 

had inherited her ambition, so a political battle 

ensued between the two. The empress arrested 

her son’s men and had them flogged and exiled, 

as well as any supporters. She also persuaded the 

army to swear to not accept him as emperor until 

she died. When Constantine was distracted by the 

birth of his son, she began to plot a way to become 

sole ruler. She had her supporters seize her son and 

imprison him, before he was blinded by having 

his eyes gouged out, eliminating any chance of 

him ascending the throne. He died either from his 

injuries or later in exile. With all her rivals stamped 

out and family dead, Irene finally had the ultimate 

control she so desired.

Caligula 12-41 CE 
The insane emperor who 

proclaimed himself a god
Profession: Emperor 

Infamous for: Throwing innocent crowds to the 

lions in the Coliseum

II
Caligula’s reign was not bloody or 

vicious at first. When he entered Rome 

as emperor, he was hailed by adoring 

crowds as “our baby” and “our star”, and 

the first few months were relatively peaceful. But in 

October 37 CE he suffered an illness that seemed to 

completely alter his mental state. He began joining in 

the brutal imperial tradition of killing off anyone he 

saw as a rival, including his cousin, adopted son and 

possibly his grandmother. He kept his uncle Claudius 

alive but tormented him relentlessly with cruel 

practical jokes and public humiliations. The public 

weren’t spared from his cruelty either, as people were 

executed without trial or forced to commit suicide. 

Desperate for money, Caligula would also target 

people for execution purely to seize their property, 

and even auctioned the lives of gladiators at shows. 

Despite the financial worries, he splashed cash by 

constructing two of the biggest ships of the ancient 

world, with the largest the equivalent of a floating 

palace, replete with marble floors. His obsession with 

his public image took a controversial turn when he 

appeared in public dressed as various Roman gods, 

and even referred to himself as a god, both in official 

documents and in person. Two temples were erected 

in his honour and Caligula removed the heads of 

statues of ancient gods, replacing them with his own. 

Caligula’s reputation for outrageous and despicable 

actions was encouraged when he found himself 

bored while watching the games at the amphitheatre, 

so ordered his guards to throw in some of the crowd 

to be eaten by animals. It was also reported that he 

enjoyed chewing up the testicles of his victims while 

they were still attached to them. Caligula was so 

universally loathed that he became the first Roman 

emperor to be assassinated, by being stabbed over 

and over again. The assassins even killed his one-

year-old daughter by bashing her head against a wall, 

to ensure his bloodline would be destroyed for good. 
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Caligula was a nickname 

meaning “Little Boots”, which 
he apparently hated

Irene was eventually kicked 
off the throne, exiled and had 

to survive by spinning wool
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J
ulia Maesa was visibly dismayed. Her 

grandson, Varius Avitus Bassianus, had begun 

to laugh, his body shaking with joy at the 

spectacle before him. He had become Rome’s 

25th emperor as a 14-year-old boy and crowds 

of people screaming, running and pushing in their 

desperate attempts to get away from the poisonous 

snakes he had unleashed among them.

She knew it had become typical of the behaviour 

of Emperor Elagabalus, as he was known. His 

immoral mind would tick over with brutal, cruel 

and wicked ways of causing hurt, panic and 

revulsion. He’d lash guests to water-

wheels to drown them; sacrifice 

children so he could use their guts 

to read the future. For Maesa, a 

woman of Syrian origin who 

had played such as large part in 

his ascension, this wasn’t how 

it was supposed to be.

Maesa was at first typical 

of the wives and mothers of 

emperors who ruled the Empire 

at this time. Not only had she 

become experienced in the political 

machinations of Rome and the to-ings and 

fro-ings of court life, she held a high position, 

having assumed her place in the ruling circle from 

the moment Lucius Septimius Severus ended 

Didius Julianus’ nine-week reign in a vicious 

bloodbath to become emperor in 193 CE.

As lady luck would have it, Severus had married 

Maesa’s younger sister, Julia Domna, in the late 

180s. When he ruled Rome and sowed the seeds 

of the Severan dynasty, Maesa was able to enjoy 

both high privilege and a high position in society. 

She was also able to exert a strong influence on the 

direction of Rome and its leaders, making her one 

of history’s most powerful women. She needed to 

be strong because trouble was never too far away.

Initially, her position was relatively secure. Her 

husband, the Syrian nobleman Julius Avitus, was 

promoted to the Roman Senate and given the rank 

of Praetor, and she watched, satisfied, as Severus’ 

eldest son, Marcus Aurelius Severus Antoninus 

Augustus (nicknamed Caracalla), ruled Rome with 

his father from 198. Caracalla’s brother, Geta, joined 

the pair in 209 but trouble brewed shortly 

after. The year Severus died, Caracalla 

had Geta murdered. But only when 

Caracalla himself was assassinated 

by an army commander in 217 

did Maesa’s position become 

rather more precarious.

Caracalla had been good 

to Maesa. He’d allowed her 

to retain her high status 

and she lived for a long time 

with her sister on the imperial 

estates, enjoying the benefits of 

a rich education and a comfortable 

lifestyle. Much of that was down to 

Domna who, ancient sources suggest, oversaw 

Roman government policies and looked after 

administrative life. Yet shortly after Caracalla’s 

death, Domna committed suicide and the emperor’s 

successor, the praetorian guard prefect Macrinus, 

severed the Severan dynasty. He nominated his 

son, Diadumenian, Caesar and successor.

Maesa was forced to leave to Rome and she 

headed back to Emesa in Syria. In what was 

perhaps a nod to her standing in society, Macrinus 

If it wasn’t for the political prowess of arguably 

one of history’s most powerful women, Rome may 

evolved into a very different empire

The rock  
of Rome

Empress Julia Maesa

Julia Maesa 
was the daughter 

of Gaius Julius 
Bassianus, priest 

of the sun god 
Heliogabalus.
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This illustration created 
in 1884 CE gives us some 
idea of how Julia Maesa 
would have looked
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Born in the Roman 
province of Syria, 
Maesa was the 
daughter of Gaius 
Julius Bassianus, priest 

of the sun god Heliogabalus, and 
she became one of the most 
influential women of Ancient 
Rome. She promoted the 
ascension of two of the empire’s 
emperors, Elagabalus and 
Alexander Severus, and she was 
a prominent figure throughout 
the Severan dynasty.

Circa, 7 May 165 – 3 August 226

JULIA MAESA

Brief 
Bio

Empress Julia Maesa



Women in 
Ancient Rome
Women had limited public roles in Ancient 

Rome and while they traditionally remained 

under a man’s control, were expected to bear 

children and barred from military service, they 

were able to own land, take full responsibility 

in managing households and, if they so 

wished, divorce and take back a dowry. 

Greater restrictions were introduced by Rome’s 

first emperor, Augustus, which saw stricter 

divorce laws and adultery become a crime 

against the state but women were respected 

and were more than capable of standing up 

for themselves if need be. They took positions 

as doctors, hairdressers, dressmakers and 

shopkeepers and they were educated.

While they were not at the forefront of 

political life, high-ranking women were still 

able to influence the throne and they did 

so regularly, proving to be charming and 

politically adept. The empress Agrippina the 

Younger, for instance, was ambitious and 

domineering, seeking strong control over Nero 

during the first few months of his reign. But 

it was all very much behind the scenes. They 

were unable to talk in the Forum and there 

was an idea that women shouldn’t speak out in 

general. One who did try to speak in the forum 

was labelled “barking”.
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Timeline

Maesa is born
Although the actual 
date cannot be 
absolutely certain, 
Julia Maesa is 
understood to have 
been born on 7 
May, with the year 
assumed to have 
been around 165 CE. 
c. 7 May 165 CE

165 CE

permitted her to retain the immense wealth she 

had accumulated – a key mistake on his part, 

as it turned out. For although her power and 

influence was severely diminished, Maesa was 

adamant that she would return. This moment she 

was banished heralded the start of Maesa’s true 

political manoeuvrings as she took over from where 

Domna left off and vowed to do everything she 

could to rescue the dynastic family’s standing and 

re-establish its lineage.

Maesa was determined that a member of her 

family would rule Rome and since the rules of 

succession meant only men could assume such a 

position, neither of her daughters Julia Soaemias 

and Julia Mamaea were suitable. But Soaemias’ 

son would be perfect, Maesa thought, and so she 

hatched her plan to oust Macrinus. Varius Avitus 

Bassianus had become her chosen one.

Her idea was to spread the rumour that 

Bassianus was not born to his father Sextus 

Varius Marcellus but had, instead, been Caracalla’s 

illegitimate son. She did this with his mother’s 

blessing and, as word got around that there 

could well be a viable, hereditary successor, 

deep divisions began to form among Macrinus’ 

supporters. The emperors’ soldiers began to 

gradually turn on their ruler, but they were not 

entirely happy with him to begin with. Already 

dissatisfied that the emperor was of Mauretanian 

origin and a member of the equestrian class, he 

was seen by traditionalists to be a stark departure 

from his senatorial predecessors. 

It only really took a payment by Maesa to the 

garrison at Raphanaea for allegiances to change. 

This in itself was a curious action on Maesa’s 

part – evidence that she was more than willing to 

step into roles that went against the Roman social 

norms. Women did not get involved in matters 

of the military, nor send men into war in their 

interests. But this is what she sought and the result 

was the killing of Macrinus and the beginning of 

Bassianus’ rule. Elagabalus’ time had come.

Despite her joy at once again being part of 

Rome’s ruling circle, Elagabalus disappointed 

Maesa and her daughter immediately, not least 

because of his tendencies towards religion rather 

than the empire and army. He would be involved 

in numerous scandals, marrying Aquilia Severa, 

one of the Vestal Virgins, and he would put his 

god, Elagabalus, before others. She tempered her 

disagreements, though, since her stock was rising 

fast. Both she and Soaemias were bestowed the 

powers of an empress. Maesa became Augusta avia 

Augusti (Augusta, grandmother of Augustus).

 A typical example of how women tended to 
dress in late Republican and Imperial times 
around 100 BCE and 100 CE

 First daughter  
is born
Maesa’s first daughter, 
Julia Soaemias, was 
born. By this stage, 
Maesa would have been 
married to the Syrian 
noble Gaius Julius Avitus 
Alexianus. Women 
tended to marry aged 15. 
180 CE

 Elagabalus born
Soaemias’ bore her 
second child – Sextus 
Varius Avitus Bassianus 
– with Sextus Varius 
Marcellus. His birth 
would be highly 
important to Maesa’s 
fierce ambitions later 
down the line.
203 CE

 Caracalla is killed
Caracalla had been a 
successful emperor. He put 
much faith into his mother, 
Julia Domna, but when he 
was killed, Domna lost her 
influence. Sick with cancer, 
she committed suicide. It 
was left to Maesa to exert 
her influence.  
217 CE

 Septimus Severus 
becomes emperor
Following fierce battling, 
Septimius Severus killed 
Didius Julianus and 
dispatched the generals 
Pescennius Niger and 
Clodius Albinus. Married 
to Maesa’s sister, he 
became emperor.  
193 CE

 Severus’ reign  
comes to end
Severus died peacefully 
in Eburacum, or what 
is today called York, 
England. He had been 
reigning with his son, 
Caracalla, who continued 
the Severan dynasty for 
six more years.  
211 CE
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The Arch of Septimius Severus 
commemorates the Parthian victories 
of Emperor Septimius Severus



Maesa once again sought to influence the lineage 

of the dynasty and she is said to have underlined 

the influential position she came to hold.

In a shrewd move, she sought to position 

another grandson, Alexander Severus, born to 

Mamaea and Gessius Marcianus, as a potential 

ruler. Alexander was a very different personality to 

his cousin, far better behaved and more befitting 

the role of emperor and Maesa believed he 

would be better at future-proofing the 

Severan dynasty. Elagabalus became 

wary of the 14-year-old and – rightly 

as it happens – grew paranoid that 

Alexander’s increasing popularity 

among soldiers was posing a 

threat to his own position. But 

Maesa, once again, proved to 

be cunning and persuaded him 

to name Alexander as his official 

heir, a move granting him the title 

of Caesar.

She was unafraid to go against Soaemias 

in a jostle for power or side with her other 

daughter, Mamaea. Even when the emperor twice 

plotted to assassinate Alexander, she remained 

determined. Knowing Elagabalus had greatly upset 

the Praetorian Guard, she bided her time and they 

ended up rebelling in 222 – murdering Elagabalus 

as he cowered in a latrine and killing Soaemias too 

– Alexander became emperor and so Maesa held 

on to power. This, as it turned out, would see her 

through the remaining few years of her life.

During this time, Maesa would take on more 

administrative responsibilities, even having a hand 

in selecting a 16-strong council of senators. It was 

Playing dirty in 
Roman politics
Roman politics, as today, was no stranger to 

backstabbing and dirty tricks. Marcus Tullius Cicero 

was a philosopher, orator, consul and lawyer but 

he always regarded his manoeuvrings in politics 

around 64 BCE to be his greatest achievement and 

much of that was down to his brother Quintus. 

The sibling said that to win elections a politician 

had to promise everything to everyone, call 

in favours, understand the weakness of the 

opposition, flatter voters and give them hope. No 

wonder he has been so influential since.

But even before he arrived on the scene, 

politicians would do all they could to gain power, 

whether sponsoring huge sporting events in 

the run up to an election, bribing influencers 

and scrawling slogans on walls (“The lake night 

drinkers all ask you to elect Marcus Cerrinius 

Vatia as aedile”). Indeed, pretending that certain 

groups of people, be they gamblers or prostitutes, 

supported an opponent was a common trick. 

Women such as Maesa would have been well-

versed in how such politics worked and they 

proved more than willing to play along. After all, 

murder and character assassination were all fair 

game when it came to jostling for overall power in 

Ancient Rome.

91

226 CE

Defi ning moment
The decision maker 223 CE
Alexander listened to Maesa who effectively became 

the decision maker. By heading the Consilium 

Principis – the council that had been created by 

the first Roman Emperor, Augustus – she was able 

to ensure that the senate would act only in the 

interests of the Emperor, an important role for both 

the ruler and herself since it was a way to ensure 

that his time in power would be strong. In many 

ways, this was an effective reward for all of the 

behind-the-scenes work she had put in to ensuring 

the Severan dynasty was revived.

Defi ning moment
Regaining her power base  
219 CE
Having journeyed from Syria to Rome, Elagabalus 

was unveiled as Rome’s new leader but Maesa 

knew she had a job on her hands getting the 

people to accept him. The teenagers’ flamboyance 

– he insisted on wearing purple and gold silk 

rather than wool – and the fact that he looked 

like a woman did not entirely endear him to the 

Romans. Neither did the fact he married a vestal 

virgin. It was a hard sell that was ultimately 

doomed but at this point, Maesa was declared an 

empress together with her daughter, Soaemias. It 

did not stop her seeking a new emperor, though.

 Installing a new emperor
Having told the army 
14-year-old Varius Avitus 
Bassianus was Caracalla’s 
illegitimate son, battle 
soon ensued. Fierce battles 
eventually resulted in 
glorious victory and the 
teenage boy was earmarked 
as Emperor Elagabalus. 
218 CE

Maesa dies in her 60s 
Just as there is 

uncertainly over 
her year of birth, 
so historians are 

unsure when she 
died so while some 

say 226CE, others 
believe it to have 

been 223 or 224CE. 
c. 226 CE

There is actually some doubt over the true 

influence of Maesa and the other women of the 

Severan dynasty. Some academics hold the view 

that the women were simply tools of propaganda, 

that all of their work was very much behind the 

scenes and not directly influential. We can never 

know for sure but there is a school of thought that 

Maesa – and Domna before her – had only followed 

the traditional roles of the Roman mother.

And yet, because Maesa and her 

family had survived different 

emperors, they appeared to 

benefit from a strong level of 

protection at the highest of 

levels. Macrinus had been 

reluctant to strip Maesa of 

her wealth and prestige, a 

move that effectively paved 

the way for her to comeback 

and threaten his position. 

Maesa proved, if nothing else, 

to be cunning and in possession 

of a politically strategic mind. In her 

determination to get back to Rome, she was 

capable of not only hatching a most brilliant plan 

in gathering support for her grandson but actually 

succeeding, too.

Elagabalus appeared to underestimate her too. 

Many an emperor before him would have banished 

someone like Maesa once he had been put into 

power for fear that she would seek favours. Instead, 

Maesa not only remained close, she was unafraid 

to advise and warn the emperor that his behaviour 

was not that expected of a Roman ruler. When he 

continued to do things in his own, unique way, 

Maesa played a large 
part in two Roman 
emperors assuming 
power, one of the 
being Elagabalus

 The plotting 
begins
Maesa did not 
enjoy life in Syria as 
much as in Rome 
and so she looked 
to take advantage 
of the large army 
Caracalla had in 
the east. 
218 CE

It was 
not only 

remarkable that 
Maesa was a woman 

in a position of power, 
she also survived 
where her allies 

perished.

 Elagabalus is killed
Given his unpopularity, it’s 
surprising that Elagabalus 
survived as long as he did. 
Maesa persuaded him to 
accept another grandson, 
Severus Alexander as heir,, 
so when Elagabalus was 
assassinated, there was 
a replacement. 
222 CE

 Hailing the 
new emperor
Maesa’s strong part in 
the plot to have the 
Praetorian Guard had 
worked well and her 
position was consolidated 
under Alexander. She 
assumed power in the 
imperial government. 
222 CE

Empress Julia Maesa

also a just and progressive period headed by a man 

beloved of his people. It allowed her to remain in 

peace until her life came to an end around 226. 

Even then, her legacy continued. Like Domna 

before her, she was duly deified.
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T
he young Roman emperor, Constantine, 

peered skywards towards the clouds, deep in 

prayer in an area of northern Rome between 

the Milvian Bridge and Saxa Rubra, a village 

on the ancient Via Flaminian. As the ruler 

of Britain and Gaul in an empire by now split 

into territories, Constantine had travelled a great 

distance to wage war against his brother-in-law 

Maxentius who had seized control of central and 

southern Italy from Emperor Galerius to become 

the region’s self-proclaimed emperor.

It was 27 October 312 CE and what 

Constantine saw that day – with 

the armies preparing for battle 

the next day – gave him great 

confidence that he would defeat 

his rival and went on to change 

the entire course of religion 

in the empire. For according 

to Eusebius, one of the early 

historians of the Christian 

church, while Constantine prayed 

at noon, a “marvellous sign appeared 

to him from heaven”. It was, he said, 

the Chi-Rho (the combination of Greek X and 

P, the first two letters of the name of Christ) just 

above the Sun, bearing a Greek inscription which 

translated as “in this sign conquer”. 

Constantine believed this to be a divine 

intervention, a hunch confirmed to him in a dream 

that night when he recalled Jesus Christ had willed 

him to use the cross in battle. He did, painting the 

first two letters of Christ’s name in Greek on the 

soldier’s shields. Little surprise, then, that when the 

opposing men were duly defeated by his army and 

Maxentius drowned in the River Tiber, Constantine 

was then said to have attributed the victory to the 

Christian God – a moment which paved the way for 

a huge change in the way the empire viewed the 

fast-growing Christian religion. Constantine, until 

then a pagan monotheist, promptly turned years 

of Christian persecution on its head and began to 

fully support the movement.

Of course, this all sounds very fanciful, with 

many a historian casting doubt on such claims 

(some say Christianity was instilled in 

him by his mother, Helena, although 

this has not been verified either). 

Although a team of geologists 

in 2003 found evidence that 

pointed to a meteor appearing 

over central Italy in 312, perhaps 

explaining the light across the 

sky, an account just one year 

later, makes no reference to 

the cross appearing in the sky. 

The first time the dream and the 

scrawl on the shields appeared to 

make it into literature was at the hands 

of the Christian author Lactantius in 314 CE. 

But whatever the motivation, the outcome was the 

same: Constantine would come to believe he was 

the 13th apostle and would go down in history as 

the first Christian emperor.

Rome had been infamously unkind to Christians. 

It had been the case from the very beginning: Jesus 

had been crucified in 33 CE despite great reluctance 

on the part of Judea’s governor Pontius Pilate. 

But when followers began to believe that Christ 

had risen, a distinct religious sect began to grow. 

Christians had been lion fodder for centuries but under 

Constantine they clawed their way to acceptability

Constantine’s 
crusade

Although 
Constantinople 
was a Christian 

city, Constantine still 
built pagan temples 

– showing he 
wasn’t devoted 

exclusively.
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A painting depicting the 
First Council of Nicaea 
which was produced in the 
first Half of 16th century
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Credited with 
converting the Roman 
Empire to Christianity, 
Constantine rose 
to power during a 

period of civil war when Rome 
was split into four territories. 
He not only went to become 
Emperor himself, but succeeded 
in uniting the empire once 
more. Protecting Christians 
and founding Constantinople, 
he came to be known as 
Constantine the Great.

c.272 CE – 337 CE

CONSTANTINE I

Brief 
Bio

Constantine and Christianity



the Romands treated the Christians. But, just as 

importantly, he would have seen how his father, 

Constantius, played no part in such persecutions. 

Constantius had became the senior western 

emperor to rule Britain and Gaul in 305 CE and 

Constantine, born in the west of the empire, had 

returned to his roots to be with him shortly after. 

He barely got time to know his father, who died on 

25 July 306 CE during a winter break in a battle 

against the Picts. But, on Constantius’ deathbed 

recommendation, Constantine was promptly hailed 

Augustus by his troops. And while he was only 

accepted as Caesar of the west by Galerius, there 

was a sense of change in the air.

To many people’s surprise, Galerius ended the 

Diocletianic Persecution of Christianity by issuing 

an edict of toleration in Serdica in 311 CE, despite 

being an opponent of the religion (although the 

growing threat to Rome’s imperial authority made 

the move inevitable). This meant Christianity 

would be recognised and accepted by the empire 

and it ended eight years of churches being 

destroyed, Holy Scriptures being burned, church 

property being investigated and privileges and 

rights being removed. But it was under Constantine 

that the greater strides were made. 

In February 313 CE, he and Licinius who 

controlled the Balkans met in Milan and thrashed 

out an agreement which promised religious 

toleration for Christianity within the Roman 

Empire. “No one whatsoever should be denied the 

opportunity to give his heart to the observance of 

the Christian religion,” it said. In recognition of the 
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Timeline

 Constantine is born
Although the actual 
year is not certain, 
Constantine was born 
to a Roman army 
officer called Flavius 
Valerius Constantius 
and his consort, 
Helena, who today is 
revered as a saint.  
February c.272 CE

272 CE

Defining moment
Constantine sent east 
293 CE
In order for Diocletian to foster loyalty among 

those who promoted to rule Rome’s territories, 

sons – including Constantine – were sent eastward. 

There they resided in Diocletian’s court where 

they were trained as fighters, taught both Latin 

and Greek and became schooled in the ways of 

Rome so that, should the time come, they could be 

effective emperors too. Diocletian ruled a period of 

relative stability but mainly because of the way he 

quashed those who threatened his power, among 

them Christians. It is generally thought that 

Constantine would have witnessed the relentless 

persecution of the Christians.

Defining moment
Trouble and strife 
306 CE
When Constantine gave notice of to Galerius 

that he was now emperor, the eastern leadery 

refused to acknowledge the status and instead 

granted him the title Caesar, handing the honour 

of Augustus to Severus. But Constantine still 

held great power, ruling over Britain, Gaul and 

Spain. When Maximian’s son, Maxentius, rebelled 

in Rome, it was Severus who was sent to deal 

with the situation. But he hadn’t reckoned on 

Maxentius offering his father co-rule, their joint 

force earning loyalty from the soldiers and 

securing victory over Severus. The following year, 

Severus was executed.

Persecution of the Christians began when Rome 

suffered a ferocious fire in 64 CE which burned for 

six days and destroyed a third of the city. Emperor 

Nero sought to temper accusations that he had 

started it by pointing the finger at the Christians 

instead. He gathered up some of the followers and 

engulfed them in flames. Rome suddenly had an 

enemy within, Nero suggested, and widespread 

disapproval of them grew.

