The Rape of the Sabine Women

(Livy Ab Urbe Condita 1.7-1.13)

[Context:  Soon after founding Rome with his brother Remus, the new city was faced with a crisis.  There were no women in the city, and the neighboring towns refused to permit them to marry their daughters.  Romulus thus planned the ‘Rape of the Sabine Women’ to guarantee the continuation of the Roman race.]


Romulus summoned his subjects and gave them laws, without which the creation of a unified body politic would not have been possible.  In his view the rabble over whom he ruled could be induced to respect the law only if he himself adopted certain visible signs of power; he proceeded, therefore, to increase the dignity and impressiveness of his position by various devices, of which the most important was the creation of the twelve lictors
 to attend his person.  Some have fancied that he made the lictors twelve in number because the vultures, in the augury, had been twelve;
 personally, however, I incline to follow the opinion which finds for this an Etruscan origin.
  We know that the State Chair - the ‘curule’ chair
 - and the purple-bordered toga
 came to us from Etruria; and it is probable that the idea of attendants, as well as, in this case, of their number, came across the border from Etruria too.  The number twelve was due to the fact that the twelve Etruscan communities united to elect a king, and each contributed one lictor.

Meanwhile Rome was growing.  More and more ground was coming within the circuit of its walls.  Indeed, the rapid expansion of the enclosed area was out of proportion to the actual population, and evidently indicated an eye to the future.  In antiquity the founder of a new settlement, in order to increase its population, would as a matter of course shark up a lot of homeless and destitute folk and pretend that they were 'born of earth' to be his progeny.  Romulus now followed a similar course:  to help fill his big new town, he threw open, between the two copses as you go up the Capitoline hill, a place of asylum for fugitives.  Hither fled for refuge all the ‘down-and-out’ from the neighboring peoples:  some free, some slaves, and all of them wanting nothing but a fresh start.  That mob was the first real addition to the city's strength, the first step to her future greatness.                          

Having now adequate numbers, Romulus proceeded to temper strength with policy and turned his attention to social organization.  He created a hundred senators - fixing that number either because it was enough for his purpose, or because there were no more than a hundred who were in a position to be made ‘Fathers’, as they were called.  The title of 'fathers' (patres) undoubtedly was derived from their rank, and their descendants were called 'patricians'.

Rome was now strong enough to challenge any of her neighbors; but, great though she was, her greatness seemed likely to last only for a single generation.  There were not enough women, and that, added to the fact that there was no intermarriage with neighboring communities, ruled out any hope of maintaining the level of population.  Romulus accordingly, on the advice of his senators, sent representatives to the various peoples across his borders to negotiate alliances and the right of intermarriage for the newly established state.  The envoys were instructed to point out that cities, like everything else, have to begin small; in course of time, helped by their own worth and the favor of heaven, some, at least, grow rich and famous, and of these Rome would assuredly be one: Gods had blessed her birth, and the valor of her people would not fail in the days to come.  The Romans were men, as they were; why, then, be reluctant to intermarry with them?

Romulus' overtures were nowhere favorably received; it was clear that everyone despised the new community, and at the same time feared, both for themselves and for posterity, the growth of this new power in their midst.  More often than not his envoys were dismissed with the question of whether Rome had thrown open her doors to female, as well as to male, runaways and vagabonds, as that would evidently be the most suitable way for Romans to get wives.  The young Romans naturally resented this jibe, and a clash seemed inevitable.  Romulus, seeing it must come, set the scene for it with elaborate care.  

Deliberately hiding his resentment, he prepared to celebrate the Consualia, a solemn festival in honor of Neptune, patron of the horse, and sent notice of his intention all over the neighboring countryside.  The better to advertise it, his people lavished upon their preparations for the spectacle all the resources - such as they were in those days - at their command.  On the appointed day crowds flocked to Rome, partly, no doubt, out of sheer curiosity to see the new town.  The majority were from the neighboring settlements of Caenina, Crustumium, and Antemnae, but all the Sabines were there too, with their wives and children.  Many houses offered hospitable entertainment to the visitors; they were invited to inspect the fortifications, layout, and numerous buildings of the town, and expressed their surprise at the rapidity of its growth.  Then the great moment came; the show began, and nobody had eyes or thoughts for anything else.  This was the Romans' opportunity:  at a given signal all the able-bodied men burst through the crowd and seized the young women.  Most of the girls were the prize of whoever got hold of them first, but a few conspicuously handsome ones had been previously marked down for leading senators, and these were brought to their houses by special gangs.  There was one young woman of much greater beauty than the rest; and the story goes that she was seized by a party of men belonging to the household of someone called Thalassius, and in reply to the many questions about whose house they were taking her to, they, to prevent anyone else laying hands upon her, kept shouting, 'Thalassius, Thalassius!'  This was the origin of the use of this word at weddings.