Christians would be executed in large numbers, 

usually for entertainment in the Colosseum and 

provincial arenas. Domitian who ruled between 81 

and 96 CE made being Christian an illegal act but 

it didn’t appear to deter the religion’s growth. On 

7 March 203 CE, Vibia Perpetua was among five 

Christians led into an arena in Carthage, North 

Africa. Wild beasts attacked them and Perpetua 

was wounded by a bull – a sword finishing her off. 

And yet it was seen as a victory for faith over death 

by the Christians who were unafraid of becoming 

martyrs and could show the Romans that 

persecution was completely fruitless. Christians 

continued to be killed, though – Diocletian was 

tyrannical against them during his time between 

284 and 305 CE – but it only served to make the 

religion stronger.

It was in this environment that Constantine 

came to rule from 306 CE. As a ruthless, 

commendable soldier who had risen through the 

empire’s eastern ranks to become a military tribune 

under the emperors Diocletian and Galerius, he 

would have had first hand experience of how 

 Father becomes Caesar
Emperor Diocletian 
appointed two junior 
emperors, or Caesars: 
elevating Galerius in 
the East and allowing 
Maximian to promote 
Constantius in the West. It 
was part of a “tetrarchy” 
or “rule of four”.  
293 CE

 Father made emperor
When Diocletian retired, 
both Constantius 
and Galerius were 
promoted to Augustus 
of their territories. 
Constantinople, 
overlooked as Caesar, 
travelled to Britain to 
help his father campaign. 
305 CE

 Constantine proclaims 
himself emperor
When Constantius died 
in Eburacum, or modern-
day York, “tetrarchy” 
began to unravel. 
Constantius had asked 
his soldiers to make 
Constantine his successor 
which they duly did. 
306 CE
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Raphael’s depiction of 
Constantine the Great 
defeats Maxentius at 
the Milvian Bridge



Building a New 
Rome
They say Rome wasn’t built in a day and 

neither, come to that, was the empire’s new 

capital which came to be built upon the 

ancient Greek colony, Byzantium. Constantine 

had earmarked the site in 324 CE, noting that 

it stood between Europe and Asia, far closer 

to the eastern part of the empire than Rome 

and offering the chance of a fresh start for a 

new, combined land brought together under 

his rule.

The New Rome was built over six years and 

it was split into 14 regions just like Rome had 

been. Consecrated in 330 CE, it was walled for 

defence and filled with art taken from Greek 

and Roman cities. There were new palaces 

and churches, and a ceremonial square – the 

Augustaion – was also laid, surrounded by 

porticoes. But, since Christians were not in 

favour of the bloody gladiatorial games which 

had taken place elsewhere, the amphitheatre 

was abandoned.

The city became known as Constantinople, 

in honour of the emperor and it was seen as 

the gateway to Europe. It was also the centre 

for trade and, for a long time, the world’s 

largest and richest city. But centuries later, 

as the Ottoman Empire grew all around it, 

Christian Europe would eventually fear its fall. 

The city finally succumbed to the Islamists, 

following a month-long siege, in 1453 CE.
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Defi ning moment
Battle of Mardia
317 CE
Although Constantine and Licinius had worked 

together – the Edict of Milan having paved the 

way for Christian tolerance – any peace was not 

to last. Constantine had invaded the Balkan 

provinces ruled by Licinius the year before and 

now they were to battle again. It led Licinius 

agreeing Constantine was his superior in 

government and a peace which lasted for seven 

years. In the meantime, Licinius (in 320) had 

begun to oppress Christians again. In 324, civil 

war broke out. There were numerous battled 

culminating in Licinius being defeated in the 

Battle of Chrysopolis.

 Continued unsettling 
rebellion
Licinius had been appointed 
Augustus in the west but 
Maximian and Maxentius 
still caused problems for 
Constantine. Maximian 
committed suicide in 310 
and the following year 
Maxentius fought Licinius. 
310 CE

337

Constantine  
baptised and dies

Constantine became 
a Christian himself 
in the last days of 

his life when he 
washed away his 
sins in a baptism. 

He died of illness on 
22 May 337. 

22 May 337 CE

Constantine 
declared Sunday 

as a day of rest and 
intending citizens 
to use the time to 
attend a Christian 

church.

 Battle of the 
Milvian Bridge
The rivalries having come 
to a head, Constantine and 
Maxentius – both brothers-
in-law – fought a fierce 
battle. Maxentius was killed. 
The day before, Constantine 
had apparently received a 
message from Christ. 
28 October 312 CE

 Constantine backs 
Christianity
312 was said to have 
had a profound 
effect on Constantine 
and he ensured the 
persecution of the 
Christians was over 
with a declaration of 
religious tolerance. 
313 CE

 A United 
empire
Constantine 
became sole 
emperor. Tetrarchy 
was ended and he was free to 
push forward with his vision for 
the empire. He looked to move 
the capital from Rome to what 
became Constantinople. 
324 CE

  First Council of 
Nicaea
Constantine looked 
to establish the first 
ecumenical council of 
the Christian church 
and laid many of the 
traditions that would 
become part and 
parcel of Christianity. 
325 CE

Constantine and Christianity

The Column 
of Constantine 
in Çemberlitaş 
was taken from 
the Temple of 
Apollo in Rome to 
Constantinople in 
330 CE

The foot of “Colossus Of 
Constantine” at Musei 
Capitolini in Rome

interpretation of the faith – but it allowed it to 

firmly establish itself without fear.

Despite overseeing so much religious change, 

Constantine himself was only baptised in his dying 

days, although that was quite common at the 

time. His conversion to Christianity came in 337 

shortly after Easter when he had fallen ill. Choosing 

the River Jordan because it was said to be where 

Christ had been baptised by John the Baptist, the 

Arianizing bishop Eusebius of Nicomedia 

performed the ceremony, absolving 

the emperor of the many sins he 

felt he had accumulated. He died 

on 22 May 337, aged 65.

empire being predominantly non-Christian, it also 

proclaimed that people were free to worship any 

deity they wished, heralding what is widely seen as 

the touchstone of religious tolerance. For the first 

time, religions, whether Jewish, Christian, Pagan 

or those which followed traditional Roman gods, 

could co-exist.

But it was also the first time Christianity had 

been backed by the Roman Empire. It became 

institutionalised with male bishops becoming 

government figures and women pushed 

into the background. At the same time, 

Christian property was returned and 

churches were permitted. But as 

well as restoring peace, stability and 

security, Constantine also turned 

Christianity into a fighting religion 

and troops fought under the symbol 

of the cross. On 18 September 

324, Constantine battled Licinius at 

Chrysopolis and won, leaving him the 

sole emperor of Rome, thus ending the 

Tetrarchy which had cut the empire into four 

and had so caused the bitter divisions.

The victor felt a fresh start was needed and so 

he turned to the site of old Byzantium. There he 

sought to established a new capital, Constantinople 

– modern-day Istanbul in Turkey – which not only 

bore his name but grew, after his death, into the 

largest and wealthiest city in Europe. Thought to be 

easily defendable and holding a strategic position, 

it also became a Christian city. Not that Rome 

wasn’t turned around too. Constantine oversaw a 

massive religious building programme, ordering the 

construction of a basilica over the top of Ancient 

Rome’s Circus of Nero between 318 and 322. It was 

completed in 360 CE, years after his death. Vatican 

City is situated in that spot today.

But even then, Constantine’s Christian plans 

were not satiated. He then went to great lengths to 

make the religion fully legalised across the Empire. 

The First Council of Nicaea – a council of Christian 

bishops – was convened in 325 CE. This ratified 

the doctrine of the Trinity – the combination of 

the Jewish God as the Father, Jesus his son, and 

the Holy Spirit being the natural force. The full 

acceptance of Christianity didn’t lead to entirely 

peaceful times – Christians ended up turning 

on each other amid controversy over the precise 
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Roman tales of gods and goddesses 
have lasted through the ages, 

insipiring authors and storytellers of 
centuries to come
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S
trange as it may seem to us today, to the 

people of Ancient Rome religion was of 

utmost importance, forming an integral 

and vital part of every day life. The 

gods controlled everything that 

happened to an individual and 

the nation as a whole, with the 

actions of these often volatile 

deities used to explain events 

that occurred, both good and 

bad. It is hardly surprising 

therefore to find that a great 

deal of time and energy was 

spent on religious practice 

by the Romans: from slaves 

to the emperors and everyone 

in between. Indeed, Rome itself as 

a whole congratulated itself on high 

levels of collective piety, believing that this, coupled 

with a talent for appeasing the gods and keeping 

them on their side, were to thank for the great 

Gods, temples and household spirits; just what did religion  

look like to the Romans on a daily basis?  

successes of the ever-expanding Empire. Being a 

polytheistic society from the start, there were a 

lot of gods and goddesses to be kept happy, and 

a lot of hard work needed to maintain the status 

quo, the consequences of angering the gods 

and losing favour was not something 

an individual or Rome could 

contemplate. Just how then did the 

Romans go about keeping this 

delicate balance? 

With religion pervading every 

aspect of daily life in Ancient 

Rome, it makes sense that 

religious observance began at 

that vital centre of Roman culture 

and experience: the family. Private 

worship within the home therefore was 

the foundation of all Roman religious life, the 

pietas or piety that contributed collectively to the 

well-being of the Empire having its roots in the 

private religious devotions of each family.  

Dining deities 
and spirits of 

the pantry
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Evidence of 
Roman religion 

still exists in Britain 
today: St Paul’s 

Cathedral was built on 
the site of a Temple 

to Diana.



“Religious 
observance 

began at that 
vital centre of 

Roman culture 
and experience: 

the family”
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Dining deities and spirits of the pantry

The Temple of 
Saturn looms 

majestically over 
the forum in Rome,  
which some believe 

is the birthplace of 
western civilisation



Each household would accordingly have a shrine, 

dedicated to the gods that were of importance 

to those who lived there. The gods were far from 

distant figures to the Romans but were a very 

real and present feature in daily life. The head of 

the household was responsible for leading and 

guiding the religious observances that took place, 

performing the role of a priest within the home. 

Figures of the gods would be placed on the shrine 

and, on special occasions, sacred meals were held 

in the god’s name. It was believed that the god 

actually attended and participated in the meal 

and was treated as a guest of honour, with a place 

setting and food set out for the deity in question. 

It was not just the gods that influenced daily 

lives; especially in the private sphere of the family, 

it was the spirits of the place and the home that 

were of greatest importance. These spirits were 

intimately connected to the household and the 

family within, and remembering to give them due 

honour and acknowledgment was crucial to 

a harmonious existence. There were 

various types of spirits within a 

home: lares were the spirits 

of either the place or of 

ancestors who had died; 

figures of these would be 

housed within a cupboard 

in the home and it was 

believed that they ensured 

the family did well as long 

as they were kept happy, 

Roman household shrine or 
lararium from the townhouse of 
the Vettii brothers, discovered in 
the ruins of Pompeii

100

Book of the Roman Empire

Altar from the Temple of Vespasian in Pompeii. 
The altar at the front of the temple was the 
focal point of ritual during festival time



often joining the family at mealtimes. Penates or 

panes (literally spirits of the pantry) were another 

vital spirit for the home, making sure that food 

remained good and plentiful all year round. There 

were also less positive spirits that could be present 

within the house such as the lemures; these were 

spiteful spirits known to torment a home, and it 

was thought that lares could become this type of 

spirit if they felt aggrieved that they had not 

been accorded the proper respect that 

was due to them.  

The other form of observance 

that was of vital importance in 

Roman religious life was public 

religious ritual. This took many 

forms and, unlike the religious 

worship of the household, the 

public worship of the Empire 

was a far more controlled and 

formal affair, taking place in 

purpose-built temples that reflected 

the glory of Rome and her gods. Every 

town had at least one temple, while Rome 

itself had many, including the Temples of Jupiter, 

Vesta, Castor and Pollux, and Vespasian. Within 

the temples, the main 12 gods and goddesses of 

the Roman pantheon were worshipped, along with 

others who were considered important such as 

Janus, Flora and Pluto. The location of the temples 

further highlighted the importance of religious 

observance in Roman life, and they were found in 

places of prominence such as the forum as well as 

close to major roads. 

Within each temple, the image of the god or 

goddess to whom it was dedicated was located 

within the main room, or cella. Some 

temples were used to worship 

multiple gods, and in this case 

each god would have a separate 

cella dedicated in his or her 

name, containing an image 

of the relevant deity. It was 

believed that the god to which 

the temple was dedicated 

actually dwelt within the temple, 

the cella being a living place for 

the god, rather than purely symbolic. 

Depending on what a person’s prayer 

was for would determine which temple or 

shrine they prayed at: for instance those who were 

praying regarding a matter related to war or battle 

would seek out a temple of Mars, while those 

Lupercalia
A celebration 
of fertility
Held on 15 February. 

Dogs and goats were 

sacrificed in the cave of 

Romulus and Remus, 

and two teams of boys 

wearing goatskins were 

daubed with the blood. 

Then carrying goatskin strips the boys would run 

a set route, whipping spectators as they went. 

Women hoping to become pregnant would position 

themselves along the course so that they could be 

whipped as the runners passed.

Compitalia
To honour 
the lares 
compitales, 
household 
deities of the 
crossroads 
One of the most 

important Roman festivals, it took place over three 

moveable days in late December or early January. 

Sacrifices were left at crossroads, and slaves could 

do what they wanted on those days. Wooden 

figures were placed on doorsteps to appease the 

lares and ask them to spare those within. 

Consualia
Feast of 
Consus, the 
granary god
Taking place during 

August, the first fruits 

of the harvest would 

be sacrificed to Consus 

on his newly-cleaned 

alter, presided over by 

the Pontifex Maximus and the vestal virgins. Chariot 

races and games were held to honour Consus, and 

working animals were given the day off. 

Feriae 
Ancillarum
Feast of 
the serving 
women
Said to be held on 

7 July, this festival 

remembers when the 

Romans beat the Latin 

army through a serving girl named Philotis and a 

burning fig tree. In commemoration, the female 

slaves of Rome would dress in their finest clothes 

and attack freeborn men with fig tree branches. 

Time to 
celebrate

The people of Ancient Rome loved their 

festival days, these are just a selection of 

the many throughout the year 
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“The public worship of the Empire was 
a far more controlled and formal affair, 
taking place in purpose-built temples”

After 
the reign of 

Augustus, deceased 
emperors were given 

divine status and 
worshipped with 

other gods.

A new Vestal Virgin is initiated in the 
Temple of Vesta before its eternal flame
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To make a sacrifice
Sacrifice was an important part of Roman religious 

observance, in particular in the grand spectacle of public 

worship in Rome. Animals were the main choice, with 

different animals sacrificed to different gods; a heifer 

would suffice for Jupiter, but greedy Mars wanted 

a sheep, pig and an ox before he would consent to 

bargain with mortals. 

The entire process of sacrifice was highly complex. 

After prayer and the sharing of wine and a long-involved 

ritual, the animal would be killed and skinned. Next 

the animal was opened and the entrails inspected and 

predictions made. Parts of the animal would be set 

aside for the gods, before the rest was cooked and fed 

to those in attendance. 

Although often the case, the sacrifice did not 

necessarily have to involve the death of an animal; the 

only requirement was that it was a living thing, and so 

wine, cheese, fruit or even breadcrumbs could be used 

instead. A law had been passed in the 1st century BCE 

forbidding the sacrifice of humans, implying that they 

had been carried out before. 

Marble fragment showing the 
preparation of a sacrifice, dating 
from 2nd century CE

Outside the Pantheon, Rome. A sacrificial 
ceremony and procession take place, with bulls, 
sheep and pigs being slaughtered circa 200 CE



who were wanting help with love or affairs of the 

heart would go to one dedicated to Venus. Despite 

the grandiose setting of the temple, the religious 

ceremony and sacrifices actually occurred outside. 

The front of the temple building was emphasised 

with pillars and columns to reflect this, drawing 

attention to the focal point of the altar where the 

action took place.  

Due to the vital importance of religious ritual 

and ceremony being conducted properly, the public 

religious life of Rome was carried out by the all-

important priests. Priests had many roles; among 

them leading rituals and processions, conducting 

sacrifices, interpreting omens and declaring festival 

days. There were different types of priest who held 

different functions and responsibilities, and there 

were four major colleges of priests, the pontiffs 

being the most important and influential. The 

relationship between the Roman people and their 

gods was a complex one, but in essence it was a 

relationship built on a series of bargains or trades. 

The worshipper would ask for something from the 

gods, promising something in return if the gods did 

as he or she requested. To help sweeten matters 

further, offerings – perhaps of wine or food – or 

a sacrifice carried out in the god’s name might 

be carried out to further encourage a favourable 

outcome. Prayer was very important, both in 

private and public worship, and ritual or sacrifice 

that did not come accompanied with prayer 

was not considered to be effective. Prayer alone, 

however, could and did achieve results. 

Everyone took part in the religious life of the 

Empire, including those generally considered to be 

of lower social status such as slaves and women. In 

fact there were some ceremonies that only women 

could conduct, and Rome’s vestal virgins remain 

famous in memory even today. Women did not 

perform animal sacrifice, and their role in public 

religious life was generally limited. 

The Romans had many days of religious 

significance, and at some points in the Empire’s 

history there were more sacred days within the 

calendar than there were of non-sacred days. 

Some of these lasted only a few hours, while 

others – such as the festival of Saturnalia – could 

last for almost an entire week. Each god had a day 

dedicated to him or her, too, and this day was also 

likely to be a public holiday. 

As well as the “official” religion of the Empire, 

there were several other cults and religions that 

existed alongside it. One of these was the Imperial 

cult that worshipped and deified the person of 

the emperor. There were also “mystery” religions 

that were imported from areas conquered by the 

Romans, such as the cult of Mithras. Of course 
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Religious life in Ancient Rome

Christianity was the most influential and prevalent 

of these “foreign” cults and religions, becoming 

the official state religion of the Empire in the 4th 

century CE and bringing to an end, formally at 

least, the practice of the old religion of the gods.

Crime and punishment
Religion permeated every aspect of Roman life, 

and the dealing with of wrong-doers was no 

exception. Treason was considered a threat and 

direct affront to order, both social and religious, 

and was therefore dealt with as a religious crime. 

If found guilty, the perpetrator risked execution, 

often in the form of a sacrifice to Ceres or another 

underworld god. Treason could take many forms, 

and those who moved boundary stones, defrauded 

clients, committed arson or parricide – the killing 

of one’s parent – were guilty of not just a crime but 

affronting the gods. 

Keeping your word was also of great importance, 

and an oath was considered an agreement between 

the oath swearer and the god or gods that he swore 

to. If the oath was broken, this was seen as a very 

serious offence, the person placing themselves in 

effect outside of society and therefore at the mercy 

of the gods. If someone killed the oathbreaker they 

were not considered guilty of murder – instead it 

was interpreted as the gods punishing the person 

for breaking the contract made with them. Sacred 

law maintained that both slaves who turned to 

theft and men who gave false testimony were to 

be thrown from the Tarpeian Rock. The picking 

of crops not your own under cover of night was 

punishable by death and sacrifice to Ceres. Priests 

were not immune, and those who did not fulfil 

their duties and were deemed inferior were liable to 

punishment by the pontiffs.

Quindecimviri
The Quindecemviri were 
charged with the important 
task of guarding the Sibylline 
Books; these books contained 
prophecies concerning the 
fate of the Empire and they 
were consulted at important 
moments to see what needed 
to be done. They were also 
responsible for amalgamating 
any gods of foreign origin 
adopted by Rome.

Augurs
Responsible for divination through 
interpreting the flight paths of birds, 
Augurs were also charged with 
declaring whether the outcome 
of an action would be positive or 
doomed to failure in all aspects of 
life, from battle to trade to religion. 
The Augurs also interpreted the 
entrails of sacrificed animals and 
were responsible for determining the 
wishes of the gods so people could 
act accordingly. 

Rex Sacorum
Their original purpose was to 
replace the religious role previously 
held by the kings of Rome with the 
dawning of the Roman Republic, 
the word rex a reminder of the 
origin of their position. These 
priests could not hold public office 
and was barred from sitting in the 
senate in an attempt to curtail their 
power. They were later responsible 
for declaring the many religious 
festivals on the calendar.

Pontiffs
Overseen by the Pontifex 
Maximus, a position that in 
time became that of Pope, this 
group carried out the public 
ritual and ceremony involved 
on a day-to-day basis. They 
were the general overseers 
of public rites. The most 
illustrious of the four main 
colleges of priests, they also 
appointed members to the 
other priesthoods. 

Flamines
These priests were dedicated to 
a particular god or goddess, and 
were responsible for taking care 
of the temple of the god they 
represented. The most important 
of the flamines were those of 
Jupiter (flamen dialis), Mars, 
(flamen martialis) and Quirinus 
(flamen quirinalis). Believed by 
some to be the oldest of the 
Roman priests, the flamines 
tended to hold their post for life.

Priests were essential to the religious 
well-being of the Empire.
Here are some of the many types 

Votive depicting a mother and 
child, discovered in the Forum 
of Augustus, Rome

Statue of Mars, god of war: 
festivals dedicated to this 

god dominated the month of 
March that took his name

“Temples might be built as a 
thanksgiving to the gods after a triumph, 
or as a bargain to guarantee success”



Backbone
Over the centuries, the Egyptian civilisation gradually settled along the banks of the final 1,300km (808mi) 

of the Nile. Farms dominated the landscape around its banks, and its waters were the primary means of 

communication. For daily tasks, small canoes were used; however, for trade or transporting passengers, 

strong sail boats were employed.
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Temple of 
the gods

One of Ancient Rome’s most enduring 

constructions, the Pantheon is a building worthy of 

the Gods and that defies the imagination 

C
onstructed between 118 and 125 CE by 

Emperor Hadrian, the concrete and stone 

masterpiece that is the Roman Pantheon 

was a polytheistic temple dedicated to all of 

the gods of pagan Rome and consists of a 

circular building beneath a coffered concrete dome 

with a round opening (oculus) in the middle. It 

was built to replace the original Pantheon that was 

built in 27 BCE by Agrippa, the right-hand man of 

Emperor Augustus, which burnt down during the 

great fire of 80 CE. It was then rebuilt by Emperor 

Domitian but suffered a similar fate as the original 

when it was struck by lightning in 110 CE. Hadrian 

designed the Pantheon, and it is still standing 

today, and its a popular feature of Rome, visited by 

millions of tourists every year. 

The design of the building served up an ancient 

special effect of sorts because at noon on an 

equinox, the sun shines down through the oculus 

at such an angle that it passes through a grille 

above the closed door and lights up the courtyard 

at the front. As the Romans celebrated 21 April as 

the founding date of the city, it was quite the sight 

to see the Emperor standing at the entrance of the 

Pantheon, bathed in light coming from the inside!

In 609 CE, the Pantheon was gifted to Pope 

Boniface IV by the Byzantine Emperor Phocas, 

and it was the first pagan temple to be turned 

into a church. Dedicated to the Virgin Mary and 

all the Martyrs, the fact that the Pantheon was 

in continual use throughout the middle ages 

undoubtedly saved it from being destroyed. 

Inside the Pantheon
From the materials used to build it, through to the multipurpose 

oculus at its apex, everything about the Pantheon amazes…

Of all of the surviving structures of Ancient 

Rome, it is the Pantheon that elicits amazement 

the most, thanks to its breathtaking 

construction. The huge dome, opened at the 

top by an oculus that lets in daylight, was 

an entirely Roman invention made out of 

mouldable concrete set over a wooden 

frame. It remains as the world’s largest 

unreinforced concrete dome to this day. The 

diameter of the dome is 43.30 meters and 

is in perfect proportion with the temple, as 

the distance from the floor to the top of the 

dome is exactly the same as the diameter.

The interior of the dome was intended to 

symbolize the arched vault of the heavens 

and the oculus at the apex of the dome 

is the only natural source of light within 

the building, apart from the doorway. 

Throughout the day, light passing through 

the oculus moves around the space within 

the temple in a reverse sundial effect, and 

this opening also provides ventilation for the 

building. During heavy storms, the slightly 

sloped floor directs rainwater down into a neat 

drainage system below.
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Temple of the gods
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kThe Pantheon is located in the 
Piazza Della Rotunda in Rome and is 
supported by 16 Corinthian columns
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This oil painting by Pieter Paul Rubens from 1615-
1616 depicts Romulus and Remus playing with the 

woodpecker that helped to feed them

Book of the Roman Empire



How the birth of twins led the way to one of the 

greatest Empires known to history

Romulus 
and Remus
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T
he story of Romulus and Remus and the 

origin of Rome has more than stood the 

test of time, becoming one of the greatest 

founding myths in history. The basics are 

familiar to us all: the twins, the wolf, the 

deadly disagreement; but what do we really know 

about this legendary tale? 

The oldest and fullest account of the founding of 

Rome comes from Livy in his book on the history 

of Rome. One story opens with Numitor, the king of 

Alba Longa, being driven from his lands by his 

brother Amulius: this was not enough 

however and the power-hungry 

brother had Numitor’s sons killed 

and his daughter, Rhea Silvia, 

condemned to a life of chastity 

as a Vestal Virgin. 

Amulius thus hoped to be safe 

from competition, but he didn’t 

consider the intervention of the 

gods. Rhea Silvia was, according 

to the account, “ravished”: the result 

was twin boys and their father, said 

Rhea Silvia, was none other than the god 

Mars himself. Amulius ordered that the boys be 

drowned, but again fate intervened. The babies 

were left in a basket on the river but it was washed 

ashore, the basket and its contents discovered by a 

she-wolf. This unlikely protector rescued the babies 

and suckled them, keeping them from harm until 

they were in turn discovered by the royal shepherd, 

Faustulus. This man took the twins to his hut and 

there his wife raised them as her own, naming 

them Romulus and Remus. 

The boys grew strong, adventurous and 

courageous, and in time they became part of a 

band of young men who roamed the land. One 

day they came into conflict with another group 

of shepherd youths, and although both fought 

valiantly, Remus was captured and taken to the 

very imposter king who had ordered the death 

of himself and his brother. Through a series 

of fortuitous events the twins finally 

discovered their true identities, and in 

a final showdown Romulus killed 

King Amulius. 

Numitor was declared the 

rightful king and all was well 

once more. Greatly gladdened 

by this, Romulus and Remus 

felt inspired to found a city of 

their own in the area where they 

had been raised. Unfortunately the 

two brothers quarrelled bitterly over 

where exactly this city should be: Romulus 

declared in favour of Palatine Hill, while Remus 

argued for the Aventine Hill as the best location. 

The matter looked to be solved when it was 

decided to trust in an augury – the interpretation 

of omens through watching the flight pattern of 

birds. The two could not agree on the results, each 

thinking that the signs supported their own choice 

After 
he vanished, 

Romulus was 
believed to have been 
taken up into heaven 
and was worshipped 

as Quirinus by the 
Romans.

Romulus and Remus
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The place where they were discovered was then 

called Rome. Another states that Roma was the 

mother of Romulus, the city name therefore doubly 

significant. Yet another version maintained along 

with the story handed down by Livy that Mars was 

his father, but gave Romulus’ mother as Aemilia, 

the daughter of Aeneas and Lavinia. 

The she-wolf who saved and nurtured the twins 

has become a symbol of both the story and also 

greatly connected to Rome itself. Although not 

mentioned by Livy, in some accounts the wolf 

is helped by a woodpecker and other birds, who 

bring food to the infants and help to guard them. 

Both the wolf and the woodpecker were closely 

associated with the god Mars, a further link to the 

legendary father of the twins. It might be however 

that the “wolf” was not a wolf at all; it is argued 

by some ancient historians and modern writers 

that there has been confusion and that the wolf in 

question was actually the wife of the shepherd who 

found the boys. Lupa was not only Latin for wolf, 

but also for a woman known for her promiscuity 

and the wife of Faustulus, the sources do not 

hesitate to tell us, was described as such a woman. 

It was she, not the fabled creature, who suckled the 

babies and kept them safe in their infancy. 

Although accepted as fact by the ancient 

historians, the tale of the founding of Rome in 

its many versions, is today generally held to be a 

myth. However, historian and archaeologist Andrea 

Image from one side of the Ara Casali Roman 
alter, showing the begetting of Romulus and 
Remus and their later discovery by Faustulus
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Sons 
of a God

It was far from unheard of for a god to 

procreate with a human woman, and Mars 

was in good company when he fathered 

Romulus and Remus. He does not seem to 

have had anything to do with the twins during 

their lifetimes, leaving Rhea Silvia to bear 

the brunt of her dishonour alone.

Painting by Pieter Paul Rubens 

depicting Mars and Rhea Silvia, 

painted 1616-1617.

of location. In a futile attempt to end the stalemate, 

each was declared king by their own supporters. 

The dispute broke out into open fighting, and 

tragedy struck: Remus was struck down and killed. 

With no one in his way, Romulus went on to 

found the city alone. It was named after him in his 

honour, becoming the city we now know as Rome. 

The paternity of the twins is one of the many 

fascinating aspects of this story. Livy suggests that 

placing the blame at Mars’ door was Rhea Silvia’s 

way of hiding or attempting to forget that she had 

actually been raped. It has been suggested that the 

poor woman, having been raped or seduced whilst 

meant to be remaining pure, concocted the story to 

either make it more palatable to herself or to others 

when her condition was discovered. Not all sources 

agree that Mars was the culprit however. Plutarch 

puts forward the theory that the father of the twins 

was actually none other than Amulius himself, 

disguising himself in order to lay with Rhea Silvia. 

In other versions the demi-God Hercules (the 

Roman counterpart to the Greek Heracles/Herakles) 

is named as the father of the twins rather than 

Mars. The Greek historian Plutarch, writing in 75 CE 

listed some other variants. One version gives the 

ancestor of the twins as Aeneas, a Trojan Prince, 

and in this tale the babies were being taken to 

Italy when the river was flooded. All of the other 

ships were washed away apart from the one that 

carried the twins, who were eventually rescued. 
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Raised by wolves
Although one of their major claims to fame, Romulus and 
Remus were not alone in being raised by animals

The concept of feral children such as 

Romulus and Remus, raised by non-

human surrogate parents, is common 

both in fiction and mythology. 

The usual scenario is that the child or 

children are either lost or abandoned, 

before being discovered and cared 

for by the animal that nurtures them 

through their early years. In many cases 

this can lead to conflict at a later point 

as the grown child is torn between 

the human world and the world they 

have known for so long, with some 

choosing to remain while others return 

to their place in the world of mankind. 

Interestingly, this sort of conflict doesn’t 

appear in the story of Romulus and 

Remus, and the twins seem to have 

adapted to returning to the human 

world without difficulty. This story in 

itself might argue for the identity of the 

she-wolf actually being a woman rather 

than an animal.

The most famous fictional and 

mythological feral children include 

Tarzan and Mowgli, and Romulus 

and Remus were in good company in 

fictional accounts. In ancient times, 

the Greek huntress Atalanta was said 

to have been abandoned by her father 

and brought up by a she-bear, while in 

Mongolian mythology Jangar learnt how 

to run, hunt and roar from a variety of 

animals, and, like Romulus and Remus, 

was suckled by she-wolves. In more 

recent times the allure of such a story 

has remained, with fictional children 

being raised by a whole range of 

creatures from dogs to dolphins. 

The feral child motif is also not 

an entirely fictional concept; there 

are many documented cases – some 

verified, others with less or no evidence 

to support the claims – of children being 

raised by animals from ancient times 

through to the modern day. 

Carandini, maintains that there might be more 

truth in the story than first meets the eye. In 2007 

the Lupercal, the “cave” that was held sacred by 

the Romans as the very place where the she-wolf 

suckled the twins, was discovered amidst great 

excitement. For Carandini this was further proof 

to add to the earlier discovery of the remains of an 

8th Century BCE stone wall and ditch which are, 

for him, proof of historical veracity in the legend of 

Rome’s foundation. This “evidence”, whilst generally 

disputed by academics, provides a fascinating 

possibility, and also highlights how appealing the 

story still remains today. 

Despite the lack of historical veracity for the tale, 

some attempts were made by historians 

both ancient and modern to date the 

supposed founding of Rome and 

the birth of the twins. Historians 

vary in their dating of the death 

of Remus and the founding 

of Rome, but April 21st, 753 

BCE is the closest date to a 

consensus, with other estimates 

ranging from 758 to 728 BCE. By 

Plutarch’s calculations, the twins 

were born around 771 BCE, putting 

Romulus at the age of 17 or 18 when 

Remus was slain and he founded Rome. 

The death of Remus is another part of the story 

that attracts great attention, not least due to the 

differing accounts of how it happened and who 

exactly struck the slaying blow. The most familiar 

telling is that Romulus himself was to blame for his 

brother’s death, either on purpose or by accident. In 

some versions, Remus is said to have mocked the 

wall or trench that his brother 

was having built around his 

territory; in his anger, Romulus 

kills Remus, declaring ominously 

“So perish whoever else shall leap over 

my walls!” Another account states that Remus 

was actually killed by a supporter of Romulus by 

the name of Celer who, taking umbrage at Remus’ 

taunting, hurled a spade at his head. Reactions to 

Celer and the murder vary between sources; some 

have the man fleeing to his Etruscan homeland 

soon after in fear of the wrath of the grieving 

There were 
images that 

depicted the twins 
being suckled by the 
she-wolf on Roman 

coins as early as 
269 BCE.

Romulus, who is depicted as mourning the death 

of his brother and subsequently burying him 

with all due honour and ceremony. Others tell 

the opposite story and show Romulus rewarding 

the man who killed his brother by giving him the 

post of a commander of the king’s bodyguard. St 

Jerome states in his version that Remus was in 

fact killed by Fabius, Romulus’ commander, with 

a “shepherd’s shovel”. Further accounts leave the 

killer unnamed, the identity of the man who kills 

Remus left a mystery. In some tellings of the tale it 

is Remus’ jealousy of his brother that leads him to 

Palatine Hill, Rome. According to the legend, 
Romulus and Remus were raised on the hill, and 

it was Romulus’ chosen location for his city

An illustration for the book The Jungle Tales of 
Tarzan, one of the most famous examples in 
fiction of a child reared by animals
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According to 
Plutarch, Romulus 

was in his 54th year 
when he vanished, 

meaning that he 
ruled for 37 years. 

Top 5 Depictions of 
Romulus & Remus

The Capitoline Wolf
Made from bronze, this piece 

showing the twins being suckled by 

the she-wolf is the cause of great 

controversy and speculation. 

Formerly thought to have been 

of Etruscan origin from the 5th 

Century BCE with the twins a later 

15th Century CE addition, carbon 

dating processes now tell us that it 

might actually be from 13th Century CE. 

This sculpture can be found in the Capitoline 

Museum, Rome. 

Romulus and Remus 
Mosaic

Originally the main feature of a 

large floor, this mosaic is dated 

from 300 to 400 CE, and is 

another depiction of Romulus 

and Remus with the she-wolf. Its 

original location was the Roman 

town of Isurium Brigantum (now 

Aldborough, North Yorkshire) and it 

rests in Leeds City Museum. 

Romulus and Remus 
by Stefano Camogli

This 17th Century painting shows 

the naked twins with their 

surrogate mother by the Genoese 

Baroque painter Camogli. Known 

as Il Camoglino he was best 

known for his animals and still life, 

along with paintings of a historical 

nature. The man in the background 

may be Mars or perhaps the shepherd 

who raised the boys as his own. 

Finding of Romulus 
and Remus

Credited to the Roman painter 

Andrea Lucatelli, known for 

his depictions of mythological 

scenes, in this work the she-wolf 

is noticeably absent from this 

depiction of the discovery of the 

twins. Instead we see the wife of 

Faustulus the shepherd waiting with 

outstretched arms to receive the babies, 

the very woman who may have been the origin 

of the “wolf” myth. 

Centenionalis coin 
with Romulus and 

Remus on reverse
This coin from the reign of 

Emperor Constans I dates from 

the 4th Century CE. Made 

from bronze, the centenionalis 

were a short-lived attempt to 

reintroduce a large bronze coin 

to the currency, but it did not meet 

with much success. Constans I was 

assassinated in 350 CE. 

One of the most reproduced depiction of 
Romulus and Remus is the Capitoline Wolf – 
miniatures are popular with tourists

This peculiar mosaic depicting the she-wolf and 
the twins was once part of a large floor, and was 
created between 300 CE to 400 CE
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mock his sibling and causes his downfall, murdered 

by either Romulus or one of his supporters. Most 

sources do however agree that Romulus was the 

cause of Remus’ death, and it is that version which 

most people know today. Interestingly, there are 

some accounts that actually say Remus didn’t die at 

all, instead founding his own city which he named 

Remuria. Far from being slain by his victorious 

brother, Remus, in these versions, actually outlives 

his brother and had a long, prosperous life. 

As the sole ruler of the new city, Romulus set in 

place much of what we associate with the history 

of Rome today. Under his rule the people were 

unified under the laws and customs he established, 

and he also created the senate, the governing 

body of Rome. One of the stories that stands out 

from the rule of Romulus is his involvement with 

the unfortunate Sabine women. Finding his city 

lacking in women and his neighbours reluctant 

to intermarry with his men, Romulus took the 

somewhat morally dubious action of staging a 

series of games under the pretext of entertainment. 

It was however a ruse to steal the Sabine women 

for his men, a move that appears to have been 

successful although greatly protested against. 

Despite this less than endearing start, Romulus 

appears to have initially had a good rule and to 

have been respected by his people, going on to take 

over Alba Longa upon the death of his grandfather. 

Although successful in expansion and 

consolidating Rome and her territory however, 

it seems that Romulus slowly began to lose the 

goodwill of his subjects and the senate that he 

had established. There was grumbling and then 

outright resentment as their leader grew more 

and more autocratic, the ideals of Rome trampled 

by the increasingly hard-lined ruler. The fate of 

Romulus remains unclear, and again there are 

various explanations for what happened to him. 

Most sources agree that Romulus vanished without 

a trace, the lack of a body further fuelling the tall 

tales that would come to surround his death. One 

version of the legend holds that Romulus, being of 

semi-divine origin due to his father, was taken up 

by the gods. While he was speaking to his people a 

strange storm descended: with terrible winds and 

thunder and lightning, the very face of the Sun 

went dark. When it ended, Romulus was nowhere 

to be seen, the senate announcing that their leader 

had been taken up by the gods and was now one 

with them. A less fantastical idea and a suspicion 

said to be held at the time and long after, was that 

Romulus had in fact been murdered, his body 

disposed of during the storm. Another account 

places the end of Romulus at the Temple of Vulcan, 

where the now unpopular ruler was viciously 

attacked by the senate, dismembered, and the 

pieces carried away by those who had carried out 

the deed, each sworn to deadliest secrecy. 

The story of the ill-fated twins is still deeply 

entrenched in pop culture today. The ever-popular 

Harry Potter series has one of the best-known 

examples with the character Remus Lupin – a 

double reference to the famous Roman founding 

story as Lupin is Latin for wolf. Romulus and 

Remus also appear in Star Trek, various novels, 

as an album by Ex Deo and in an Assassin’s Creed 

game. Whether fact or fiction, there is little doubt 

that the story of Romulus and Remus remains one 

of the most enduring legends from Rome’s history. 

“Romulus slowly began to lose the 
goodwill of his subjects and the senate”

Romulus and Remus

An illustration of the Sabine women 
resisting against Romulus’ plot to 

capture them as wives for his men
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The Roman gods are among the most well-known 

of ancient history. But just where did they really 

come from?

Stolen gods
of Rome

Book of the Roman Empire

Title: King of the gods

Origin: Greek mythology, originally 

named Zeus.

Bio: Greatly feared and respected, Jupiter 

was god of thunder and the sky and 

believed to be the patron god of Rome. 

Named king after overthrow of Saturn and 

the Titans, beware of his thunderbolts!

Juno
Title: Goddess of marriage and fertility.

Origin: Greek mythology, known as Hera. 

Also known as Uni to the Etruscans.

Bio: Wife of Jupiter and also his sister, Juno 

was queen of the gods and the protector 

of Rome. She was the mother of Mars and 

Vulcan, and had a reputation for being 

jealous of her husband’s flirtations. 

Title: Goddess of wisdom

Origin: An Etruscan goddess of same name, 

similar to Greek Athena. 

Bio: Bettered the over-confident Arachne in 

a weaving contest and condemned her to a 

life as a spider. Renowned for her chastity, 

Minerva also looked out for the arts, poetry 

and commerce. 

Jupiter Minerva



E
veryone knows that the Romans, when it 

came to their gods and goddesses, were guilty 

of wholesale theft. Not content with simply 

conquering the lands held by the Greeks, they 

ruthlessly pillaged their religious pantheon, 

appropriating the more exciting and inspiring Greek 

deities in an attempt to pep-up their own flagging 

figures of worship. Indeed, this makes sense when 

the idea is first presented: as the Roman Empire 

steadily expanded, it was to be expected, after all, 

that the victors would like some of what they saw 

and would take it.

Following this view, it is hardly surprising to 

discover that a Greek counterpart can be found 

for nearly all of the Roman deities, yet more often-

cited evidence that the Romans simply plundered 

the wealth of Greek gods available to them. In this 

cunning takeover, the Greek Zeus became the 

Roman king of the gods, Jupiter, whilst Hestia was 

rebranded as Vesta, goddess of hearth and home. 

Hermes, the Greek messenger and second youngest 
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“ It is hardly surprising to discover that 
a Greek counterpart can be found for 
nearly all of the Roman deities”

of the Olympian gods, was renamed as Mercury, 

and the fiery Hephaestus was blended together 

with the Roman god known as Vulcan. 

Even more blatantly, in one case at least, the 

Romans didn’t even bother to hide their pilfering. 

The Greek god known as Apollo or sometimes 

Phoebus Apollo, simply became Apollo to the 

Romans although they abandoned his former 

association with light and focused instead on his 

talents in prophecy and archery, along with the 

shared belief in his medical and musical skills. 

The Greek god Asclepius likewise underwent 

only a minor name change, becoming Aesculapius 

once the Romans adopted him in a fit of 

desperation brought on by plague. Their own 

goddess, Salus, supposed to help when it came to 

well-being and safety, was doing little to contain 

the spread of the deadly disease. When it came 

to their attention that the Greeks did not seem 

to be suffering as badly as they themselves were 

from the contagion, and already aware of their 

neighbours’ worship of a healing god by the name 

of Asclepius, the desperate Romans decided to 

investigate to see if this previously unconsidered 

god might help where theirs had failed. Accordingly 

a ship set sail; what happened on the voyage or 

upon arrival is vague, but during the return journey 

a snake attached itself to the mast of the ship. It 

Stolen gods of Rome

Mars
Title: God of war

Origin: Greek mythology, named Ares.

Bio: One of Rome’s most important 

gods, the month of March was named in 

his honour. Also associated with agriculture, 

the woodpecker, bear and wolf were sacred 

animals that were of particular significance 

to this god. 

Neptune
Title: God of the sea 

Origin: Greek mythology, named Poseidon.

Bio: Known for his fluctuating temper, 

Neptune displayed his anger through 

much-feared storms and earthquakes. Often 

shown as bearded, with his famed trident, 

he divided care of the realms with Jupiter 

and Pluto.

Venus

Apollo

Title: Goddess of love

Origin: Has links with 

the Greek goddess of 

love, Aphrodite.

Bio: Beautiful Venus 

had an affair with the 

god Mars during a 

loveless marriage to 

Vulcan. Often depicted 

rising from the sea, a 

Greek influence taken 

from Aphrodite, she is 

usually shown nude.

Title: God of medicine 

and music

Origin: Greek 

mythology; Romans 

kept his name. 

Bio: A skilled 

musician and 

healer, Apollo was 

the twin of Diana. 

Associated with the 

wolf, crow and raven, 

and is also known as 

the god of truth. 

Pluto
Title: God of the Underworld

Origin: Originally the Greek god Hades.

Bio: Judge of the dead and keeper of the 

Underworld, he abducted the beautiful 

Proserpina, bringing on winter due to 

her mother Ceres’ grief. He is generally 

portrayed as monogamous, unlike others in 

the Roman pantheon.
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Fresco from Herculaneum, in 
the shadow of Mount Vesuvius. 
Showing Hercules along with 
goddesses Minerva and Juno

remained there for the voyage back to Rome, only 

to uncoil itself and make for Tiber Island, the only 

island in the Tiber River and a place with such 

negative associations that people had previously 

kept well away. Now, however, it was taken as 

a sign: after consulting with Greek priests of 

Asclepius the Romans decided that this was 

the place they were to build a temple, 

for Aesculapius and the god entered 

the Roman pantheon. 

All is not as it seems however, 

and although a popular and 

enduring fallacy, it is both 

erroneous and simplistic to say 

that the Romans only borrowed 

Greek gods. Far from it; the 

Romans already had their own 

collection of gods and goddesses, 

and although there are a great 

many similarities between the Roman 

gods and those of the Greeks that they 

encountered, there are in fact many subtle and not-

so-subtle differences. There was also a great deal 

of skill by the Romans in the move to assimilate 

the gods they found when they encountered the 

Greek gods. In fact, the Romans operated under 

the general assumption that these new gods, rather 

than being a threat, were not so new after all, 

essentially being the gods they already worshipped 

but under a different name. With this view, it was 

easier for both the conquering and the conquered 

to amalgamate them together into one, and in the 

process, aiding the integration of the Greeks into 

the Roman Empire.

Despite the similarities between 

the two pantheons, in many cases 

differences – both distinct and 

subtle – can be found. At first 

glance Mars, the Roman god 

of war, appears to be a direct 

counterpart of the Greek 

Ares; however, although both 

were associated with battle 

and bloodshed, Mars actually 

had his origins as a god of 

agriculture whereas the Greek god 

had never had this link. Also, Mars had 

a much higher standing within the Roman 

pantheon than Ares had ever obtained within 

the Greek, with Mars ranking as one of the most 

important of the Roman gods, second only to 

Jupiter himself. Both pantheons included a god 

of fire, Hephaestus for the Greeks and Vulcan for 

the Romans. Hephaestus, however, was also god 

of blacksmiths and firmly connected with their 

work, whereas the Roman Vulcan was more readily 

known for his destructive and fiery connection to 

volcanoes, and he was often called upon for help 

with harmful fires. The decidedly unpopular Greek 

god Hades was outshone by the Roman Pluto. 

Although both gods of the underworld, Pluto also 

became associated with wealth and riches, due 

to the mining of jewels and treasures from under 

the Earth. While Hades was violent and feared, 

Pluto had a better reputation and was seen more 

positively, reflected in the fact that although Hades 

was much on the sidelines, Pluto was invoked 

through religious inscriptions and worshipped. 

The tales associated with each pantheon also 

differed in various ways. This was partly because 

of the difference in focus and approach to gods in 

both the Greek and Roman Empires. Early Romans 

saw their gods more as powers, rather than distinct 

entities with human qualities; personalities were 

not as important as what the attributes were, what 

the gods did and what they stood for. The physical 

appearance of the god was also not as important to 

Romans, whereas it had a great deal of importance 

to the Greeks. It was the Greek influence that saw 

the change over time within the Roman pantheon; 

the original Roman gods underwent a general 

Roman 
rather than 

Greek gods are most 
remembered today, for 
example in names of 
months, weeks and 

even planets!
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“ Early Romans saw their gods more as 
powers, rather than distinct entities with 
human qualities and attributes”

 

A weathered statue depicting Jupiter, Roman 
king of the gods, sitting on his throne 

transformation under this Greek influence, taking 

on more human characteristics than they had 

before, such as emotions of anger, love, hate and 

jealousy. They did not quite take these on to the 

extent of the Greeks however, and remained a less 

volatile and ultimately less-human pantheon. 