By this act of violence the fun of the festival broke up in panic.  The girls' unfortunate parents made good their escape, not without bitter comments on the treachery of their hosts and heartfelt prayers to the God to whose festival they had come in all good faith in the solemnity of the occasion, only to be grossly deceived.  The young women were no less indignant and as full of foreboding for the future.

Romulus, however, reassured them.  Going from one to another he declared that their own parents were really to blame, in that they had been too proud to allow intermarriage with their neighbors; nevertheless, they need not fear; as married women they would share all the fortunes of Rome, all the privileges of the community, and they would be bound to their husbands by the dearest bond of all, their children.  He urged them to forget their wrath and give their hearts to those to whom chance had given their bodies.  Often, he said, a sense of injury yields in the end to affection, and their husbands would treat them all the more kindly in that they would try, each one of them, not only to fulfill their own part of the bargain but also to make up to their wives for the homes and parents they had lost.  The men, too, played their part:  they spoke honeyed words and vowed that it was passionate love which had prompted their offense.  No plea can better touch a woman’s heart.  

The women in course of time lost their resentment; but no sooner had they learned to accept their lot than their parents began to stir up trouble in earnest.  To excite sympathy they went about dressed in mourning and pouring out their grief in tears and lamentations.  Not content with confining these demonstrations within the walls of their own towns, they marched in mass to the house of Titus Tatius the Sabine king, the greatest name in that part of the country.  Official embassies, too, from various settlements, waited upon him.

It seemed to the people of Caenina, Crustumium, and Antemnae, who had been involved in the trouble, that Tatius and the Sabines were unduly dilatory, so the three communities resolved to take action on their own.  Of the three, however, Crustumium and Antemnae proved too slow to satisfy the impatient wrath of their partner, with the result that the men of Caenina invaded Roman territory without any support.  Scattered groups of them were doing what damage they could, when Romulus, at the head of his troops, appeared upon the scene.  A few blows were enough and defeat soon taught them that angry men must also be strong, if they would achieve their purpose.  The Romans pursued the routed enemy; Romulus himself cut down their prince and stripped him of his arms, then, their leader dead, took the town at the first assault.  The victorious army returned, and Romulus proceeded to dispose of the spoils.  Magnificent in action, he was no less eager for popular recognition and applause; he took the armor which he had stripped from the body of the enemy commander, fixed it on a frame made for the purpose, and carried it in his own hands up to the Capitol, where, by an oak which the shepherds regarded as a sacred tree, he laid it down as an offering to Jupiter.  At the same time he determined on the site of a plot of ground to be consecrated to the God, and uttered this prayer:  'Jupiter Feretrius (such was the new title he bestowed), to you I bring these spoils of victory, a king's armor taken by a king; and within the bounds already clear to my mind's eye I dedicate to you a holy precinct where, in days to come, following my example, other men shall lay the “spoils of honor” (spolia opima) stripped from the bodies of commanders or kings killed by their own hands.'  Such was the origin of the first temple consecrated in Rome.  The gods ordained that Romulus, when he declared that others should bring their spoils thither, should not speak in vain; it was their pleasure, too, that the glory of that offering should not be cheapened by too frequent occurrence.  The distinction of winning the ‘spoils of honor' has been rare indeed:  in the countless battles of succeeding years it has been won on two occasions only.