Another matter that should not be overlooked 

is that there was a different stress placed on 

different gods within the Roman pantheon than 

in the Greek, again arguing against a full-on swap 

or appropriation. For instance, the Romans saw 

Vesta, goddess of the hearth and home, as far more 

important they the Greeks did their goddess Hestia. 

As the goddess of the family and domestic life, 

Hestia did not have shrines and temples dedicated 

to her, and from this it can be surmised that she 

was not worshipped greatly on a public level. Vesta, 

in contrast, was worshipped in Rome itself and was 

considered so important that she was served by the 

Vestal Virgins. Even in the case of the two Apollos 

there are differences of interpretation: the Roman 

Apollo did not have such an association with light 

as the Greek god did, the focus being more on his 

healing and prophetic powers. 

Something that is also often ignored or unknown 

is that there were also some gods and goddesses 

that remained particular to Rome and did not have 

a Greek version. The two-faced Janus was one of 

the most important of these; as god of beginnings 

and endings – birth, death, marriages, the signing 

of an agreement – he was present at all of life’s 

transitional moments, great or small. With one face 

looking to the future and the other to the past, this 

god represented doorways, passages and gates, 

especially that between Heaven and Earth. Due 

to the importance of beginnings in any form and 

their sacred nature, Janus had the honour of being 

mentioned first in religious ceremonies. Janus was 

sometimes presented with four faces, highlighting 

the lack of a single facet of this important god. 

Orcus was another deity that survived the 

blending of Greek and Roman gods. Believed to 

have been taken on from the Etruscan god of death 

and the afterlife, Orcus underwent something of a 

transformation and came to represent the evil and 

darkness of the Underworld, and was particular 

associated with dealing with those who committed 

the heinous crime of oath breaking. His name later 

came to be associated with demons and monsters 

from the Underworld, and is believed by some 

sources to have been the origin of the word Orc. 

Orcus remained distinct from the Roman god Dis 

Pater, surviving where the latter did not when he 

was blended to become Pluto. 

Another survivor was Liber, the god of male 

fertility, along with the harvest and the 

bounty that came from it. Liber was still 

worshipped in his own right even after 

technically being taken over by the Greek 

god of wine and, some believe, given the new 

name Bacchus. Venus, originally a fertility 

goddess associated with gardens, and Juno 

are also believed to have had Italian roots, 

whilst Minerva, goddess of wisdom, and Ceres 

were both of Etruscan origin – their backgrounds 

therefore not attributable to the supposed theft of 

from the Greeks by the Romans.

It can be seen therefore that the idea of the 

Romans “borrowing” their gods from those they 

conquered is one of the great half-truths of history. 

The acceptance and adaptation of the gods of the 

people they conquered was not a case of stealing 

or not having the imagination to come up with 

their own interesting gods. Far from it, it allowed 

the conquered to be assimilated with greater 

ease. It was therefore not simply a stealing of the 

newer, more exciting pantheon that they came into 

contact with, more a way to understand and adapt 

to what they found. 

Stolen gods of Rome

Some of the strangest 
gods of the Romans

Goddess of: Internal organs, 
in particular the heart, and 
door handles. 
Carna’s festival was 1 June, during which 

offerings were made of white beans 

and pork. Eating that food on the day 

was supposed to protect internal organs for the year 

to come. It is debated that the poet Ovid may have 

confused her with Cardea, goddess of door hinges.

Goddess of: Bees
A seemingly strange thing to be goddess 

of, bees were of great importance to 

the Romans with wax and honey used 

for a wide range of purposes. Mellona 

promoted both the supply of honey 

and kept the bees from harm. Mellona was similar to 

Pomona, goddess of fruitful abundance and for apples 

and Bubona, the goddess of cattle.

Sterquilinus
God of: Fertiliser 

Literally speaking, Sterquilinus is the 

god of manure from the Latin stercus. 

This god instructed and supervised the 

use of fertiliser, which was an important 

task in the agrarian civilisation of early 

Rome. His influence only extended to manure in a 

farming capacity however, as there was a separate 

goddess of the sewers.

Strange deities

Carna or Carnea

Mellona

Juno had a fierce nature, and she was often 
depicted wearing a goatskin coat
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Your favourite soap opera has nothing on the Roman gods 

when it comes to the tangled web of family relations!

Tree of the Gods

Book of the Roman Empire

Saturn
God of agriculture and time

Son of Uranus and Terra, Saturn’s time 
in power was known as a golden age in 
history, where everything from peace 

to food was in abundance. Worried by a 
prediction that one of his children would 

overthrow him, Saturn took to swallowing 
his offspring, save for Jupiter who his wife 
Ops kept hidden. Jupiter eventually forced 

his father to regurgitate his siblings, and 
together they overthrew him.

Pluto
God of the Underworld

Responsible for the kidnapping of his niece 
Proserpina, Pluto married her and made her his 
queen of the Underworld: this unlikely couple 
had at least four children together. Pluto was 
also instrumental in the death of Aesculapius 

after he complained to Jupiter that the healing 
god’s success was severely impacting the levels 
of the dead that were coming through to him.

Ops
A Titan 

goddess Ceres
Goddess of 
agriculture

Vulcan
God of fire 

Vesta
Goddess of the 

hearth and home

Proserpina
Queen of the 
Underworld

Latona
Titan goddess of modesty 

and motherhood

Dione
An oceanide 

nymph

Maia
Daughter of Atlas, 

Titan god

Jupiter
King of the gods

Jupiter was the son of Saturn and Ops or Opis, 
and was therefore descended from the Titans. 

The most important of all the Roman gods, 
he was notorious for his womanising ways 

and single-handedly accounted for at least nine 
children to add to the many gods of Rome.

Neptune
God of the sea

Juno
Goddess of childbirth and marriage

The jealous and vengeful wife of Jupiter, Juno 
was not known to be openly loving towards 

her husband, preferring to berate him and, 
perhaps understandably, to spitefully target 
his lovers and their children. Despite this, 
Juno herself remained faithful to Jupiter, 

taking no lovers of her own.
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“ The most important of 
all Roman gods, [Jupiter] 
was notorious for his 
womanising ways”

Mercury 
The messenger god

Mercury was instructed to take Larunda, 
his father’s loose-tongued mistress, to the 
Underworld in punishment for betraying 

their affair. Instead he fell in love with and 
seduced the nymph, fathering the lares, 

the household spirits that would come to 
be so revered by every Roman family. 

The lares 
Guardian deities

Diana
Goddess of hunting 

and the Moon

Aesculapius
God of healing

Faunus
God of forest, 

wild and nature

Cupid
God of love

The first five 
planets in our 

system are named 
after Roman gods as 

Romans could see 
them without a 

telescope.
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Mars
God of war

Not generally considered a great catch, the 
grumpy war god caught the attention of his 
sultry sister Venus, much to the annoyance 

of their mutual brother Vulcan. It is said 
that the scorned husband set a trap for 

the lovers, using a finely crafted metal net, 
trapping them together and exposing their 

affair to the rest of the gods.

Venus
Goddess of love and beauty

The beautiful and haughty daughter of Jupiter and 
Dione, an oceanide nymph, Venus was desired as 
a wife by many of the gods, but was promised by 

Jupiter to her brother Vulcan. Unsatisfied with 
her marriage to the ugly god, Venus took many 
lovers, including her own half-brother, Mars the 
god of war, with whom she had several children.

Apollo
God of healing, the Sun,

music and prophecy
Unmarried, Apollo had a selection of lovers, 

but they did not tend to fare well: a good 
example is Daphne who, pursued by the 

god, was changed into a laurel to protect her 
virtue. Apollo also seduced Cassandra and 

gave her the gift of prophecy, along with the 
less desirable curse of never being believed.

Minerva
Goddess of wisdom and war

Best known for the bizarre nature of her birth, 
Minerva was said to have been born directly from 

the head of Jupiter, fully formed and armed ready for 
battle. This angered Juno so much that she appealed 

to the goddess Flora, who, with the help of a herb 
with magical properties, caused Juno to give birth 

unaided to the god Mars.



goddess of fertility, beauty and sex. Venus, to the 

Romans, symbolised the female yielding, watery 

nature. But rather than representing weakness, 

Venus was portrayed as the crucial counterpart to 

the active, fiery male God of Mars. Together, the 

two figures, male and female, worked in unison 

to provide harmony, strength and stability. Even 

Minerva, who came to be regarded as a 

goddess of battle, was often portrayed 

in mourning for the dead, as opposed 

to standing victorious over enemy 

corpses. Juno, queen of the 

gods, was goddess of marriage 

and childbirth – and these two 

aspects of life were seen as so 

important that she was made 

patron god of the city of Rome 

itself. Again and again the Romans 

worshipped and revered typically 

female figures, acknowledging just how 

vital and important the feminine traits they 

represented were to the Empire as a whole.

For women in Rome, these Goddesses and the 

female characters from myth and legends served 

as symbols for what to strive for, and also, of what 

to avoid. With their statues displayed all over cities, 

festivals celebrated in their name and their stories 

recounted repeatedly, women in Rome were told 

over and over again the aspects of these figures that 

they should replicate in themselves. These ideals 

W
hen Rome was founded it did not have 

its own rich history or mythology like 

the nations surrounding it, so the Roman 

people were forced to create their own 

with myths and legends borrowed 

from their Greek neighbours. Over time, Roman 

mythology took on a life of its own, and became a 

central aspect of life in the empire. Every 

city had a patron deity, with temples 

created in their names and rituals 

and festivals to celebrate them. 

Although women did not stand 

equal with men in their daily 

lives, in the world of the Gods, 

they were just as worshipped 

and venerated. 

In the Greek myth, woman 

was created as a creature second 

to man, and even is alluded as 

being a bringer of sadness and vices. 

However, the same cannot be said for 

Roman mythology, there is no distinction between 

man and woman – even the first creature created is 

not given a specific gender. Roman myth seemed 

to understand – man is not entirely separate from 

woman, and they are not different races, instead, 

they must work together to unite their strengths for 

the good of the nation. 

Roman goddesses came to represent some of the 

ideals of womanhood in the Empire, Venus was the 

One of Venus’  
many symbols 

is myrtle, a flower 
thought of as  

a powerful 
aphrodisiac.

For Roman women, the stories in mythology were not just 

legends, but guides of how to behave in their own lives 

Maidens of 
mythology
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“These goddesses served 
as symbols for what to 

strive for, and also, of 
what to avoid”

Perhaps the most 
well known classical 
goddess of all, Venus, 
the goddess of love 
and sexuality has 

been depicted in many forms 
across history – from classical 
art, modern art, operas, rock 
bands, children’s cartoons and 
even going as far to have a 
planet named after her. Venus is 
a revealing example of just how 
embedded Roman mythology 
remains in human history. 

VENUS

Brief 
Bio

Women in Roman mythology

Like many Roman gods and 
goddesses, Venus was adapted from 

her Greek counterpart, Aphrodite 



A lesser known 
goddess, Angerona was 
known to ease men’s 
suffering and sorrows, 
and regarded as a 
protector of Rome

were not hidden or subtle, but all around them from 

the moment they were born. 

Although women in Ancient Rome were regarded 

as citizens, their power in regards to the state was 

limited. They could not hold office, and they couldn’t 

vote. However, several standout examples did use 

their own cunning and intelligence to influence 

behind the scenes, but any great details 

about Roman women are absent 

from the history books. We 

know many of their names, 

but they are known as 

wives, sisters and daughters 

– not people or individuals 

in their own right. For 

women in Rome, the 

expectation was to become 

a wife and a mother, and 

this expectation manifested 

itself into the myths and 

legends which were so prominent 

in Roman life and belief.

Perhaps the most prominent myth 

concerning women’s place in Roman society is The 

Rape Of The Sabine Women. The tale tells that when 

Romulus founded Rome the city was strong and 

prosperous, it faced no fear from other tribes, as they 

could easily be defeated by Rome’s powerful troops. 

However, Rome faced a crisis, the city was 

experiencing a lack of women. After failing to form 

alliances with nearby tribes, Romulus took more 

extreme actions. He invited a neighbouring tribe, the 

Sabines, into the city to celebrate the festival of the 

Consualia. When Romulus gave a signal, the Roman 

men grabbed the Sabine virgins and carried them 

away. Rome had acted to form an alliance, 

but the Sabines, understandably, were 

not happy. War broke out between 

the two tribes, however, the Sabine 

women, who had taken to their 

roles as Roman wives, were 

distressed. In one of the battles 

the women rushed forward and 

stood between the two tribes, 

imploring them to stop fighting. 

The husbands, brothers and fathers 

were touched by the women’s words 

and decided to make peace. 

This isn’t a story of warning, it is one 

that stresses just how important women 

were regarded. They were what unites the two 

warring tribes, they put a stop to the bloodshed and 

ultimately it is the women that bring peace. This 

tale presses to them the importance they bear in 

forming alliances and growing stronger as a nation. 

The women were taken against their will but they 

The Vestal Virgins 
were charged with 
keeping the sacred 
fire burning on the 

goddesses’ altar. 

Juno was part of the 
Capitoline Triad, along 

with Jupiter and Minerva. 
It was very unusual to 
have two female gods 
and one male in a trio 

Roman mythology was filled 
with strong and iconic females, 
who were worshipped for 
various traits in Roman society

Rome’s most 
iconic women

Venus
Venus was the 

goddess of love, 

beauty, sex and 

desire. In Roman 

myth she is regarded 

as the mother of the 

Roman people, and 

thus she became a 

central figure in Roman life. She was so 

highly regarded that Julius Caesar himself 

claimed to be descended from her. 

Bellona 
The goddess of war, 

Bellona is often 

depicted dressed 

in military clothing 

with a helmet and 

brandishing a weapon. 

Her temple was used 

by the Roman Senate 

as a place to discuss foreign war, and it 

was from here that the opening of war 

was officially declared.

Juno
Wife of Jupiter, the king 

and most prominent 

of all the Roman gods, 

Juno served as the 

protector of the women 

of Rome. She was 

also regarded as the 

patron goddess of the 

Roman Empire. There were many festivals 

surrounding Juno, mostly celebrated by 

the women of Rome.

Minerva 
A virgin goddess and 

daughter of Jupiter, 

Minerva was worshipped 

as the goddess of the 

arts, music, poetry and 

wisdom. Eventually 

Minerva’s role developed 

to be that of a goddess of war, and she 

would be worshipped prior to battle.

Diana
Goddess of the 

hunt, the moon and 

childbirth, Diana was 

also a virgin goddess 

and a very prominent 

figure for women in 

Ancient Rome. She was 

one of the oldest and longest worshipped 

goddesses, almost as old as the city itself. 

Diana was also a goddess of slaves, and 

those of lower class could claim sanctuary 

in her temples.

120

Book of the Roman Empire

Ceres and Proserpina 
developed into a 

“mother and maiden” 
style cult, and was 

promoted to women by 
religious authorities



accepted their fate and embraced their roles as wives 

and mothers. This sent a clear message to any young 

girl told the tale – your role is help strengthen Rome 

by marriage and alliances, you are a vessel to unite 

two strong families, and, although it may seem 

passive, your role is very important. 

Another legend that emphasises the importance 

of a woman’s role as wife and mother is in the tale 

of Romulus and Remus. This famous tale of the 

founder of Rome itself features a prominent female 

character in that of the she-wolf. After the children 

are cast into the Tiber-river, they are saved by a she-

wolf who suckles them. This image of a she-wolf 

suckling the twin boys became a very important 

and central image of the nation as a whole, displayed 

on statues and coins. Romulus goes on to establish 

the city and is celebrated as a hero, but the she-wolf, 

although with a relatively small role, was celebrated 

and revered heavily. The message this sent to 

Roman women, growing up with this story, and 

likely bombarded by this image every day, is that 

although you will not become a hero, or a leader, 

your contribution in birthing and looking after 

children who will one day be is just as important. 

The tale gives value to a life of motherhood, for 

without the she-wolf, Rome would not be. 

Not all myths treated their female characters 

with quite so much sympathy. There are many 

myths concerning women which used fear and 

punishment to serve as a warning to women about 

the correct way to behave. Although the labours of 

Hercules originated as a Greek tale, it also filtered 

into Roman mythology. The story of the Amazons, 

a race of warrior women who lived alone from men 

bares a stark warning to any would-be independent 

woman. When Hercules asked to borrow the queen’s 

belt, the queen fell in love with him and agreed to 

hand it over. The other Amazons however, believed 

Hercules threatened their queen and attacked him. 

finds the veil, assumes the worst and kills himself. 

Thisbe finds him and, distressed, joins him in death. 

This tragic tale was not regarded as a romance, but 

rather a warning to young Roman girls who would 

follow their heart. It taught them the crucial lesson 

of listening to their parents wishes, or risk heartbreak 

and even death. Romance very rarely featured in 

Roman myth in a positive light, it was deceptive 

and dangerous, especially to young women. Two 

of the most famous lovers in Greek and Roman 

mythology are Paris and Helen, and their affair 

caused the Trojan War. Roman mythology was filled 

with romance, but almost without fail it went hand 

in hand with tragedy. Women, like men, were not 

encouraged to give into their desires, but instead 

work together for the strength of their nation.

Hercules seized the queen, killed her, grabbed the 

belt and ran. This cautionary tale displays the folly of 

women who believe they can survive without men, 

and that no matter how strong they believe to be 

alone, they can still be outsmarted and defeated by 

man. Yet again, this tale tells women that their place 

in society should be in harmony with men. 

These cautionary tales of women who did not 

fulfil their expected role in society began at an 

early age. Long before Shakespeare penned Romeo 

And Juliet, Ovid wrote the myth of Pyramus And 

Thisbe. Like Romeo and Juliet, Pyramus and Thisbe 

were star-crossed lovers who were forbidden to be 

together by their parents who have a rivalry. They 

decide to secretly meet up, but Thisbe sees a lioness 

and flees the scene, abandoning her veil. Pyramus 
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Although The Rape Of The Sabine Women 
sounds brutal, it was not a victim story, but 
a tale of women’s strength and importance

Bellona was represented as the consort of the 
God of war, Mars, and the two are often shown 

working and fighting together

Women in Roman mythology



The dedication of a new Vestal Virgin 
as shown in The Sacrifice Of Vestal

The sacred purity of maidens 
How the Vestal Virgins became some of the most important in Rome

O
ne of the most prominent themes in Roman 

mythology life was virginity. Several of the 

most prominent goddesses were celebrated 

as “Virgin Goddesses.” Diana, the goddess 

of the hunt, the moon, and oddly enough, 

childbirth, was a virgin goddesses. Diana was 

associated with all that is light, revered and linked 

to the heavenly world. In this way, it is clear to see 

that in Ancient Rome virginity was regarded as 

something to be held sacred. Along with Diana, 

Minerva and Vesta made up the three maiden 

goddesses. Minerva was the goddess of wisdom 

and art, while Vesta was goddess of the hearth, 

home and family. These three goddesses were very 

popular and prevalent in Roman life. It is interesting 

to note just how many high 

ranked goddesses were 

virgins, indicating how 

highly valued and sacred 

virginity, and the females 

who held it, were regarded.

Virginity was placed on 

such a pedestal of holiness 

and near divinity that the 

Vestal Virgins were created 

in Vesta’s name. These 

priestesses were in charge 

of cultivating the sacred 

fire that burned in Vesta’s 

temples, and took a vow of 

chastity, freeing them from the usual expectation of 

bearing children and marrying. Because the Vestal 

Virgins were chaste, they were seen as the only 

people sacred enough to carry out several rights and 

services that even their male superiors could not 

conduct. It was believed that these rites were carried 

out on behalf of the Roman people, so they were 

celebrated and hailed as a key part of the strength 

and stability of Rome. 

Their virginity was regarded so highly that any 

condemned prisoner who saw a Vestal on the way 

to his execution was pardoned immediately. Unlike 

any other woman, they were free to own property, to 

vote and make a will. Virginity was hailed as being 

as close to divinity on Earth. The punishment for 

a Vestal Virgin who broke her 

oath of chastity was death by 

live burial.

In Roman mythology, many 

examples press its importance. 

In the story of Romulus and 

Remus, it was a Vestal Virgin, 

Rhea Silver who, after being 

raped by the god Mars, gave 

birth to the founders of Rome. 

In the story of Proserpina, the 

maiden, who is the daughter 

of Ceres and Jupiter, is first 

depicted as the typical idealistic 

innocent virgin, collecting 

flowers and playing with nymphs. However, she is 

then abducted by Pluto, the God of the Underworld, 

raped and dragged into the underworld to make her 

his queen. The nymphs cry from the loss of their 

fair maiden and Ceres, furious at the kidnapping of 

her daughter, creates the deserts. 

In the Greek version of the same tale, Hades and 

Persephone form a powerful coupling, but in the 

Roman myth Proserpina is portrayed as a more 

unwilling victim. Jupiter tricks her into eating six 

pomegranate seeds which forces her to return to 

him six months of the year. This story was used to 

explain the changing of the seasons, with spring 

indicating the joy of Proserpina’s return, and the 

winter displaying a barren world when she must 

return to her captor. The loss of virginity is a 

heinous offense, for which the entire Earth suffers. 

It is clear to see why the Romans may have 

upheld virginity in such a sacred light. Women were 

still regarded as men’s property in Rome, and by 

ensuring women remained virgins before marriage 

it could certify the paternity of their children. By 

making virginity such a sacred right it put pressure 

on young girls to stay away from pre-nuptial sex 

and pregnancy before marriage. Having chaste 

women ensured that marriages between houses, 

and the continuation of lines was assured. Virgin 

woman were able to maintain her self-restraint, and 

who followed the rules, which made an appealing 

choice for a wealthy husband.

A 1st century BCE plate from 
the Hildesheim Silver Treasure 
depicting the goddess Athena
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Guidelines for beauty
Standards for beauty in Roman women 

clearly shown by depictions of goddesses

A modest 
bosom
Very differently 
to today, small, 
round breasts were 
actually admired far 
more than larger 
ones. Large breasts 
were seen as being 
humorous or a sign 
of old age. Young 
Roman girls were 
so determined to 
have small breasts 
that they wore 
strophiums (a kind 
of early bra in the 
form of a band) 
excessively tight to 
inhibit growth.

The perfect 
childbearing figure
Being thin was not regarded 
as an attractive trait in Rome. 
With so much of a woman’s 
life focussed on rearing 
children, wide hips were 
regarded as very attractive, 
and although men didn’t like 
their women excessively large, 
a plump, firm body was seen 
as the ideal type. 

The angelic look
Having tanned or dark skin was not regarded as attractive, and 
pure white skin was seen as the sign of the upper class. As native 
Roman women would not naturally have this skin type they used 
white chalk, lead or arsenic to whiten their faces. Large eyes with 
long eyelashes were also prized. As it was believed that women’s 
eyelashes fell out from excessive intercourse, long eyelashes 
became a sign of chastity. 

A good hair day
Hair was a fixation of beauty for men and 
women in Ancient Rome, and thick, curly 
locks were admired most. Women would 
dye their hair black, red or blonde. To 
emulate the luscious thick styles of the 
goddesses, they would also wear wigs. 
Any hair not on the head was seen as 
unattractive, and removed by plucking, 
stripping or shaving.

Less is more
Extravagance was frowned upon, although 
wealthy women did sometimes wear jewels 
and necklaces, anything more was viewed 
as showing off or being overly boastful –-- a 
very negative trait. This is likely why almost all 
contemporary depictions of Roman goddesses 
are quite simple, minimal and modest.
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The Roman army expanded its 
borders far and wide, but this did 

not come without struggle
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He was Rome’s greatest ever military commander, 

but there was one remote corner of Europe that he’d 

never manage to conquer

Caesar’s 
invasion of 

Britain

I
n the 1st century BCE, Britain was an island 

on the edge of the so-called civilised world. A 

dark, uncharted place whose inhabitants were 

said to be half-beast, blue-painted savages who 

practised human sacrifice and wore the heads 

of their slaughtered enemies upon their belts. To 

most Romans, Britannia – as they called it – was a 

nightmarish netherworld best left in the shadows.

But Julius Caesar wasn’t like most Romans. 

In August 55 BCE, having fought his way across 

present-day France conquering much of what was 

then called Gaul, Rome’s rising superstar stood 

on the shore at Boulogne and stared across the 

Channel. On a clear day, it’s just possible to see 

the coast of Kent from there. For Caesar, the great 

gambler, the unknown land on the horizon was a 

tantalising prospect. Yes, landing there would be 

risky, dangerous even. And with his intelligence 

officers struggling to locate a single person who 

could reveal what monsters might be found there, 

he’d be going in blind. But he was Julius Caesar, 

and he was destined for greatness. The gods 

themselves had told him as much. 

The official argument Caesar gave for the 

mission he then began to plot was preventing any 

potential resupply from Britannia to his recently 

defeated opponents in Gaul. But the real reason 

was much simpler: it was because he was greedy. 

Eager not just for plunder, but for adventure, 

knowledge, fame and, ultimately, power. 

On the morning of 23 August he loaded 12,000 

troops onto 98 galleys and set sail for the smudge 

on the horizon. As he and his army drew closer, 

that smudge became ever brighter, rising out of the 

sea until the men from the Mediterranean were 

staring at an impenetrable barrier – brilliant white 

cliffs, 100 metres high.

Caesar ordered his armada to drop anchor in 

the Dover Straits and await the ships carrying his 

waylaid cavalry. His troops lounged on deck for 

hours until somebody shouted – movement had 

been spotted on land. His men then all stood and 

watched aghast as the cliff tops hovering above 

them began to fill with thousands of blue-painted 

warriors, their sharp spear points gleaming in the 

brilliant sunshine.

100 BCE

Gaius Julius Caesar is born in 

the slums of Rome. Despite 

being of noble birth, his family 

has long since lost its wealth 

and power. 

78 BCE 

After six years of distinguished 

military service, Caesar finds 

fame after hunting down 

pirates that once kidnapped 

him, killing them all. 

65 BCE

Caesar stands for election as 

Pontifex Maximus – a senior 

political position voted for by 

Roman citizens. He borrows a 

fortune and buys the vote.   

60 BCE

Caesar enters into a pact with 

Rome’s richest man, Crassus, 

and most powerful military 

leader, Pompey. They ensure 

he is elected as consul.

58 BCE

After two years in Rome’s 

highest elected office, Caesar 

invades Gaul. He aims to make 

himself as rich as Crassus and 

as powerful as Pompey.

Caesar’s rise to power

Caesar’s invasion of Britain
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O
n 26 August 55 BCE, Caesar gave the order 

for Roman troops to land on British soil for 

the first time. Having waited for hours near 

Dover for his cavalry to arrive, he decided 

to go ashore without them. 

Ordering his fleet north east, he found 

a suitable beach six miles away, at Deal. 

The entire time he was watched from 

land by the army the Britons had sent to 

meet him, following him to the shingle 

shoreline he now anchored his galleys off.

Caesar could now see his new enemy 

up close. Although often mistakenly 

described as Celtic, these Ancient Britons 

weren’t related to the Indo-European tribes like 

the Gauls. These were an indigenous people, 

genetically connected to the Basques of northern 

Spain. Standing a head taller than the Romans, 

the warriors wore very little, instead adorning their 

bodies with blue war paint possibly made from the 

plant woad, but much more likely oxidised copper. 

Some were on horseback, others in nimble chariots, 

the rest on foot. All, though, had come to fight. 

As the Romans tried to disembark, the tribesmen 

made good use of the stones on Deal’s beach. The 

slingshot was their primary hunting weapon, and 

as Caesar’s legionaries struggled over the sides of 

their galleys, stone missiles rained down on them. 

Caesar ordered a barrage in response. Archers 

drove the defending slingers backwards and the 

way to shore was clear, but still his troops faltered, 

spooked by the warriors who waited on land. But 

then a standard bearer jumped into the water 

shouting: “Leap down men, unless you want to 

abandon the eagle to the enemy.” To a Roman 

soldier, his legion’s standard was a symbol of 

martial pride, and its loss a profound disgrace. 

So, the legionaries followed him. They were set 

upon as soon as they were ashore with clubs, 

spears and swords. Savage hand-to-hand fighting 

ensued before the battered Romans could get into 

formation and repel the wild attacks. 

The � rst invasion
Caesar found that a raid of Britain meant struggling not only 
against the island’s inhabitants, but also its weather 

With a beachhead established, Caesar set up 

camp. Still without cavalry, his options were 

limited. His 500 mounted troops should have set 

sail that morning but had been penned in by the 

tides. It would be four days before they’d attempt 

the crossing, but a sudden violent squall forced 

them back to Gaul, destroying many of the ships at 

Deal in the process. Caesar was stranded. Lacking 

supplies to repair their ships, the Romans ventured 

inland to scavenge. It was deadly work. The men 

were ambushed constantly by an enemy that 

struck as suddenly as it vanished.   

Three weeks of relentless rain followed, grinding 

down the spirits of the Mediterranean invaders as 

they desperately patched up their ships. When the 

weather lifted, a huge force descended on them. 

“A battle followed,” Caesar wrote, “and the enemy, 

unable to stand long against the onset of our 

troops, turned and fled.” The Britons were not a 

literate people and their version of events has long 

since faded. Whether Caesar’s account is accurate 

or propaganda is unclear. However, come 

the next morning, his entire army 

was back in Gaul.

Foremast
Made from flax, this smaller sail would have 

provided part of the ship’s propulsion.

Hull
Built from pinewood, its 

tendency to absorb water 

made the boats very heavy, 

making them vulnerable to 

shipwreck in storms.

Ram
Strengthened with bronze, 

this was used to attack 

other ships in a naval battle.

The term “Celtic” was first used to describe pre-

Roman Britain in the 18th century, and has been used, 

erroneously, in popular culture ever since. The Iron-Age 

inhabitants of the British Isles weren’t Celtic in origin 

at all, but indigenous – the Celts being the so-called 

barbarian tribes that dominated much of mainland 

Europe. They also weren’t, despite the horror stories 

that circulated about them in Rome, uncivilised savages. 

Ancient Britain was a fertile land rich in minerals, and 

mining and farming were carving up the countryside in a 

way we would recognise today. Great hill forts peppered 

the landscape, watching over the neatly ploughed fields. 

Behind their terraced stockades, embryonic towns 

complete with streets, places of worship, forges and 

workshops were mushrooming. From the latter came 

spectacular metalwork, not just swords and spears, but 

intricately adorned jewellery, hunting horns and mirrors.   

The ancient Britons also weren’t, in any modern 

sense of the word, a nation. Instead, the island was 

inhabited by approximately 27 different and often-

warring tribal groups, ranging from the Caledones in 

the Scottish highlands to 

the Cantiaci in Kent, who 

Caesar had encountered, 

with each tribe led 

by a warrior king 

or queen.  

The Ancient Britons
The brutish, half-naked people Caesar met 
appeared to be savages, but their warrior 
society was surprisingly sophisticated

Roman Republic 63 BCE  Caesar’s conquests 44 

BCE  Pompey’s Conquests 58 BCE  Vassal States

Roman conquests

Made in Middlesex in the 
1st century BCE, this bronze 
ornament depicts a wild 
boar, an animal most Ancient 
Britons would have feasted on
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Mainsail
This larger rectangular sail 

could only be used when 

winds were directly behind 

the vessel.

Castle
This structure was used 

by archers. Its elevated 

position allowed them to 

fire down upon the enemy 

whether on land or at sea. 

Storage
Food, water and other 

supplies were stowed here 

for the galley’s crew.

Ballast
With no keels, rocks gave the 

galley greater stability, but 

again made them heavier and 

so more vulnerable.

Oarsmen
In order to row rhythmically, 

slaves would either chant or 

row to the beat of a drum.

Awning
This cloth or wood covering 

provided protection from 

the elements for the 

galley’s commander.

Oars
Each oar was approximately 

four metres long and 

attached to a fixed vertical 

peg via a leather loop. 

Helm
This was the boats 

chief way of steering 

and was controlled by a 

single helmsman. 

Standard
A legion’s standard 

was used in battle 

to rally troops and 

convey orders by 

a semaphore-style 

system. The letters 

SPQR stand for 

Senatus Populus Que 

Romanus, or Senate 

and People of Rome. 

Roman 
Galley

The ships Caesar brought his troops 

to Britain in were built for the 

calm Mediterranean Sea, not 

the rough waters of the 

Channel.

Fact Sheet: Bireme
Biremes such as this one were named for the 

two decks of oars on either side 

Crew Up to 130, including oarsmen, sailors 

and marines. 11 metres 24 metres

Caesar’s invasion of Britain
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O
ver the winter of 55-54 BCE, Caesar brooded 

over his expedition to Britain. Sure, it had 

done his celebrity status no harm – in fact 

in Rome news of his exploits sparked a 

20-day party – but he was not a man used 

to failure. He resolved to return, and this time to 

conquer. 

He ordered the construction of a new invasion 

force with the galleys built to a different spec. 

“Made a little shallower than those that are 

habitually used in the Mediterranean,” as explained 

in his campaign diary, “to enable them to be hauled 

up on shore.” He also put together a far bigger army. 

When he landed near Deal on 7 July 54 BCE, his 

flotilla of 800 ships disgorged more than 25,000 

legionaries, 2,000 cavalry and a huge baggage train 

to supply them. The force was so great that the 

Britons onshore made no attempt to confront them, 

instead retreating to higher ground. 

Caesar chased them all the way to the Stour 

River, 12 miles from the coast, and at dawn the 

following day his troops made their first contact 

with them. After a brief skirmish near present-day 

Canterbury, the Britons fled to a nearby hill fort, 

which the Romans now attacked. 

The fort was ringed by a 

defensive ditch, which the 

legionaries overcame using 

the “tortoise” formation. 

By creating an all-

encompassing shield wall, 

they could work in relative 

safety, building a ramp 

across the ditch. The fort’s 

walls were then breached and 

the stronghold taken. 

The second invasion
Caesar’s first trip to Britain had been costly, but he now knew 
that he wanted to conquer the land, for Rome and himself

Before Caesar could capitalise on this rapid 

progress, he’d again end up cursing the British 

weather. Another freak summer storm clattered 

its way through the Channel, and when the main 

body of his troops returned, they found most of 

their ships damaged, with 40 destroyed completely. 

Caesar ordered the remaining boats to be 

brought ashore. A huge fort was then constructed 

around them so that they could be repaired in 

safety. It was a massive undertaking, but it took 

Caesar’s men just ten days to complete. In that 

time, the British tribes did something they’d never 

done before – they united against a common 

enemy. They chose as their leader Cassivellaunus, 

who ruled the Catuvellauni tribe north of the 

Thames. Having recently defeated the Trinovante 

tribe, Cassivellaunus was the best the Britons had. 

His army met Caesar’s head on at the Stour River. 

Here, the Romans witnessed first hand one of the 

British warriors’ unique tactics. Using lightweight 

chariots pulled by two fast ponies, a driver would 

transport a soldier into battle at high speed. From 

the back of the chariot he would launch javelins 

into the Roman ranks, before dismounting to fight 

at close quarters with a sword or spear. If he 

then tired or found himself becoming 

overwhelmed, he could return to the 

chariot and be sped away to safety. 

A modern army uses armoured 

personnel carriers in much the same way, and it 

was further proof to the Romans that these Britons 

were more than mere savages. 

The battle was bitter, but as good as 

Cassivellaunus was, he was no match for Rome’s 

greatest tactician or the world’s finest war machine. 

His forces were eventually overwhelmed and forced 

to retreat. As he was chased back, he switched 

to guerrilla tactics, destroying food sources and 

laying traps. His army of resistance, however, was 

crumbling from the inside. As the bodies mounted, 

tribe after tribe joined the Romans, and by the time 

Caesar crossed the Thames, he knew the location 

of Cassivellaunus’s secret stronghold. 

As Caesar prepared to lay siege to 

Cassivellaunus’s fort at Verulamium, near present-

day St Albans, the British warlord took one last 

gamble. He ordered an attack on the Romans’ camp 

on the beach near Deal. It was an inspired but 

doomed move. When news of its failure reached 

Cassivellaunus, the canny warrior, by now out 

of options, offered up his surrender. Britannia, it 

seemed, was within Caesar’s greedy grasp. The 

gods however, had other plans.

Canterbury

Portus 
Itius

Londinium

Verulamium
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It’s widely believed that Vikings 
wore horned helmets, but this is 
a myth. Some Ancient Britons, 
however, did, like this one from 
the 1st century BCE 

The “testudo”, or tortoise, 
formation was employed to 
great effect on the battlefield 
by the Romans, and 
demonstrates the ingenuity of 
their combat tactics 
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Romans vs Ancient Britons
LEADER 
Gaius Julius Caesar

STRENGTH 
Over 27,000

KEY UNIT 
Legionary
Well-trained and 

equipped legionaries 

had to be fit enough 

to march 20 miles a 

day, and be able to swim. 

They were also highly 

proficient combat engineers 

and boatmen.

KEY WEAPON
Gladius short sword
An ideal weapon for stabbing 

and slashing at close quarters 

while fighting from behind a 

shield within well-disciplined 

ranks. It measured 85cm 

(33in)  long and was forged 

from steel. 

LEADER 
Cassivellaunus

STRENGTH 
Unknown but likely

to be tens of thousands

KEY UNIT
Warrior

The only accounts of these 

fighters are Roman, which 

portray them as reckless 

savages. Their tactics and 

technology – their copper 

sulphate war paint, for 

example, had antiseptic 

qualities – suggest otherwise. 

KEY WEAPON
Spear

Measuring 2.5m (8ft), these 

spears were designed to be 

used one handed, enabling 

the warrior to fight from behind 

a shield, typically using it to slash 

downwards from above.  

Caesar’s invasion of Britain
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Caesar’s notebook
Caesar’s book The Gallic Wars was 

written while he was literally making 
history. In it, he recorded, among other 

things, his impressions of British life

Geography
The island is triangular, and one 

of its sides is opposite to Gaul. 

This side extends 500 miles. 

Another side lies toward Spain 

and the west and is 700 miles. 

The third side is toward the 

north. This side is 800 miles 

in length. The island is about 

2,000 miles in circumference.

Religion
Druidism is thought to have 

originated in Britannia, and to 

have been thence introduced 

into Gaul, and even now those 

who wish to become more 

accurately acquainted with it, 

generally repair thither, for the 

sake of learning it.

Resources
The number of cattle is 

great. They use either 

brass or iron rings, 

determined at a certain 

weight, as their money. 

Tin is produced in the 

midland regions; in the 

maritime, iron; but the 

quantity of it is small: 

they employ brass, which 

is imported.

Technology
They have boats, the keels 

and ribs of which are made 

of light timber, then, the rest 

of the hull of the ships is 

wrought with wicker work, 

and covered over with hides.

Warriors
Their mode of fighting with their chariots is this: firstly, 

they drive in all directions, throwing their weapons to 

break the ranks of the enemy, they then leap from their 

chariots and engage on foot. The charioteers in the 

meantime withdraw from battle so that if their masters 

are overpowered, they may have a ready retreat.

People
All the Britons dye themselves 

a bluish colour, and thereby 

have a more terrible 

appearance in fight. They wear 

their hair long, and have every 

part of their body shaved 

except for their head and 

upper lip.

Caesar’s murder at the hands 
of Rome’s senators, including 
his old ally Brutus, saw him 
stabbed no less than 23 times
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W
hile Caesar was still tangling with the 

British resistance leader Cassivellaunus, 

word reached him that there was 

trouble back across the Channel in Gaul. 

With their great conqueror out of the 

country, busy trying to add Britannia to Rome’s 

wish list, the Gauls had seized the opportunity to 

rise up and rebel against their Roman overlords. 

Caesar couldn’t afford to keep his back turned 

much longer. He may have defeated Britannia’s 

southern tribes, but that was no guarantee that 

those further west or to the north would accept 

Rome as their new ruler. Getting bogged down 

in what would inevitably have become a costly 

guerrilla war was not something Caesar could 

even consider. It was by now early September, and 

with the unmistakable smell of autumn in the 

air, Caesar began to make plans to return to the 

continent before the weather turned against him.

The peace terms he made with Cassivellaunus 

were hastily drawn up and remarkably generous. 

One of the first British tribal leaders to join Caesar 

had been Mandubracius. His father had been 

king of the Trinovante tribe that Cassivellaunus 

had defeated, grabbing the Trinovante’s land in 

the process. Mandubracius was now installed as 

leader of the Trinovantes, his lands were returned 

and Cassivellaunus was given the equivalent 

of a Classical-era restraining order. Caesar also 

demanded that the defeated Britons hand over 

hostages to be taken as slaves, and for a fixed 

tribute from the southern tribes to be paid to Rome 

annually. And that was it. Caesar jumped back on 

his boat and was never seen in Britain again. 

His legacy, though, was to last forever. In 

his wake he left behind a series of client kings 

throughout southern and eastern England. These 

“kings on strings’”, including Cassivellaunus and 

Mandubracius, and the lands that they ruled over, 

from Norfolk, Essex and Kent to Sussex, Hampshire 

and Berkshire, were all supposedly “allied” to Rome. 

The likely reality is that the annual tribute 

promised by these British tribes was never paid, 

and neither could they be described as part of 

the Roman Empire, despite the claims of Roman 

propagandists. Back in Rome, people soon realised 

that Britain was not going to yield the profits they 

had hoped for; there was no silver, nor any hope of 

booty except for slaves. Yet the expeditions brought 

Caesar huge and highly favourable public attention, 

with citizens across the land telling tales of chariots 

and barbarians who painted their bodies blue with 

woad. As far as they were concerned, the landing 

was a triumph, even though the actual results were 

barely noticeable. 

After Caesar returned to Gaul he waged 

war there for two more years, then 

returned to Rome, and conquered that 

too, after a bloody four-year civil war. 

Before he could crown himself emperor, 

however, he was assassinated by a gang 

of senators eager to free Rome from his 

tyrannical grip. 

To the people of Rome, though, 

Caesar was no tyrant. They chased 

his murderers from the city sparking a 

further civil war. It ended with Caesar’s 

son Octavian being crowned emperor, 

ending Rome’s status as a republic and 

ushering in an imperial dynasty that 

would last for 400 years. 

In life, Caesar may never have got to 

be the Romans’ emperor, but in death 

they commemorated him as a deity, 

building a statue of him in the Pantheon – 

Rome’s hall of the gods. History, though, 

remembers the man quite simply as one 

of the greatest who ever lived. 

Caesar’s legacy
More than 2,000 years since 
he schemed his way up Rome’s 
political ranks, the name Julius 
Caesar still echoes in history

The aftermath
Caesar gained next to nothing from his invasions, but the 
system he left behind was to pave the way for Rome’s return

©
 A

la
m

y;
 C

o
rb

is
; G

et
ty

 Im
ag

es
; J

o
e 

C
u

m
m

in
g

s;
 S

o
l 9

0
 Im

ag
es

The Pantheon, which was built 
more than 2,000 years ago and 
once housed a statue of Caesar 
commemorating him as a god, 
still stands in central Rome

This bust of Caesar is the only 
surviving image made during 
his lifetime. It’s the closest 
we’ll come to staring him 
directly in the face
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Hannibal Barca was on 
the battlefield by the 
age of 9 and a general 
by 26. Waging war on 
Rome, he marched 

troops from Spain to Italy across 
the Alps, and won many battles 
until finally meeting his match at 
Zama in 202 BCE. He committed 
suicide rather than face Roman 
capture in 182 BCE.

Carthage, 247-182 BCE

HANNIBAL BARCA

Brief 
Bio
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H
istory is full of epic journeys, but few can 

match the one undertaken by Hannibal 

in 218 BCE. Starting in Spain, he would 

march over 80,000 troops and 30 war 

elephants through the Pyrenees and Gaul 

and across the Alps into Italy. At the outset of the 

venture it must have seemed a daunting task, but 

Hannibal was not a man lacking in confidence. The 

Carthaginian general, born into a famous military 

family, was taking resistance against the Roman 

Empire to a new level. While giving some 

thought to the defence of his own 

people Hannibal decided to go on 

the attack, and would achieve 

such staggering success that 

he – almost unbelievably – 

threatened to completely 

destroy the mighty power 

of the Romans. Cool and 

calculating, his feats would 

earn him fame as one of the 

greatest military strategists of 

all time. It would take an equally 

extraordinary military mind among 

the Romans to finally defeat him: Publius 

Cornelius Scipio Africanus.

At the time of Hannibal’s birth in 247 BCE, 

Carthage was the greatest of the Mediterranean 

empires. The Carthaginians were a Phoenician 

people (from which the word “Punic” is derived), 

and the Phoenicians had been settling North 

Africa and Southern Spain since the 10th and 11th 

centuries BCE. Carthage was established in the 9th 

century BCE, but by 241 BCE, after 23 years of the 

First Punic War, it had suffered losses to the might 

of Rome, and been driven out of Western Sicily, an 

area previously under Carthaginian control. 

Leading the Carthaginians against Rome was 

Hannibal’s father Hamilcar, given the surname 

“Barca”, which means “lightning flash”. Hannibal 

would live up to the name, compared by the 

Roman Florus as “a thunderbolt which burst its 

way through the midst of the Alps and swooped 

down upon Italy from those snows of fabulous 

heights like a missile hurled from the skies!” 

Furious his senate hadn’t allowed him 

to continue fighting, Hamilcar spent 

the next few years re-establishing 

Carthage’s military and economic 

footing, but our first glimpse 

of Hannibal is during a Barca 

venture to plunder Spanish silver 

mines in 238 BCE.

Hannibal pleaded with his 

father to be allowed to go along. 

Hamilcar agreed, after making his 

son swear an oath that he would 

never be a friend to the Romans; and 

so Hannibal was on the battlefield by the 

time he was nine years old. He scarcely ever left 

it. He ate, spoke and drank with military men and 

watched his father manage his troops, gaining 

invaluable military experience from an early age. 

He rose quickly through the ranks and by 224 BCE, 

aged just 23, was in charge of the cavalry. Three 

years later, following Hamilcar’s death in battle, he 

was the general of the entire army, supported by 

troops who knew, trusted and respected him.

The Second Punic War, beginning in 218 BCE, 

saw Hannibal continuing his father’s unfinished 

135

In the 2nd century BCE, Rome was a powerful 

international force, but one man almost brought an 

empire to its knees

Attack on 
Rome

Attack on Rome

It’s not 
entirely clear 

where Hannibal 
got his elephants 

from, or what type 
of elephants they 

were.
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01 Out from Carthage 
Spring 219 BCE

Hannibal could only reach Italy via a land march, since the 

Romans had massively improved their naval capacity in recent 

years. The long journey also provided the opportunity to gather 

provisions along the way, and to battle-harden his army against 

minor cities and tribes en route.

Hannibal’s 
epic journey

actually need to invade Italy, since rumours of 

distant Punic victories in Spain and North Africa 

would not be enough to sway Italian opinion to 

his cause. The problem was that Hannibal and his 

forces could not reach Italy by sea, due 

to Rome’s naval dominance. A land 

march was his only feasible option, 

collecting provisions along 

the way, plundering where 

possible and bloodying his 

soldiers against minor cities 

and tribes to make sure they 

were battle hardened and 

at full fighting efficiency. It 

would be a punishing journey 

before they even reached the 

Alps, which they would cross at 

the worst time of year. But it would 

confound the Romans, who were sailing to 

attack Hannibal in Spain, oblivious that he was, at 

the very same moment, marching in the opposite 

direction, looking to strike the great Roman Empire 

at its very heart.

In the spring of 218 BCE, following a winter 

of rest after Saguntum, Hannibal set out with 

his 80,000 men, confronting several tribes and 

garrisoning more cities along the route. These 

brief skirmishes aside, the journey was largely 

uneventful until the Carthaginians 

reached the banks of the Rhone and 

faced fierce opposition from the pro-

Roman Volcae, a Gaulish tribe.