These proceedings on the Capitol had temporarily drawn the Romans from their farms, and a force from Antemnae took the opportunity of making a raid.  Once again Roman troops pounced.  The scattered groups of raiders were taken by surprise; a single charge sufficed to put them to flight, their town was taken, and Romulus had a double victory to his credit.  His wife Hersilia had long been pestered by the young women who had been carried off at the festival, so she took this opportunity, when he was congratulating himself on his success, to ask him to pardon the girls' parents and allow them to come and live in Rome.  It would, she urged, form a strong and valuable bond of union.  The request was readily granted.

Romulus's next move was against the men of Crustumium, who were on the march against him; but the defeat of their neighbors had already undermined their confidence, and they were even more easily broken up.  Settlers were sent out both to Antemnae and Crustumium, the fertility of the soil in the latter attracting the greater number of volunteers.  On the other hand a number of people, chiefly parents or relatives of the captured women, moved from Crustumium to Rome.

The last to attack Rome were the Sabines, and the ensuing struggle was far more serious than the previous ones.  The enemy gave no notice of their intentions and acted upon no hasty impulse of revenge or cupidity.  Their plans were carefully laid, and backed by treachery.  Spurius Tarpeius, the commander of the Roman citadel, had a young daughter named Tarpeia, who, when she had gone outside the walls to fetch water for a sacrifice, was bribed by Tatius, the king of the Sabines, to admit a party of his soldiers into the fortress.  Once inside, the men crushed her to death under their shields, to make it look as if they had taken the place by storm - or, it may be, to show by harsh example that there must be no trusting a traitor.  There is also a story that this girl had demanded as the price of her services 'What they had on their shield-arms'.  Now the Sabines in those days used to wear on their left arms heavy gold bracelets and fine jeweled rings - so they kept their bargain:  paying, however, not, as the girl hoped, with golden bracelets, but with their shields.  Some say that after bargaining for what they 'had on their left arms' she did actually demand their shields, and, being proved a traitor, was killed, as it were, by the very coin that paid her.

The Sabines were now in possession of the citadel (arx).  Next day the Roman troops occupied all the ground between the Palatine and Capitoline hills and there waited till they could tolerate the situation no longer.  Fiercely determined to recover the citadel, they pressed forward to the attack.  This was the signal for the enemy to move down to meet them.  The first blows were struck by the rival champions Mettius Curtius, the Sabine, and Hostius Hostilius of Rome.  The Romans were in the worse position, but they were kept going for a time by the great gallantry of Hostius; when he fell, their resistance at once collapsed and they retreated in disorder to the Palatine Old Gate.  Romulus himself was swept along by the fugitive rabble, but, as he rode, he waved his sword above his head and shouted, 'Hear me, 0 Jupiter!  At the bidding of your eagles I laid the Foundations of Rome here on the Palatine.  Our fortress is in Sabine hands, basely betrayed - thence are they coming sword in hand across the valley against us.  Father of Gods and men, suffer them not to set foot on the spot where now we stand.  Banish fear from Roman hearts and stop their shameful retreat.  I vow a temple here - to you, 0 Jupiter, Stayer of Flight (Iuppiter Stator)- that men may remember hereafter that Rome in her trouble was saved by your help.' It was almost as if he felt that his prayer was granted:  a moment later, ‘Turn on them, Romans,’ he cried, ‘and fight once more.  Jupiter himself commands it.'  The Romans obeyed what they believed to be the voice from heaven.  They rallied, and Romulus thrust his way forward to the van.

Mettius Curtius had led the Sabine advance down the slope from the citadel.  He had driven the Roman troops back in disorder over the ground today occupied by the Forum, and nearly reached the gate of the Palatine.  'Comrades,' he cried, 'we have beaten our treacherous hosts - our feeble foes.  They know now that catching girls is a different matter from fighting against men!'  The boast had hardly left his lips when Romulus, with a handful of his best and most courageous troops, was on him.  The fact that Mettius was mounted proved a disadvantage to him; he turned and galloped off, the Romans in pursuit, and this bold stroke on the part of their leader inspired the Roman troops elsewhere on the field to make a fresh effort and to rout their opponents.

The yells of the pursuers so scared Mettius' horse that he took the bit between his teeth and plunged with his rider into the swamps.  The Sabines were aghast; the imminent threat to their champion for the moment diverted them from the work in hand, and they tried to help him by shouting advice and signaling, until at last by a supreme effort he struggled out to safety.  The battle was then renewed in the valley between the two hills, and this time the Romans had the best of it.