Hannibal’s first major battle 

outside his homelands was 

early evidence of his genius for 

planning. Expecting exactly the 

resistance he faced, Hannibal had 

sent a detachment upriver to cross 

at a different point and circle around 

behind the Volcae. As Hannibal led his 

principal force across the river, the Volcae 

attacked as predicted to prevent his crossing, 

but were caught unawares when Hannibal’s 

secret detachment attacked from their rear. The 

preparation had been intricate and the victory was 

so decisive that the battle only lasted minutes. 

business, expanding Punic power throughout 

Spain. The major outbreak of hostilities with Rome 

focused around the Spanish city of Saguntum, 

which was under the protection of Rome. The city 

of Saguntum was worried about hostile local tribes, 

as well as internal factions. Their link with the 

great Empire seemed of little consequence though 

as Rome paid them little attention. This changed 

when Hannibal began moving his Carthaginian 

bases in Spain outward, expanding to the west and 

northeast. The enraged Romans visited Hannibal to 

warn him away from Saguntum. Hannibal took this 

as a challenge and laid the city to a lengthy siege, 

to which the Romans reacted remarkably slowly. 

By the time they had protested to the Carthaginian 

senate and sent aid to Saguntum, Hannibal had 

taken it. The city was his.

From Saguntum, the bold Carthaginian leader 

saw his objective clearly. The power of Rome, 

particularly through its strength in numbers, was 

derived from the people of Italy. In order to strangle 

that source, Hannibal had to promise Italy freedom 

from Rome’s oppression. To do this, he would 

03 Rest in Carthage 

Early-218 BCE

Hannibal spent the following winter back 

in New Carthage, allowing his troops some 

downtime and hoping to elevate morale for 

the arduous journey ahead. He left his brother 

Hasdrubal in charge back in Carthaginian 

Iberia, to maintain defence against the 

Romans while Hannibal was on the march.

02 Siege of 
Saguntum 
219-218 BCE

Saguntum had put itself 

under the protection of 

Rome some years before. 

Rome warned Hannibal 

away from Saguntum, 

which Hannibal took as 

a challenge. The siege 

lasted eight months, 

by the end of which 

Saguntum was in ruins 

and Hannibal had sold its 

inhabitants as slaves.

04 The Pyrenees
May 218 BCE

Hannibal set out from Cartagana with 

around 80,000 troops and 30 elephants 

and over the next two months confronted 

and defeated the tribes of the Illergetes, 

the Bargusii, the Aeronosii and the 

Andosini. He defeated and left garrisons 

at numerous settlements along the way, 

including Tarraco, Barcino, Gerunda, 

Emporiae and Illiberis.

Hannibal’s wars were about resistance and 

rebellion against the might of the Romans. 

He came from Carthage in northern 

Tunisia, which was itself a powerful force, 

established in the 9th century BCE and 

one of the greatest Mediterranean empires 

at the time Hannibal was born in 247 BCE. 

Carthage had suffered in the First Punic 

War, however, driven out of Western Sicily, 

which they had previously held but had 

now lost to the Romans. Carthage did not 

exactly lose the First Punic War, but didn’t 

win it either, and Hannibal’s father Hamilcar 

Barca was furious that the Carthaginian 

senate had not allowed him to continue 

fighting. The Second Punic War, under 

Hannibal’s own command, was very much 

unfinished Barca business. He was happy to 

conquer, but he would not be conquered.

Why was 
Hannibal 
fighting?

Hannibal swears to forever 
oppose the Romans

Florus 
compared 

Hannibal to a 
thunderbolt which 

burst its way through 
the midst of 

the Alps.
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05 The Rhone 

September 218 BCE

After the fierce opposition he had faced through the 

Pyrenees, the march to the Rhone was largely uneventful. 

Opposition was met with diplomacy rather than aggression, 

until the fierce Battle of the Rhone Crossing, against the 

Gaulish tribe of the Volcae. 

Hannibal and his 
troops crossing 
the Alps

A single day after the Battle of the Rhone, 

Hannibal began heading for the Alps, realising that 

his army needed to cross them quickly before the 

disastrous onset of winter. Fighting their way past 

the Gaulish Allobroges tribe, the Carthaginians 

began their ascent, making slow progress and 

continuing to bat away barbarian counter-actions 

at regular intervals. By the end of October 218 

BCE, Hannibal’s numbers were reduced to 20,000 

infantry and 6,000 cavalry, and many of his 

elephants had perished. Deteriorating weather, the 

length of the campaign and the constant fighting 

had taken their toll on the Carthaginian force. 

Morale was low as they began their descent into 

Italy and sunk further when their path was blocked 

by a landslide. After a detour – costly in terms of 

time – Hannibal was forced to backtrack and simply 

repair the path until it was wide enough for his 

ailing remaining elephants to pass through. 

The depleted and exhausted Carthaginians 

finally emerged into Italy in December, and how 

Hannibal deployed his depleted force once again 

served to demonstrate his extraordinary military 

skill. At the Battle of 

Trebbia, as the Romans 

rushed to confront him, he 

was vastly outnumbered but 

took advantage of the terrain. 

Finding a flat area of land with a 

hidden water course running through 

it, Hannibal charged toward the Roman 

camp and enraged the Romans so 

much that they were provoked into 

fighting unprepared, surprised at having 

to ford an ice-cold river into unfamiliar 

land. As they moved forward with their 

superior infantry they initially seemed 

to prevail against their smaller enemy, but 

Hannibal had hidden some of his soldiers in 

the water who then, as at the Rhone, rose up 

behind the enemy. Attacked from every 

angle – Hannibal also deftly flung his 

cavalry at one side of the Romans and his 

skirmishers at the other, as well as facing 

them head-on – the Romans lacked the 

manoeuvrability to turn around and were 

Publius Scipio the 
Younger was a 
Roman general and 
statesman, who 
gained the nickname 

“Africanus” after his defeat of 
Hannibal at the Battle of Zama. 
Aged just 17, he distinguished 
himself at the Battle of Ticinus 
and volunteered to lead the 
Roman army in Spain and North 
Africa when he was 24. After 
his victory in the Second Punic 
War, he returned to Rome in 
triumph, but his political career 
was later marred by accusations 
of corruption.

Rome, 236-183 BCE

SCIPIO

Brief 
Bio

07 Into Italy 
November 218 BCE

Hannibal arrived unexpected 

right on Rome’s doorstep: the 

unprepared Romans had been 

expecting to fight Hannibal 

in Iberia. Despite his depleted 

numbers, Hannibal decisively 

announced his arrival by 

winning immediate victories 

in battles at the Po Valley, 

Ticinus, Lombardy and the 

River Trebbia.

06 The Alps 

October 218 BCE

On finally getting across 

the Rhone, Hannibal 

immediately started his 

ascent of the Alps, risking 

the onset of winter 

rather than giving the 

Romans the opportunity 

to organise in time for 

spring. Only 20,000 

infantry and 6,000 

cavalry made it across to 

the other side.
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06 Armour
Most cultures that used war 

elephants developed armour to 

protect their legs and bodies, 

while leaving their trunks free 

for attacking. Some even trained 

them to swing heavy iron chains 

and balls with their trunks.

FEARSOME BEASTS OF WAR

04 A fatal fail-safe
Elephants could be unpredictable and given to panic, so 

many troops armed their elephant riders with a hammer 

and a sharp chisel blade, to cut through the elephant’s 

spinal cord, immediately killing it, if it went berserk.

03 Second 
rider / archer
Elephants also made a 

good platform for archers. 

The animals’ height and 

relative stability meant 

that more targets could be 

seen and shot at from the 

middle of the battlefield, 

rather than from high 

ground and the back of 

the ranks.

05 Tower
The tower commonly 

seen on the back of war 

elephants in pictures is 

called a howdah, and 

provides protection 

for the rider (it could 

also be a symbol of 

wealth). These were 

more common to larger 

Indian war elephants, 

however, and there 

is little evidence that 

Carthage used them.

01 Species
Carthage would 

have used the now-

extinct African forest 

elephant, native to 

Morocco, Algeria 

and the edge of the 

Sahara. Much smaller 

than the more 

common Indian and 

African elephants, 

the African bush 

elephant still stood 

2.5m (8ft) in height at 

the shoulder.

02 First rider
The height, mass and thick hide 

of an elephant provided good 

protection for a rider, and some 

generals commanded from 

elephants for an improved view 

of the battlefield.

How to utilise mighty war elephants They were not invincible 
Those who are prepared, however, use burning 

materials and squealing “war pigs” to frighten 

them. Also, while elephants are tough, they’re 

not invulnerable to weapons. Clever generals like 

Scipio realise that elephants only run in straight 

lines, and therefore create space to simply allow 

the beasts to pass right through their ranks.

1 
Hannibal’s elephants were usually 

set up right at the front of his three 

battle lines, protecting his frontline 

mercenaries and instilling fear in the 

opposition as the first thing they see. 

2 
Hannibal would set the 

elephants in a charge against the 

opposing front lines. This breaks 

the cohesion of the lines and allows 

Hannibal to exploit the opened gaps.

3 
Opposition armies that have never 

encountered elephants before 

are thrown into disarray and 

panic. The fear alone could break their 

concentration and fighting spirit.
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promptly crushed, suffering up to 32,000 casualties 

to Hannibal’s 5,000. His march continued.

The Carthaginian general used similar tactics at 

the Battle of Lake Trasimene the following year, 

where the Romans pursued what they believed 

to be Hannibal’s fleeing army into a valley close 

to the shore of the lake, only to find them silently 

waiting in the slopes above. The Romans were 

trapped by the terrain, and some were driven into 

the lake and drowned, while others had to simply 

stand and fight where they were until they were 

cut down. The Battle of Cannae in the spring of 216 

BCE would be another decisive victory for Hannibal 

but it would also prove to be a fateful one. The 

Roman Scipio was among the opposition force and 

he vowed that he would never allow Hannibal to 

defeat him in battle. 

Cannae is justly famous as one of the most 

perfect battles of all time: a blueprint for future 

generals to emulate. The Romans brought twice as 

many troops into the field as previously, numbering 

about 70,000. Hannibal’s troops, despite now being 

augmented by Gauls from the North of Italy, were 

nevertheless still “only” 50,000 strong, but his great 

trick this time was to ambush the Romans without 

any use of terrain at all. Instead, he pulled off a 

double-envelopment: his weaker force once again 

able to surround his enemy by capturing the wings 

and then driving in from the sides. 

Stretching his battle lines into a crescent shape 

in front of the Romans, Hannibal lured the enemy 

in. Advancing into this formation, the Romans 

essentially allowed themselves to be encircled by 

the flanks and, finally, attacked from the rear by 

the Carthaginian cavalry. Even though the Romans 

significantly outnumbered the Carthaginians, they 

simply couldn’t escape. About 100 people were 

killed every minute in the battle, with 50,000 

Roman casualties and 12,000 Carthaginian.

Scipio, of course, was among the Roman 

survivors, as he had been at the earlier battles 

of Trebbia and Ticinus. Hannibal had been so 

successful that Rome had lost a full fifth of its 

military and was on the verge of surrender, but it 

was Scipio who, incensed by this news, stormed 

into a Roman senate meeting and at swordpoint 

forced those present to swear that Rome would 

continue fighting. Once he was given his own 

command at the age of just 25, he would never 

again see a Roman force defeated.

Following Cannae, Hannibal assumed Rome 

would capitulate and come to terms, but was 

confounded when they refused. The expectation 

was that Hannibal would then march on Rome 

and bring it to its knees, but after his losses in the 

Alps and subsequent battles, he didn’t have enough 

troops to have tactical flexibility, or to mount a 

siege, which would have meant keeping his army 

provisioned in one place for a long time. Having 

proved time and time again that he could destroy 

the Roman army in battle, Hannibal was stumped 

by the Romans simply being intractable. Incredibly, 

this stand-off kept Hannibal treading water in Italy 

for 14 years following Cannae. While during that 

Strengths in battle
Elephants were essentially a terror weapon, 

used to strike fear and chaos into opposing 

armies that had never seen them before. They 

were particularly effective against horses, 

but also provided sturdy defence in a line of 

battle. An elephant charge could reach up to 

32km/h (20mph) and, unlike a horse charge, 

could not be arrested by enemy spears.

Weaknesses  
in battle
Opposing armies only needed to encounter 

a pack of war elephants once before the 

element of surprise was gone and tactics 

could be devised against them. The Romans 

found that troops simply waving burning 

straw were effective, as were squealing pigs 

(‘war pigs’), which elephants fear. And while 

tough, elephants could still be wounded. 

Panicked elephants could cause as much 

chaos among their own ranks as the enemy’s. 

Logistics
Elephants needed significant space for 

stabling and an enormous amount of feeding: 

a problem when on the move. Only male 

elephants could be used in battle, because 

female elephants would always run if they 

encountered a male. Plus, males have tusks! 

Elephants are very difficult to breed in 

captivity, so there was an industry built on 

the constant need to capture them from the 

wild and continuously train them. 

A depiction of the port in 
Ancient Carthage

“ Hannibal and his forces could not reach 
Italy by sea, due to the increasing might 
of Rome’s naval forces. A land march 
was his only option”

Attack on Rome



time his armies fought 22 major battles in Italy and 

won most of them (losing none, at least), Rome 

remained steadfast in its opposition, so Hannibal’s 

victories actually inconvenienced him, since his 

conquests made him responsible for many new 

allies he had to protect against the Romans. 

By 210 BCE, Rome had realised the value of 

attacking Carthaginian targets back in Spain and 

North Africa, and Scipio, with his humanitarian 

conduct toward prisoners and hostages, made a 

good job of spinning Rome as a liberator rather 

than conqueror. Gradually deserted by its allies 

and harried by a revivified Roman force, Carthage 

rejected Scipio’s moderate terms for surrender and 

recalled Hannibal home from Italy, bringing his war 

full circle.

Hannibal arrived back in Carthage for his final 

showdown with a force of 40,000 men and 80 

elephants, for once outnumbering the Romans 

under Scipio, who numbered 35,000. And yet it 

was Scipio, having meticulously studied Hannibal’s 

tactics in previous years and battles, that was able 

to win the day at the fateful Battle of Zama on 19 

October 202 BCE. 

It was a meeting of two of the greatest generals 

of the era, but an engagement Hannibal was 

2

3

5

8

1
01 The location

The battle was fought on the plains of 

Zama Ragia, southwest of Tunis. The 

wide-open terrain gave an advantage to 

Scipio, because it was suitable for cavalry 

manoeuvring. Hannibal arrived first and 

deployed his troops facing northwest, 

leaving Scipio to form up facing southeast. 

04 Luring the cavalry
Having neutralised the threat of the 

elephants, Scipio’s troops fell back into 

traditional Roman battle formation. 

The Roman left wing charged the 

Carthaginian right and on Hannibal’s 

orders, the Carthaginian cavalry 

appeared to flee, luring the Roman 

cavalry away from the battlefield.

05 Face to face
Hannibal and Scipio now marched their centres toward 

each other. Hannibal only moved two of his three lines 

forward, keeping his veterans in reserve. After some 

close fighting, Hannibal’s troops were pushed back by 

the Roman infantry.

03 Opening paths
Scipio also realised that 

elephants could only charge in a 

straight line. With this in mind, 

he opened gaps in his troops, so 

the elephants simply ran down 

these lanes without injuring 

any Roman soldiers. When they 

reached the back of the Roman 

lines the elephants were killed 

by Roman skirmishers.

02 The elephants
Hannibal began the battle by unleashing his elephants 

to break the cohesion of the Roman line. Scipio 

ordered his cavalry to blow loud horns, frightening 

the elephants into rampaging through Hannibal’s 

own lines. The elephants completely disordered the 

Carthaginian left wing, leaving it vulnerable.

CARTHAGE

KEY WEAPON
CELTIC SWORD
Much of Hannibal’s army was 

made up of Celts (known to the 

Romans as Gauls) from Western 

Europe. They frequently fought 

naked and their weapon of choice 

was an 80cm (31in)-long double-

edged sword.

Strength Could be used for 

slashing, swinging, and hacking 

like an axe.

Weakness Its length and method 

of use required space, so close-

quarters could be tricky.

KEY UNIT
VETERANS
Hannibal’s third line comprised the 

veterans of his previous campaigns. 

They included the survivors of his Italian 

victories, as well as Libyans, Iberians and 

Gauls. They were the most hardened of all 

his troops.

Strength Experience and steadfastness. 

They refused to retreat, electing to fight to 

their death.

Weakness Age; arrogance born of being 

undefeated; outmatched when 

hemmed in by Roman cavalry.

LEADER
HANNIBAL
Son of Hamilcar Barca, familiar with the 

battlefield since he was nine years old and a 

Carthaginian general at the age of 25.

Strength Superior numbers; undefeated 

in many prior battles; tactical genius; 80 

war elephants.

Weakness Tactics becoming known 

through overuse; varying loyalties among 

mercenary troops; elephants untrained and 

liable to cause chaos.

NUMBER OF TROOPS: 

Battle of Zama

140

Book of the Roman Empire

“Hannibal […] achieved such staggering 
success that he threatened to destroy the 
power of the Romans completely”



destined to lose. Scipio negated the power of 

Hannibal’s elephants by terrorising them with 

trumpets, sending them into chaos among 

Hannibal’s ranks. The rest he lured through 

gaps in his lines and killed once they 

reached the back. The Roman and 

Carthaginian lines fought fiercely, 

while Hannibal’s plan to lure 

the Roman cavalry from the 

battlefield was working. But as 

the Roman cavalry defeated 

their Carthaginian opposite 

numbers and returned to the 

centre of the fray, Hannibal’s 

forces were finally annihilated.

The last major battle of the 

Second Punic War resulted in a loss of 

respect for Hannibal among his own people. 

Scipio’s very modest conditions of defeat – many 

Romans had expected him to raze Carthage to 

the ground – were that Carthage could no longer 

battle for Mediterranean supremacy and would 

pay lasting financial tributes to Rome. Hannibal 

was pushed into exile, acting like a kind 

of warfare consultant, seeking out 

kings attempting to resist Roman 

rule and offering his expertise 

and his services. Following 

some adventures in Syria and 

Armenia, he was faced with 

being handed over to Rome in 

182 BCE, but took poison rather 

than be captured. 

Scipio, coincidentally, died at 

around the same time, following a 

turbulent political life and a quieter 

retirement. His legacy is as the man 

who finally defeated Hannibal. Hannibal’s is 

as one of history’s greatest military tacticians: the 

underdog who almost defeated an empire.

6

7

9

10

06 Pushing back
Having been broken, Hannibal’s first line then 

managed to rearrange themselves at the wings of the 

second. Hannibal then charged with his reinforced 

second line, inflicting heavy casualties on Scipio’s 

first line of Roman infantry. Scipio reinforced them 

with veteran swordsmen from his second line.

07 Reduced ranks
Effectively reinforced, the Romans renewed their 

attack, eventually defeating Hannibal’s second 

line. As before, Hannibal’s surviving second-line 

troops then reorganised themselves at the wings 

of the third line. There was a pause in the fighting 

at this point, as both sides regrouped. 

08 The 
cavalries
Meanwhile, having been 

lured from the battlefield, 

the Roman cavalry were 

fighting the Carthaginians 

at some distance from the 

other lines. Hannibal’s ploy 

was successful in that it 

kept the Roman cavalry 

occupied for some time, but 

his own horse troops were 

eventually defeated, leaving 

the Romans free to return to 

the main action.

09 Final push
During the hiatus, Scipio rearranged his 

troops into a single line, with swordsmen in 

the middle; older, more experienced veterans 

at the inner wings and heavily armoured 

shield men at the outer wings. Hannibal 

waited for Scipio to attack and when, after 

some delay, Scipio finally obliged, the battle 

was fierce and bloody.

10 The endgame
The two sides remained fairly evenly matched until the 

victorious Roman cavalry returned to the battlefield and 

attacked the Carthaginian line from behind. Completely 

encircled, the Carthaginians were annihilated, with 20,000 

dead and the same number taken prisoner (although many 

escaped, including Hannibal). Roman casualties were as low as 

2,500. Hannibal’s decades-long quest was lost.

4

ROME

KEY UNIT
HASTATI
The youngest and most inexperienced 

of the Roman troops, so they were stuck 

in the front line to soak up the first 

volleys in the action.

Strength Supported by light troops 

and backed by the hardier and more 

experienced principes.

Weakness Often the poorest soldiers 

as well as the youngest, their equipment 

was cheap and modest. 

KEY WEAPON
PILA
The pilum was a 2m (6.6ft) javelin with 

a 60cm (23.6in) pyramidal head and a 

wooden shaft. Total weight was 2-5kg 

(4.4-11lb). Unlike most javelins, it could 

penetrate a shield.

Strengths The shape of the head 

meant they couldn’t easily be removed 

from a shield – or a body.

Weakness Once thrown or embedded 

in something (or someone), the wielder 

had to abandon it for good and resort to 

a short sword.

LEADER
SCIPIO
Roman general and statesman, and a 

survivor of the disastrous battles at Ticinus, 

Trebbia and Cannae by the time he was just 

20 years old.

Strength Large cavalry; preparation 

and intricate study of opposition tactics; 

favourable terrain.

Weakness Small infantry; cavalry lured 

from battlefield; no elephants.

NUMBER OF TROOPS: 

35,000
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Hannibal 
took his own 

life rather than be 
captured – suicide as 
an honourable death 
was common at the 

time.
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A
s an Empire, Rome grew bigger and grander 

than ever before. Its boundaries stretched 

halfway across the known world and at 

home, the position of emperor saw a single 

man wield the kind of power lesser citizens 

could only dream of. By the beginning of the 

third century, the Roman Empire was the most 

influential power base in Western civilisation and it 

had its eyes on even greater expansion.

But over the next few decades, the Empire began 

to crack. The tribes of Germania and powerful 

Persian nations were attacking Roman borders with 

renewed vigor, while prominent figures within 

the army began competing for glory and status, 

creating a dangerous divide in the military. Plague 

descended also, reducing the population and 

leaving piles of rotten bodies in the streets, while 

civil unrest saw uprisings, rebellions and a general 

sense of malaise pass over the Roman people. It 

was the closest that the Roman Empire ever came 

to devolving into its own Dark Age; a half century 

of chaos that very nearly destroyed the Roman 

dream forever.

Prior to the Crisis, Rome was enjoying something 

of a golden age. The ascension of Augustus and the 

creation of the Empire under the Principate had 

ushered in 250 years of relative stability and steady 

expansion. Pax Romana was the name it was given, 

but it would be a Roman Peace that would precede 

a far darker time to come… 

As the second century began to draw to a close, 

a now almost 1,000-year-old Rome found itself  

with a problem inherent to its Imperial system of 

governance: the line of succession. There was no 

constitutional law to define how a new emperor 

should be chosen, something Augustus and his 

Julio-Claudian line circumvented by using adoption 

as a temporary means of identifying an heir. As 

the dynasties rose and fell, most emperors found 

their time as caesar drawn to a close on the dagger 

of a rival or via several blades belonging to the 

disgruntled Praetorian Guard. Some emperors died 

of natural causes, but most passed through the veil 

thanks to human assistance.

Eventually, it occurred to these men of status 

that the real power in the realm lay not with them, 

or with the Senate, but with the armies. The armies 

were an independent entity, one littered with 

generals who inspired an almost cultish following 

in their men. Should an emperor gain the support 

of the military, then his position atop the Empire 

was assured, at least for the time being. This issue 

became all the more complicated when the armies 

started to become self-aware of their importance in 

the powerplays of the Empire.

By 235 CE, the armies were exhausted. A long, 

bloody and seemingly endless war of attrition 

to protect Rome’s continental borders from the 

hordes of the Germanic barbarians and the Persian 

warriors of the Sassanid Persian Empire had 

depleted the standing armies and left many of 

them despondent and embittered. The emperor of 

the time, Alexander Severus, did his relationship 

with the armies no favours when he decided to 

For half a century in the third century, the Roman 

Empire almost fell into its very own dark age of 

disease, invasion and civil chaos

Crisis of 
the Third 
Century

The Sassanid Persian Empire 
proved a worthy adversary 
for the Romans in the East, 
especially during the turmoil 
of the Crisis
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buy a form of peace with the Persians. Severus was 

already a poor leader when it came to finances, and 

the decision to use what little money remained in 

the treasury on what was essentially a bribe proved 

too much for some generals, and Severus was cut 

down by his own men.

Suddenly, the Empire was thrown into a state 

of internal chaos as different key figures in the 

military presented their own candidates for 

the position of emperor. This soon 

descended into civil war as the 

most powerful and influential 

seat in the land became a 

bargaining chip for self-

advancement. The Senate, 

ultimately powerless by 

this point, was forced 

to recognise whichever 

claimant presented the most 

forceful backing, and so began 

a pattern that would see 26 

different men officially recognised 

as emperor.

With the armies of Rome preoccupied 

with the politics of the realm, the Empire no 

longer had the standing force it needed to repel 

the enemies that stood at its borders. To the West, 

the barbarian hordes resumed their attacks with a 

bloody vigor. The Vandals, the Goths, the Carpians 

and the Alamanni all made their attacks upon the 

Western reaches and laid waste to any settlement 

or trace of Roman infrastructure they encountered. 

The Rhine and the Danube Rivers were just one 

area the barbarians began to carve their pound of 

flesh from Rome’s exposed flank.

This situation was, in part, Rome’s own doing. It 

was a practice of Roman culture to hire portions 

of its armies from mercenaries beyond its borders 

rather than spend time training new soldiers from 

Rome’s own stock. Campaigns came and went 

and the need to raise considerable manpower saw 

Rome create entire battalions made entirely of 

barbarian warriors. Those that survived returned 

to their homes with the training of the world’s 

most disciplined military, and slowly those 

independent clans and tribes began to 

form into larger confederations.

The situation worsened to 

the East as the Persians of the 

Sassanid Empire continued to 

wear down the Roman forces 

there, putting a constant drain 

on the Empire’s resources. And 

with Rome’s generals embroiled in 

political power plays, the Persians 

encroached further and further into 

Roman territory. They were far more 

aggressive than the people that preceded 

them – the Parthians – and were capable of 

besieging castles and razing settlements.

The situation worsened still as the currency 

of the land was gradually “debased”. The coin of 

the realm, the denarius, was once made of pure 

silver and served as the bedrock of the nation’s 

economy. Over time, coinage was debased (had 

its silver reduced in favour of copper) and with 

it the denarius’ worth began to plummet. By the 

beginning of the third century, the denarius was 

down to 40% silver. By the time of the disastrous 

reign of Gallienus (253 CE – 268 CE), the currency 
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Inflation was one 
the period’s largets 

problems, as the 
denarius went down 

to 40% silver.

 Maximinus is 
assassinated
The first emperor of 
the Crisis is murdered, 
perhaps by his own 
troops, and his death 
plunges the nation into 
a civil war to determine 
his successor.
238 CE

 Decius and Herennius 
Etruscus die
While fighting to drive 
back a horde of Germanic 
barbarians, co-emperors 
Trajan Decius and 
Herennius Etruscus are 
killed in battle. More civil 
unrest ensues following 
their deaths. 
251 CE

 Emperor Valerian 
captured
In one of the most 
embarrassing episodes 
for the Empire, emperor 
Valerian is captured by the 
Sassanid Empire. Now a 
Persian prisoner of war, he 
is stripped of his title. 
260 CE

 The Gallic Empire 
secedes
In the first of two 
territorial splinter 
incidents, Roman general 
Postumus rebels against 
emperor Gallienus and 
forms a new state, The 
Gallic Empire in Gaul, 
Britannia and Hispania.
260 CE

 Aurelian defeats 
Quintilius
In 270 CE, two men are 
proclaimed emperor. 
Aurelian goes on to 
defeat Quintilius in 
battle, and the Senate 
soon recognises him as 
being the true emperor 
of the Empire.
270 CE

235 CE

Defi ning moment
Alexander Severus assassinated
235 CE
Setting the precedent that would continue for the next 50 

years of turmoil, the armies of emperor Alexander Severus 

turned on their leader when he attempted to buy a peace 

treaty with the Germanic horde. He was murdered 

by his own troops, who in turn named Maximinus 

Thrax (a popular general among the armies) as the 

next emperor. Thrax’s reign continues for around 

three years, however, invasions from barbarian forces 

continue to appear across the nation’s boundary. News 

also reached Rome of attacks by forces belonging to the 

Sassanid Empire.

Timeline

During the chaos, the most powerful seat in 

the land became diluted due to the number 

of claimants. Over the course of roughly half 

a century, around 26 men were officially 

recognised by the Senate as emperor (and 

that’s not counting the insurmountable 

number of claimants who made a vye for 

power without such an official endorsement).

So why were there so many? The Crisis of 

the Third Century was civil unrest on scale 

unseen in Rome since the days before it was 

united as a kingdom. Powerful families wanted 

to elevate themselves; generals from the army 

wanted to assume the seat of ultimate power 

and bring the realm to heel; and politicians 

simply wished to assume control of a once 

great and powerful nation.

Rome was also being assaulted, with a 

number of officially recognised emperors 

falling in battle or being captured by the 

enemy. If these claimants didn’t fall in battle, 

they were often assassinated during the chaos 

that ensured for 50 years.

Claimants for 
the throne

The impact the Crisis had on Roman 
trade and commerce was huge, and 
it took centuries for this aspect of 
social infrastructure to recover



Defining moment
Diocletian ends the Crisis
285 CE
Diocletian, now with the support of the Eastern Army, faced 

the remaining emperor Carinus for the future the Roman 

Empire. His true nature and character have been lost in 

history, mainly due to the propaganda Diocletian used to 

sully his name and spread discord among his supporters. We 

don’t know whether Carinus died in battle facing his rival or 

whether he was murdered by his own people. The latter, based 

upon previous examples, does seem the most likely since 

Diocletian quickly gained the support of both of the Eastern 

and Western armies and the Senate. His overwhelming 

support helped usher in the end of the Crisis.

145

was all but worthless as inflation soared. The 

Roman economy had been crippled, and now the 

state had no more money to pay the army.  

Outbreaks of plague (most likely smallpox or 

measles) ravaged the populace of Rome, and for 

those that survived, the weight of taxation (the 

only means the Senate had to raise money for the 

defence of the Empire) continued to crush a people 

already worn thin by the yoke of Roman Imperial 

life. Civil war raged like a wildfire and the face of 

the emperor changed constantly, sometimes in the 

matter of a few months.

When the emperor Valerian was captured by 

the Sassanids in 260 CE, the Empire went into 

near meltdown. The seat of Imperial power may 

have been a changeable one, but with the emperor 

himself now languishing in a Persian dungeon, 

the Empire could not look any weaker. It was the 

dagger to the heart that caused one of the worst 

impacts of the Crisis – the sundering of Rome. Later 

that year, a Roman general organised a rebellion 

against the emperor in the Gallic states of Britannia, 

Gaul and Hispania and formed the Gallic Empire.

In 267 CE, a Syrian queen by the name Zenobia 

took advantage of the dwindling Roman presence 

in the region of Palmyra to secede from the 

Empire and form an independent state known as 

the Palmyrene Empire. In the space of just a few 

years, the Roman Empire had splintered into three 

separate states with the rest of the realm left to 

bleed out between two rebellious new states. It was 

a disastrous era for the Empire, and it marked the 

very lowest moment for the realm during the Crisis. 

The Empire desperately needed a saviour. Someone 

to bring the Empire together again…

“The Roman 
economy had 
been crippled, 
and now the 
state had no 
more money to 
pay the army”

Crisis of the Third Century

 Aurelian retakes the 
Palmyrene Empire
After a year of war to reunite 
the splintered Roman Empire, 
Aurelian finally defeats the 
rebel queen Zenobia by 
starving her out of her palace 
in Syria. The Palmyrene 
Empire is absorbed back into 
the Empire.
273 CE

285 CE

 The Gallic Empire falls
In another campaign to 
reunite the realm, Aurelian 
sails for Britannia and 
defeats ruler Tetricus 
I and adds Gaul and 
Britannia back into the 
Roman Empire.
274 CE

 Emperor Florianus is 
assassinated
In one of many 
military-driven changes 
of leader, a revolt 
by the army leads to 
the assassination of 
emperor Florianus after 
a mere three months 
of rule.
276 CE

Defining moment
Aurelian is assassinated
275 CE
While he only reigned for five years, the aggressive 

military tactics of emperor Aurelian saw him manage to 

reunite the three separate realms. For most of that time 

he had the support of the military and was swift in his 

decisions to drive back the barbarians at every chance 

he had. He also oversaw the creation of the Aurelian 

Walls, a large boundary that surrounded the city of 

Rome, in case a barbarian invasion ever reached the 

heart of the realm. However, in-fighting and distrust 

soon set in and his own Praetorian Guard murdered 

him at the age of 65.

 Emperor Probus is 
assassinated
His successor, Probus, 
reigned for comparatively 
longer (a respectable six 
years considering the 
violent turmoil of the era), 
but he too was eventually 
deposed and murdered in a 
military revolt.
282 CE

 Diocletian starts  
a revolt
Cavalry commander 
Diocletian starts a revolt 
upon hearing of the 
death of the co-emperor 
Numerian in battle. He 
has the support of the 
powerful Eastern army.
284 CE

The capture of emperor Valerian by 
the Persians was a catastrophic loss 
for the Romans and almost sent the 

Empire into meltdown
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In fact, Rome needed two men, and the first 

would come in the form of a man named Aurelian. 

His predecessor, Claudius II Gothicus, had spent 

two years successfully suppressing the invading 

barbarians and had even won Hispania back 

from the wayward Gallic Empire, but fell to the 

Cyprian Plague in January 270 CE. Before his 

death, he named his closest commander Aurelian 

as his successor, but his brother Quintillus soon 

attempted to seize power. However, the armies 

did not recognise Quintilius’ claim and Aurelian 

quickly defeated him in battle and received the full 

backing of the Senate.

With the full confidence of his armies (a rarity 

in that era) and the efforts of his predecessor 

still ringing on the battlefield, Aurelian wished to 

reunify the Empire straight away, but the realm 

was bleeding from wounds on every side and was 

in dire need of protection. Firstly, he drove the 

Sarmatians, the Vandals and the Juthungi from the 

boundaries of Rome before going on to defeat the 

Iuthingi barbarians from the north who threatened 

to reach as far into Italia as Rome. With the 

support of his legions, Aurelian proved a worthy 

commander and an emperor that was not afraid of 

leading a battle charge. However, he understood the 

need to present a symbol to the people of Rome 

that the city was safe while he was ruler – so the 

Aurelian Walls were constructed around Rome as a 

means of protecting against a potential future siege.

By 272 CE, Aurelian’s attention turned to 

the concept of reunification and the seceded 

Palmyrene Empire. Hearing news of the impending 

Roman attack, Zenoba cut off the vital grain supply 

to Rome from Egypt, forcing Aurelian to march 

on Syria and retake the lost territories by force. 

Palmyra, the city in which Zenoba had taken 

refuge, proved difficult to besiege but Aurelian was 

willing to play the long game and after six months, 

a starving rebel queen and her son were finally 

forced to surrender.

Aurelian returned to Rome with Zenoba in 

chains and the grain stores of Egypt restored, a 

brief glimmer of positivity in an otherwise dark 

Anatomy of the 
Crisis

“Even with much of the realm now 
restored, the Empire was still in distress”

The Gallic Empire
260 CE – 274 CE
The provinces of Britannia, Hispania and Gaul 

broke away from the Empire in 260 CE  amid 

the turmoil of the Crisis and formed a new 

state – the Gallic Empire. The breakaway was 

organised by Postumus, a Roman general who 

grew tired of Rome’s inability to deal with the 

multiple invasions by Barbarians. Germania and, 

for a time, Hispania were added to its territories, 

before Postumus’ assassination in 268 CE and its 

reunification in 274 CE.

Palmyrene Empire
270 CE – 273 CE
Centered in the ancient Semitic city of Palmyra, 

the Palmyrene Empire was a splinter state that 

seceded from the Roman Empire in 270 CE. The 

state consisted of the Roman territories of Syria 

Palaestina, Arabia Petraea, Egypt and parts of Asia 

Minor and operated independently for three years 

before a series of internal rebellions left the door 

open for emperor Aurelian to destroy Palmyra 

and retake the territories. It was presided over by 

Syrian queen Zenobia and her family.

The Roman Empire
235 CE – 284 CE
Of the three states, the independent Italy-

centered state of the Roman Empire was the 

largest and most powerful. It was also the 

one with the most chaos and civil unrest. The 

fightback began in 268 CE when emperor 

Claudius II Gothicus drove back the Germanic 

tribes of the Armanni and retook Hispania from 

the Gallic Empire. Aurelian then took over the 

fight and retook all of the splintered territories.

Britannia
259 CE
While the rest of the Roman Empire was besieged 

by barbarian invaders, especially the Goths who 

poured into Roman territories from multiple 

vantage points, Roman Britain managed to avoid 

most of these invasions due to its separation 

by water. For a time, Britannia had become a 

relatively peaceful place but the crises elsewhere 

caused an inflation which in turn created 

economic uncertainty among its peoples. When 

the Roman general Postumus (who was based 

in Britannia) rebelled against emperor Gallienus, 

Britannia became a renewed priority.

Aegyptus
269 CE – 264 CE
The Roman province of Egypt was a key territory 

in the Roman Empire, and due to its production of 

grain it was also the wealthiest. The territory was 

originally taken by Zenobia during her rebellion 

that led to the formation of the Palmyrene 

Empire. Zenobia claimed an ancestral link to 

Cleopatra VII and Egypt as a whole and it was 

the loss of this particular realm that galvanised 

Aurelian to retake it so swiftly. 
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The military became the key player 
in the political makeup of the Crisis, 
which led to much of the civil unrest 
and infighting

Carinus proved to be the last 
emperor of the Crisis period, with 
Diocletian’s rise to power signalling 
the end of that dark half century

Diocletian’s methods helped bring 
the Crisis to an end, but even his 
Tetrarchy wasn’t built to last and the 
age of the single emperor returned
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and despondent era. Two years later, Aurelian 

sailed to Britannia and finished his predecessor’s 

work and brought the rebel state back into the 

Roman fold. Clearly his reputation as a fierce 

military commander preceded him and the self-

proclaimed “Gallic Emperor” Tetricus I openly 

offered the territories of Gaul and Britannia back 

(although he refused to accept Aurelian as his 

leader). So when the armies of the two men met in 

the autumn at Châlons-en-Champagne, the Gallic 

leader simply left his own camp and walked into 

the Roman one. In the space of a mere two years, 

Aurelian had restored the Empire.

Even with much of the realm now restored, the 

Empire was still in distress. Plague had ravaged 

cities, towns and settlements – even districts of 

Rome were almost entirely deserted as the people 

sought safety from the pandemic. Some towns had 

been completely destroyed by barbarian attacks, 

while others had been simply abandoned for fear of 

a similar fate. The era of constant fear of invasion 

had made the once easy-going Romans a fearful 

lot – the creation of walls at the boundary of the 

kingdom and the rise of Aurelian’s own defences 

around the city were signs of a people no longer 

confident in their own realm.

The Vandals were one of many 
barbarian tribes the Romans 
were at war with during the 

Crisis of the Third Century
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Crisis of the Third Century

Aurelian eventually succumbed to the fate so 

many other emperors faced – assassination. In 275 

CE, a conspiracy among some of his enemies led 

his own men to take his life. As as result, Rome 

was again plunged into civil war as the same cycle 

of military groups clashing over control of the 

throne continued. Six more men would take the 

Roman hot seat following Aurelian’s murder and for 

another decade Rome knew no civil peace.

And then, in 284 CE, another influential figure 

made a claim for the title of emperor – a Roman 

general by the name of Diocletian. Unlike many 

figures before him, Diocletian had the support 

of the two largest military groups in Rome – the 

Eastern and Western Armies. A popular strategist 

and commander, Diocletian decided that the cycle 

of single despotic rulers at the seat of Rome was 

perpetuating the Crisis the realm had been mired 

in for half a century. And so, with the support of 

most of the Empire’s military might, Diocletian 

ousted the current emperor and was proclaimed 

the new leader by the Senate.

Diocletian then created a new form of 

governance – the Tetrarchy. The Empire would be 

divided into four separate areas, each one governed 

by a single man, with all four meeting to discuss 

matters that pertained to the entire nation. The idea 

of providing elevated status to four of Rome’s most 

powerful families appeased the warring nobility, 

and with the army on his side as well, Diocletian 

effectively brought the Crisis of the Third Century 

to an end in 284 CE.

However, much like the ruined settlements, 

broken walls and plague pits, Rome was scarred 

forever by the half-century of conflict and 

uncertainty. Over 100 years of coinage debasement 

had largely eviscerated the Roman economy and 

the once silver-filled denarius was dead. Trade soon 

reverted back to the use of gold.

Rome’s trade infrastructure had also suffered 

during the Crisis. Previously, Rome had found 

much of its growth through its internal trade – 

where merchants from the Empire would travel 

inwards and sell to their fellow Romans. With 50 

years of civil unrest, the roads were no longer safe 

and these merchants rarely travelled. This led to 

many citizens buying locally or growing their own 

crops or wine, creating a self-reliance that ensured 

survival through the dark times but severely 

impacted Rome’s wider trade economy. Rome 

would survive, it would endure, but it would carry 

the scars of the Crisis with it forever.

The Plague of 
Cyprian
The Roman Empire suffered a number of 

destructive bouts of plague during its existence, 

one of which occurred during the Crisis of 

the Third Century. Known more commonly 

by historians as the Plague of Cyprian, this 

widespread pandemic was likely an outbreak of 

smallpox (a disease that ravaged the civilised 

world, especially during the Middle Ages to come). 

Cases are first documented sometime during 250 

CE and raged for two decades, even claiming the 

life of one of the emperors, Claudius II Gothicus in 

July 270 CE.

The plague itself ravaged everyone from the 

Carthaginians to the Goths, and seemed to spread 

like wildfire according to St Cyprian (a bishop of 

Carthage who witnessed the outbreak). This has 

led some to believe it was either a new, virulent 

form of smallpox or the first instance of measles. 

Either way, it took over two decades for the 

disease to finally abate.
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Romans
The word “Roman” may inspire images 

of military greatness, but in reality the 

Roman Empire was a shadow of its former 

self by this point. Without the aid of the 

Visigoths and other tribes, Gaul would 

certainly have fallen.

The battle
With much of the battle taking place under the 

cover of darkness, events took a turn for the 

chaotic, with many of the combatants losing track 

of who was fighting who. 

Casualties
To this day, no one knows the number of 

fighters on each side – or the amount of 

casualties, for that matter. Reports from the 

time talk of hundreds of thousands of dead, 

although there is no way to verify this.

Theodoric
The leader of the 

Visigoths agreed to 

an alliance with the 

Romans in the face 

of danger from the 

Huns, as they inhabited 

Gaul, which Attila was 

targeting. Ultimately, 

Theodoric lost his life in 

the battle.

Book of the Roman Empire



149

T
he Battle of the Catalaunian Plains (or the 

Battle of Chalons, as it is sometimes referred 

to)  in 451 played host to a skirmish between 

two opponents experiencing varying 

fortunes. On one side was the Roman Empire, 

a once-mighty force on the wane in the wake of 

constant assaults courtesy of increasingly powerful 

tribes from across Europe. On the other was one of 

the chief perpetrators of said attacks: Attila the Hun.

Known as “the scourge of God”, Attila and his 

Huns inspired great fear, and for good reason. He 

and his tribe were renowned for how they swept 

through the eastern Roman Empire, laying waste to 

all in their path, indiscriminate of age, race or rank. 

And they were looking for a new target, ultimately 

settling on Gaul (now France). Although nominally 

counted as part of the Roman Empire, in actuality it 

was largely controlled by the Visigoths, who found 

themselves under threat from Attila. The barbarian 

rampaged through Gaul, with cities like Cologne, 

Mainz, Metz, Strasbourg and Rheims falling before 

the onslaught; he then lay siege to Orleans.

But the Romans had a man capable of facing 

the mighty Attila. Aetius was, by equal measures, a 

warrior and politician, having won numerous battles 

as a general, and served as chief political adviser to 

Valentinian III, the emperor of the western Roman 

Empire. Having spent large parts of his youth 

growing up with Visigoths and even the Huns, he 

knew their ways. This experience, combined with 

his political and military nous, was to prove vital in 

not only defeating the latter, but in persuading the 

former to form an alliance with the Roman empire. 

Thus, Aetius and his troops, along with an alliance 

of Visigoths led by King Theodoric I and groups of 

Alans and Burgundinians, made for Orleans.

As it turned out, they made it just in time, on 14 

June, with Orleans on the verge of surrender. Despite 

the fact that his forces greatly outnumbered the 

Roman coalition, Attila ordered his troops to retreat 

in good order, preferring to face them in open battle 

rather than the confines of the city. Making camp 

near Chalons, he waited until the cover of darkness. 

All the while Aetius and his force remained in battle 

formation. On 20 June, the fighting commenced.

The battle was one of the bloodiest fought of 

that age. Although Attila took the early upper hand, 

ploughing through the soft centre of the Alans 

(purposefully placed there due to their unreliability), 

the Romans and Visigoths returned fire by attacking 

the flanks, turning the tide of the battle. With light 

returning and his life at risk, Attila again withdrew. 

Exact numbers of the dead (including Theodoric 

among them) are unknown, although some sources 

paint the figure as high as 200,000-300,000. 

Faced with the opportunity to wipe out the Huns, 

Aetius stayed his hand. This has been attributed to 

the fact that the existence of a common foe in the 

Huns was the only reason their alliance with the 

Visigoths held, which they still needed to safeguard 

against further attacks from the Vandals in the 

south (who themselves had first mooted the idea of 

invading Gaul to Attila). The Huns would eventually 

return to ravage Italy, but for now, the future of the 

eastern Roman Empire was secured – thanks in 

large part to Aetius, the “last of the Romans”.

The 
Catalaunian 

Plains

The Catalaunian Plains

In one of the most legendary battles of all time, 

the Romans were faced with fighting the notorious 

Attila the Hun



02 Attila 
attacks
Attila attacks through 
the centre with his 
Huns, where Aetius 
has intentionally 
placed the weakest 
part of his troops, 
the Alan tribe. The 
resulting cavalry 
charge pushes the 
Alans, led by King 
Sangiban (who 
had previously 
tried to negotiate 
a surrender 
with the Huns 
while Orleans 
was under 
siege) back, 
with Attila 
following on 
in pursuit.

01 Attila and his troops 
withdraw to his circle
Seeing the arrival of the Roman/Visigoth alliance, 

Attila orders his troops to return to the countryside, 

setting camp near the town of Chalons. Here, he 

remains inactive in his wagon circle; all the while 

Aetius and his forces wait in battle formation.
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05 Theodoric 
is killed
Tragedy strikes for the 
Visigoths. During the assault, 
Theodoric is de-horsed, 
before being trampled and 
killed by his own men. This 
was a blow for Aetius, with 
his strongest ally dead.

Aetius
LEADER
A warrior and politician, Aetius was 

hugely popular, referred to as the 

“last of the Romans”. 

Strengths Tactically savvy and a 

strong warrior. 

Weakness Outnumbered by the 

Hun forces.

Hasta
KEY WEAPON
A cross between a 

lance and a spear, 

the hasta was just 

one of the weapons 

employed by the 

Roman soldiers.

Strengths Useful for 

fending off assaults 

by cavalry.

Weakness Could 

be unwieldy in close-

quarters combat.