This was the moment when the Sabine women, the original cause of the quarrel, played their decisive part.  The dreadful situation in which they found themselves banished their natural timidity and gave them courage to intervene.  With loosened hair and rent garments they braved the flying spears and thrust their way in a body between the embattled armies.  They parted the angry combatants; they besought their fathers on the one side, their husbands on the other, to spare themselves the curse of shedding kindred blood.  'We are mothers now,' they cried; ‘our children are your sons - your grandsons: do not put on them the stain of parricide.  If our marriage - if the relationship between you - is hateful to you, turn your anger against us.  We are the cause of strife; on our account our husbands and fathers lie wounded or dead, and we would rather die ourselves than live on either widowed or orphaned.'  The effect of the appeal was immediate and profound.  Silence fell and not a man moved.  A moment later the rival captains stepped forward to conclude a peace. indeed, they went further: the two states were united under a single government, with Rome as the seat of power.  Thus the population of Rome was doubled, and the Romans, as a gesture to the Sabines, called themselves Quirites
, after the Sabine town of Cures.  In memory of the battle the stretch of shallow water where Curtius and his horse first struggled from the deep swamps into safety, was named Curtius' Lake.

� These lictors carried the symbol of Roman power, the fasces, which was comprised of a bundle of wooden rods and a single-headed axe held together by red leather thongs.  It represented king’s power of corporal and capital punishment.  Kings and Republican consuls were accompanied by 12 lictors; praetors and magistri equitum by 6 lictors; and dictators by 24 lictors.


� This refers to the vultures seen by Romulus when sitting upon the Palatine Hill awaiting a sign from the gods.  Remus, sitting upon the Aventine, saw 6 vultures first, but Romulus then saw 12 vultures.  In one version, Remus was killed in the riot that followed the appearance of the vultures.


� The Etruscans lived in Etruria, the region directly north of Latium on the right bank of the Tiber river.  Little is known about the Etruscan language.  In addition to the curule chair and the toga, the gladiatorial games originated in Etruscan funeral games.


� The curule chair, or sella curulis, was a special ivory stool reserved for consuls, praetors, censors, and patrician aediles.  It was a symbol of these curule magistracies.


� There were a variety of togas.  They were the formal garment of male Roman citizens.  Worn over a tunica, the toga was a heavy garment made of fine natural white wool.  A Roman with a fold of the toga draped over his head represents a priest.  The toga praetexta (bordered toga) had a purple border and was worn by young boys, curule magistrates, and priests.  The toga virilis (man’s toga) was a plain white toga for all male Roman citizens.  The toga pulla (dark toga) was made of black wool and was worn at funerals.  The toga candida (white/shining toga) was rubbed with chalk to make it whiter and was worn by candidates for public office.  The toga picta (decorated toga) was worn by victorious generals during their triumphal processions and was made of purple wool and gold thread.


� The 3 orders of Roman society were the patricians, the equites (‘knights’) and the plebeians.  Patricians traced their lineage back to the original 100 senators selected by Romulus.  The word senator has its roots in the Latin word senex, ‘old man’, because most members were older statesmen.


� The 3 Roman generals won the spolia opima.  During his kingship, Romulus killed King Acron of Caenina.  In 437 BC, Cossus killed Tolumnius of Veii, a nearby Etruscan city.  And, in 222 BC, Marcellus killed the Celtic chieftain Viridomarus in Gaul.


� The Tarpeian Rock, named after this Tarpeia, was a steep cliff on the Capitoline Hill from which murderers and traitors were thrown to their death.  According to the Latin love poet Propertius, Tarpeia betrayed the Romans not out of greed, but out of love for the Sabine king Titus Tatius.


� Romulus later established the temple of Jupiter Stator below the Palatine in the (later) Roman forum.  Stator comes from the 4th principal part of the verb sisto, ‘to stand firm’.


� After his death, Romulus became a god and was worshipped under the name Quirinus.  His wife Hersilia was also deified and was worshipped under the name Hora.


� The Curtius lacus was a pool of shallow water located in the (later) Roman forum.