03 Aetius 
counter-attacks
Aetius had kept the bulk 

of his strength on the 

flanks – commanding his 

Roman troops on the left, 

with Theodoric leading the 

Visigoths on the right. After 

Attila’s initial assault, the 

Romans press the attack, 

attempting to prevent Attila 

from retreating back to his 

wagons. Despite assaulting 

Attila’s forces, they lack 

the numbers to fully 

overwhelm the Huns.

04 The Visigoths strike
With the battle continuing well into the 

night, the fighting becomes increasingly 

desperate. Having initially been held up 

by strong resistance from the Huns, the 

Visigoths assault the flanks. Combined 

with the Roman assault, this turns the 

tide of the battle in Aetius’s favour, with 

the Huns being pressed on both flanks 

and hemmed in, and denied the space 

that they need to fight.

Romans
TROOPS 50-80,000

Visigoth 
cavalry
KEY UNIT
A vital component of the Roman 

alliance, they would prove to be 

decisive in the battle ahead.

Strengths Strong and difficult to 

cut down.

Weakness Could easily trample 

their own men.

Book of the Roman Empire

Despite his 
reputation being 
weakened, Attila 

continued to attack 
nothern Italy the 

following year.
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Attila
LEADER
One of the most feared military 

leaders of all time, he was 

determined to invade Gaul.

Strengths A cunning and strong 

warrior, commanding a huge force 

behind him.

Weakness Tactically out-

manoeuvred by Aetius.

Bow and 
arrow
KEY WEAPON
Used to great effect to 

cover the Hun retreat, 

they were especially 

lethal against any 

mounted cavalry. 

Strengths Possesses 

a good range and lethal 

in numbers.

Weakness Not as 

effective in close-

quarters combat.

Huns
KEY UNIT
One of the most formidable – and 

feared – tribes in Europe, wherever 

they went they left destruction in 

their wake.

Strengths Brave and fearless 

warriors in battle.

Weakness Gung-ho nature left 

them particularly liable to be caught 

out tactically.

06 The Visigoths fight on
Despite the loss of their king and 
leader, the Visigoths fight on with 
renewed vigour, led by the fallen 
Theodoric’s son, Thorismund. Thirsty 
for revenge, Thorismund leads a 
cavalry charge into the midst of 
Attila’s forces, inflicting huge numbers 
of casualties in the process.

07 Chaos 
reigns
With the sun having 

set, there is much 

confusion, as both 

forces lose track of 

who is fighting who. 

In one instance, 

Thorismund 

mistakes the Huns 

for his own men, 

and is nearly killed 

himself as a result.

09 Aetius stays 
his hand
Despite having the 

opportunity to destroy 

the Huns once and 

for all, after a night of 

deliberation, Aetius 

opts against further 

pursuing the 

Huns. The likely 

reason for this is 

that the Huns provided 

a common foe for the 

Romans and Visigoths to 

unite behind, and with 

Theodoric dead, Aetius 

needed to be sure that 

he could count on the 

support of the Visigoths.

10  The Huns make 
their exit
With Aetius unwilling to press 

the assault, Attila takes his troops 

beyond the Rhine, making an 

effective retreat. He would later 

recover and return to make trouble 

for the Roman Empire, but in the 

meantime, its future was secure.

08 Attila 
retreats 
Seeing that the tide of 

battle has turned against 

him and not willing to 

risk further losses, Attila 

retreats with his forces 

to his wagon circle, with 

his archers covering the 

retreating troops.

Huns
TROOPS 50-80,000

The Catalaunian Plains



600 years Islamists dreamed 

of seizing Constantinople, once 

the wealthiest city in the world. 

In 1453, both sides prepared for 

a decisive showdown
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The Roman 
Empire’s 
last stand
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S
ultan Mehmed II took his position on a 

small mound in sight of the walls of the 

ancient city of Constantinople. Those tasked 

with defending the city – the stronghold of 

Orthodox Christianity – from the waves of 

invaders that threatened her could clearly see his 

location as they peered across from the city walls 

over an incredible number of tents situated barely 

230 metres (750 feet) away.

The tents were arranged in clusters. At the 

centre of each was the makeshift home of an 

officer, on top of each a defiant flag fluttering in the 

wind against the Sea of Marmara. The 21-year old 

sultan’s ceremonial red-and-gold tent lay further 

back, its grandeur befitting that of the Ottoman 

Empire’s leader. The sight of some 60,000 soldiers 

together with thousands more helping to keep 

them well tooled and fed was chilling for the city’s 

inhabitants. The severity of the threat to their city 

was clear. For the leader of Constantinople – the 

Byzantine Emperor Constantine XI Palaiologos 

– the purpose of the incredible gathering within 

spitting distance of the city to which he 

had dedicated his life was clear. War 

was inevitable and his forces were 

outnumbered ten to one.

Mehmed was conscious of 

the need for a swift war on 

Constantinople, given the 

logistics involved with keeping 

such a large army well fed 

and healthy. He had made 

Constantine an offer; surrender 

the city and he could keep his 

life and rule in the smaller town of 

Mystras. The Emperor had refused: “To 

surrender the city to you is beyond my authority 

or anyone else’s who lives in it, for all of us, after 

taking the mutual decision, shall die out of free 

will without sparing our lives.” 

On 6 April 1453, the first attack came, light 

artillery firing at Constantinople. Soldiers 

pushed forward, trying to break 

through the city’s walls, but the 

defenders proved strong. They 

repelled the invading army, 

causing many casualties. Even 

as cracks appeared in the walls, 

and fortresses on Bosphorus 

were taken, Mehmed realised it 

wasn’t going to be easy to break 

the city. For that, even greater 

force was needed, so he called 

upon something with huge 

firepower; a weapon that 

was to shake Constantinople like 

an earthquake. 
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Emperor 
Constantine, 

after whom the city 
was named, dubbed 

it “New Rome“, 
designating it as the 

new capital.



Yet for hundreds of years the main threat to 

Constantinople as the centre for the Orthodox 

Church had come from Rome, the centre of 

the Catholic Church. The Fourth Crusade had 

devastated Constantinople’s power and riches and 

so, by 1453, it was a pale shadow of its former self. 

By this point the Byzantine Empire – which at its 

height had included most of the Mediterranean 

coast – consisted of Constantinople and a 

few square miles outside. It might have 

lost its power but its location and 

history meant it was still desirable. 

Mehmed wanted it badly.

The sultan was determined to 

succeed where his predecessors 

had failed. He had come to 

power thanks to his father, 

Murat, who had negotiated a ten-

year truce with Christian crusaders 

intent on invasion. Mehmed had 

come to hold a desire to be the heir 

to the Roman Empire and extend his 

influence. He wanted one faith, one empire 

and one sovereignty in the world and by 1453, the 

time was right. Constantine XI had none of the 

power of those that had gone before him and the 

city, with its population of 100,000, was bankrupt. 

Constantinople had been paying vast sums to the 

Ottoman Empire as a way of avoiding invasion 

but this only served to financially cripple it. Now 

the enemy was camped on its doorstep, ready to 

1. Rumeli Hisari (Fortress of Europe) 
Winter 1451: Nicknamed Bozaz Kesen (meaning throat-
cutter), Mehmed II ordered the building of a magnificent 
castle with 7.6m (25ft) thick walls. Situated at the 
narrowest point of the Bosphorus Strait, its inhabitants 
used it to cut supplies to Constantinople.

2. The chain 
2 April 1453: Although the chain had been constructed 
centuries earlier, Constantine XI ensured it was strung 
across the mouth of the Golden Horn in Constantinople as 
the Ottoman army camped on their doorstep. It prevented 
enemy ships from entering the inlet.

3. Enemy camp 
2 April 1453: Outside the city walls, the enemy Ottoman 
Turks together with a European army camped outside the 
city walls, the European army to the north of the river, 
the Janissaries in the middle protecting Mehmed, and the 
Anatolian army further down.

4. Theodosian Wall 
6 April to 29 May 1453: This 6.5km (4mi) stretch of 
land-locked wall was the primary target for the advancing 
enemy. They struck it with cannon fire and tried to breach 
it several times before finally succeeding on 29 May 1453, 
seizing the city.

5. The moat 
The moat had been added in the fifth century and it was 
an extra barrier between any invading army and the city 
walls. It was around 20m (66ft) wide and 7m (23ft) deep. 
The Ottoman Turks tried desperately to fill it and allow for 
a safe and easy passage.

6. Bypassing the chain 
22 April 1453: With the chain blocking access to the 
Golden Horn, Mehmed II ordered the ships to be carried 
over land instead. In the dead of night, they were pulled 
over difficult ground using log rollers and relaunched into 
the water, much to Constantine’s surprise.
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Constantine XI understood the political 

significance of his city. It was the gateway to 

Europe, an impregnable walled city that for 1,000 

years had been besieged 23 times with just one 

success, at the hands of the Christian knights of the 

Fourth Crusade in 1203. Crucially, Constantinople 

– so important to the Eastern Roman Empire, or 

Byzantine Empire as it later became known – was 

the centre for trade and previously the 

world’s largest and richest city. It 

had stood firm in the face of 

the Ottoman Empire that had 

expanded all around it, leaving 

it isolated in the middle of 

Europe and Asia.

Constantinople had 

become the focus of jealousy 

among rival leaders who 

wanted to conquer what had 

become the last outpost of 

the once-mighty Roman Empire. 

Followers of Islam had lain siege on 

Constantinople between 674 and 678, trying 

again in 717 and 718 in line with the belief that its 

remaining strength would prevent Islam’s reach 

into Europe. Christian Europe feared the fall of 

Constantinople, believing it would open the way for 

Islamic dominance. But even though the city saw 

off the attempted conquest, the death of Islamic 

martyrs had helped make it a holy place and the 

determination to try again burned deep.

Constantinople in 1453 was a prestigious 
city but not as powerful as it once was

How the city’s 
defences were breached
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The Roman 
Empire was a 

mere shadow of what 
it had been at the 

height of its power, 
but still demanded 

respect.



The evolution of 
siege weapons 

Battering ram
First used: Unknown
Strengths: A part of warfare since ancient 

history, battering rams have been highly 

effective in smashing down fortifications 

over the centuries. They started 

as simple heavy logs but swinging 

mechanisms later came into play, 

making them more advanced.

Weaknesses: Although great 

at impacting stone and brick, against 

thicker walls they were next to useless. 

Soldiers would also have to get up close to 

cause damage. Gunpowder and cannons 

replaced this clumsy method.

Siege tower
First used: 
11th century BCE
Strengths: Moveable siege towers allowed 

soldiers to scale curtain walls since they 

were of the same size or higher. In 

later years, the bottom part would be 

covered to allow for covert work such 

as filling in moats.

Weaknesses: Since they were 

made from wood, they were vulnerable 

to collapse. In Constantinople, the siege 

towers were set alight by the defenders using 

Greek fire – a weapon frequently used by the 

Byzantines in naval battles.

Cannon
First used: 
12th century CE
Strengths: Cannons were highly 

effective against even the strongest of 

fortifications as the super-cannons 

utilised in Constantinople showed. 

Artillery fire was used heavily in the 

First World War and lives on in a 

modern form today.

Weaknesses: The need to 

reload and correct aim makes them 

cumbersome. In Constantinople, it would take 

some three hours to reload the super-cannon 

and it was a tiring, manual process.

Catapult
First used: 
4th century BCE
Strengths: Catapults were able to propel 

missiles over the fortified walls of cities 

and castles and strike death and fear 

into the heart of a population. They 

could also be used to smash the walls 

with large stones.

Weaknesses: When defences are 

strong, the effects of catapults can be 

neutralised. And no matter what type 

of catapult was used – some were tension 

drive, others were spoon-like – they were 

cumbersome to move and position.

The sultan promised 
his men they could 
loot the city after 
they took it 
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220 BCE
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1453 CE

The rise and fall of 
the Roman Empire

unleash hell. The 49-year-old Constantine knew the 

chances of his small army holding out were slim 

but vowed to fight to his last breath. 

Constantine had made representations to the 

Pope, knowing that an attack by the Ottoman 

forces could only be held off for so long. They 

needed reinforcements from the West to help tackle 

the threat. A union between the two churches 

was celebrated at the end of 1452, but despite the 

promise of warships, none arrived in the following 

months and with no help coming, Constantine 

stepped up the work of repairing and reinforcing 

the city’s walls.

The last outpost of the Roman Empire was 

ringed by 19 kilometres (12 miles) of perimeter 

walling, most of it faced the edge of the sea. On 

the northern side was a chain that had been 

placed across the mouth of the Golden Horn, the 

primary inlet leading to a large harbour-like body of 

water. It prevented enemy ships from sailing past 

the northern part of Constantinople and was an 

important part of the city’s defences. Constantine’s 

strategy of defence was to put a greater emphasis 

on the 6.5 kilometres (four miles) of land-locked 

perimeter wall, but he was completely unaware of 

the latest secret weapon about to be unveiled by 

his enemy.

Mehmed enjoyed the discovery of new things 

and so was rather taken by a proposal to create a 

cannon larger than any other that had been built. 

This, he surmised, would be perfect to smash the 

famous walls of Constantinople.

Gunpowder had been available since around the 

11th century – it appears on the Song Dynasty text 

Wujing Zongyao – so its power was not unknown. 

The Ottomans’ new weapon was different, though. 

It was devised by an engineer called Orban, who 

had visited Constantinople from the Kingdom 

of Hungary and was taken on by Constantine to 

develop new weaponry. The infrequent payments 

forced him to seek employment with Mehmed and 

he promised the sultan he could make a weapon 

large enough to fire a huge stone that would 

demolish the city’s walls.

Orban was given an abundance of money and 

the materials to build his notorious super cannon. 

It took him a laborous three months to make the 

giant weapon, the end result being a monster 

that was 8.2 metres (27 feet) long and capable of 

hurling a 272-kilogram (600-pound) stone ball 

over an incredible 1.6 kilometres (one mile). When 

it hit the walls of Constantinople, the shock waves 

were immense. Constantine’s men struggled in 

the face of the onslaught as it smashed into the 

stone surroundings, causing parts to crumble to the 

ground, leaving gaping holes in the city’s precious 

defences. Their respite came in the three long 

hours it took to reload the cannon – they could use 

the time to repair the wall with mud and other 

materials that were available. The defenders draped 

animal skins over the walls, which, together with 

the mud, helped to cushion subsequent blows to 

that area. 

The noise and incredible shaking of the walls 

and ground as each ball smashed into the city’s 

walls caused as much psychological damage as 

it did physical. The pounding went on for days. 

Constantine was helped by Giovanni Giustiniani 

and his army of 700 professional soldiers from 

the island of Chiois. Giustiniani was instrumental 

in keeping the walls repaired and Constantinople 

somehow continued to hold strong. By now, the 

battle had raged for 12 days.

One of the major aims for Mehmed’s army was 

to fill the moat surrounding the city walls so that 

access could be quickly gained but Constantine’s 

men emptied them at night. Even so, there had 

been enough damage and headway for a second 

stab at taking over Constantinople on 18 April, but 

this was repelled.

“ He promised he could make a weapon 
large enough to fire a huge stone that 
would demolish the city’s walls”

Sultan Mehmed had been planning the 
sacking of Constantinople for years
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Historic cities 
sacked 

Ottoman forces finally broke through 

the robust city walls and sturdy 

defences and gained access to 

the city of Constantinople. Amid 

the deafening sound, they slew 

hundreds of men, captured women 

and children and looted the city for 

promised riches.

The troops of Holy Roman Emperor 

Charles V became angry at not being 

paid. In the end more than 34,000 

of them mutinied and headed for 

Rome. Churches and monasteries 

were looted and destroyed. Priests, 

monks and nuns were among those 

slaughtered in the revolt.

With Spain declared bankrupt, the 

Tercio was angry at not being paid 

and so swept into Antwerp with the 

intention of looting the city. Over 

three days, they stole large numbers 

of items and ended up setting fire to 

the city, completely destroying the 

wealthiest quarter.

Around 150,000 Mongols arrived 

in Baghdad and, on 13 February, 

entered the city, destroying and 

pillaging property for a week. One of 

the Mongols’ biggest crimes was the 

soaking of hundreds of books in the 

Tigris River but their butchery was 

also severe.
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Scutum
A SHIELD USED FOR BOTH 
DEFENCE AND OFFENCE
Constructed from plywood and 

covered in leather, the oval-shaped 

shield called a scutum was over 

a metre (3.3 feet) in length, and 

proved a valuable defence against 

ranged weapons. Up close, it could 

also be used as a weapon.

Lorica 
segmentata
A COAT OF METAL TO 
DEFLECT ATTACKS
Once only used by the highest-

ranking soldiers, this form of 

armour eventually became 

standard after the Romans 

perfected the ability to mass-

produce metal goods. Consisting 

of strips of iron or steel that had 

been heated by coal and quenched 

in oil or water, it was perfect for 

deflecting swords and arrows.
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Cassis
A HELMET AS MUCH FOR SHOW 
AS IT IS PROTECTION
The Roman legionnaire’s helmet 

was made from bronze and provided 

protection for the whole head. The 

plumes on the top were usually 

made from horsehair or feathers, 

though may have only been worn 

for ceremonial duties.

Gladius
THE PRIMARY WEAPON USED 
DURING CLOSE COMBAT
Adopted during the Punic Wars, this 

short sword was the legionnaire’s 

main offensive weapon of choice. It 

was primarily a thrusting and slashing 

sword, ideal for close combat, and 

became part of the legionnaire’s 

signature parry-and-stab move.

Tunic
A LAYER OF PADDING BELOW THE LORICA SEGMENTATA
Worn underneath the armour coming down roughly to the 

middle of the thigh, the tunic was made out of rough wool, 

and was most often red or left undyed (white). The only 

colours not used were black (because it symbolised death) and 

pink, yellow and green, as they were considered feminine.

Caligae
THE LIGHTWEIGHT FOOTWEAR THAT 
WAS BUILT FOR LONG MARCHES
Despite superficially resembling sandals, these 

were in reality marching boots, made of leather 

with heavy soles. They were designed to allow 

air to circulate around the feet and reduce the 

risk of blisters during marching, although in 

colder locations (like Britain) woollen socks 

were often worn with them.

Pilum
TAKING OUT ENEMIES 
FROM AFAR
Metal-tipped and with a 

weighted end, the legionnaire’s 

javelin was between 1.8 and 2.1 

metres (six and seven feet) long. 

It could be hurled to devastating 

effect and was accurate up to 

around 30 paces in some hands.
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A Roman legionnaire
Replication of a typical Roman soldier 

circa 750 BCE – 476 CE



One of the most effective pre-war plans enacted 

by the Ottomans was the building of a large castle 

on the European side of Constantinople, in close 

proximity to the city. Finished well in time for the 

siege, Ottoman’s nicknamed it Bogaz Kesen, which 

translates as the “throat cutter.” Taking just four 

months to complete, it could be used to control 

sea traffic on the Bosphorus strait. The Ottoman 

Turks could cut supplies to Constantinople by 

blasting away at defiant ships trying to sail past, 

using large cannons situated on the water’s edge. 

Constantinople was dangerously isolated.

But just as the Ottoman Turks had made 

preparations, so too had Constantinople. The 

defenders had strung a chain across the mouth 

of the Golden Horn. By blocking access to the 

waterway, the defenders were able to prevent an 

onslaught from that direction. The defenders had 

proved adept at seeing off the Ottomans’ naval 

advances and there had been close ship-to-ship 

combat during which the Byzantines emerged 

victorious. Yet cutting off the Golden Horn meant 

they could concentrate their efforts on defending 

the land-lying areas of the wall instead.

The sultan’s solution was ingenious. Mehmed 

looked at the chain and surveyed the land close 

by. He decided the answer would be to haul the 

ships over land from the sea to the water cut off 

by the chain. And so it began. Soldiers and oxen 

pulled at the ships, sending them over pre-laid 

rollers greased with animal fat. Scores of ships 

were hauled over in a mammoth overnight task. 

Surprised and aghast, the defenders were unsure 

what to do. The ships were now able to fire at the 

scantly guarded wall to the side of the Golden 

Horn. Within hours, great damage was being 

caused and the victorious Mehmed showed his 

ruthless side. When a group of defenders managed 

to escape from one sunken ship, Mehmed’s 

punishment was to have them impaled. 

The high-stakes game of cat and mouse 

continued and Mehmed ordered the Ottomans 

to mine under the city. On 16 May, 

Christian soldiers heard underground 

activity and went to investigate. 

Their discovery of miners put 

them on high alert and, having 

sorted the initial problem, 

they tried to think up effective 

ways to spot further attempts. 

John Grant, a Scotsman 

who had found himself in 

Constantinople, recommended 

placing buckets of water around 

the walls of the city. A ripple on the 

surface of the water would immediately 

alert them to possible mining. Remarkably, it 

actually worked.

The attacks may have been repelled but the 

defenders were getting tired and their walls were 

a mess. On 27 May, Mehmed made the decision 

to throw everything at the city. Ottoman forces 

bombarded the walls relentlessly, causing heavy 

damage. They were fast and furious, giving the 

defenders little time to make repairs. Mehmed 

then prepared his men to march forward. They 

were, he said, not to touch the structure of the 

city – he wanted Constantinople to remain as intact 

Who was the city 
named after?
The city was named after Constantine the Great, 

the Roman emperor from 306 CE to 337 CE. He had 

battled against Emperor Maxentius for control of the 

Western Roman Empire in 312 and won. It was a victory 

that allowed him, as the first emperor to convert to 

Christianity, to lead the way for religious tolerance. 

Under Constantine, the empire flourished, eventually 

being unified in 324. Constantine continued to look 

east and established New Rome in Byzantium. The 

Romans renamed this Constantinople in his honour and 

it came to be the capital of what became known as the 

Byzantine Empire.

as possible so that it could form his capital. They 

could loot and enslave, though. With this promise, 

the army spent 28 May getting ready, praying, 

resting and running through their tactics. 

Constantine prepared his beloved city, 

encouraged his soldiers to fight to the very 

last man and vowed to defend his city to the 

death. There were just 4,000 men left to hold 

Constantinople – half that at the start of the siege. 

On 29 May, after a 47-day siege, the invaders surged 

forward, scaling the walls. They were pushed back 

by the defenders who knocked away ladders and 

used hot oil to scald the invaders. Two waves of 

attack were repelled.

But Mehmed’s Janissaries – Christians picked 

up by the Ottomans as children and trained as 

fighters – broke through, their elite training 

enabling them to breech the walls 

after numerous hours of fighting. 

There were hand-to-hand battles 

in the narrow streets of the 

city. The defenders knew the 

city were soon overpowered. 

Screams filled the night air. As 

Ottoman soldiers poured into 

Constantinople, the city was 

completely overwhelmed. 

The Ottomans flung open the 

great bronze doors of Saint Sophia and 

massacred large numbers of worshippers. 

With priests dying by the altar and with a vast 

number of prisoners being rounded up, the end 

was upon the city. Their emperor tore off his 

imperial ornaments so he looked like any normal 

soldier, saying, “The city is fallen and I am still 

alive”, and charging to his death. The invaders 

tied up any enemy they didn’t slaughter, grabbed 

women and fought over the most attractive of 

them. Children were led into slavery and the city 

was ransacked of what little it had left. After more 

than 1,000 years of a glorious Constantinople, the 

last outpost of the Roman Empire was no more. ©
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What happened next? 
Although Christians aimed to reclaim Constantinople 

after its fall, such ambitions fizzled out in the 16th 

century. Many of Byzantine’s learned men had left 

the empire and sought out new inspiration, flooding 

Europe with teachings and culture and Constantinople 

was transformed into an Islamic city. 

Constantinople – renamed Istanbul – became 

attractive to Muslims, Jews and Christians and they 

lived in harmony in a city that Mehmed II had rebuilt 

both structurally and culturally. With the Ottoman 

Empire in decline, the 20th century brought changes. 

The First World War meant Istanbul came to be 

occupied by Britain, France and Italy, leading to the 

establishment of the Republic of Turkey in 1923.

 Constantinople 
was the last gem 
of the Byzantine 

Empire, a reminder of 
the military prowess 

of the Roman 
Empire.
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