The Origins of Rome

(Livy Ab Urbe Condita 1.1-1.6)

[Context:  This opening section is the preface to Livy’s account of the early history of Rome.  Here, Livy reveals a common opinion among historians of the late Republic and early Empire:  both in spite of and because of its greatness, Rome has forgotten the ancient virtues which helped the city achieve its dominance in the Mediterranean world.  Other historians who expressed this sentiment were Sallust and Tacitus.  Livy then begins his history with the arrival of Aeneas in Italy.]

The task of writing a history of our nation from Rome's earliest days fills me, I confess, with some misgiving, and even were I confident in the value of my work, I should hesitate to say so.  I am aware that for historians to make extravagant claims is, and always has been, all too common:  every writer on history tends to look down his nose at his less cultivated predecessors, happily persuaded that he will better them in point of style, or bring new facts to light.  But however that may be, I shall find satisfaction in contributing - not, I hope, ignobly to the labor of putting on record the story of the greatest nation in the world.  Countless others have written on this theme and it may be that I shall pass unnoticed amongst them; if so, I must comfort myself with the greatness and splendor of my rivals, whose work will rob my own of recognition.

My task, moreover, is an immensely laborious one.  I shall have to go back more than seven hundred years, and trace my story from its small beginnings up to these recent times when its ramifications are so vast that any adequate treatment is hardly possible.  I am aware, too, that most readers will take less pleasure in my account of how Rome began and in her early history; they will wish to hurry on to more modern times and to read of the period, already a long one, in which the might of an imperial people is beginning to work its own ruin.  My own feeling is different; I shall find antiquity a rewarding study, if only because, while I am absorbed in it, I shall be able to turn my eyes from the troubles which for so long have tormented the modern world, and to write without any of that over-anxious consideration which may well plague a writer on contemporary life, even if it does not lead him to conceal the truth.

Events before Rome was born or thought of have come to us in old tales with more of the charm of poetry than of a sound historical record, and such traditions I propose neither to affirm nor refute.  There is no reason, I feel, to object when antiquity draws no hard line between the human and the supernatural:  it adds dignity to the past, and, if any nation deserves the privilege of claiming a divine ancestry, that nation is our own; and so great is the glory won by the Roman people in their wars that, when they declare that Mars himself was their first parent and father of the man who founded their city, all the nations of the world might well allow the claim as readily as they accept Rome's imperial dominion.

These, however, are comparatively trivial matters and I set little store by them.  I invite the reader's attention to the much more serious consideration of the kind of lives our ancestors lived, who were the men, and what the means both in politics and war by which Rome's power was first acquired and subsequently expanded; I would then have him trace the process of our moral decline:  to watch, first, the sinking of the foundations of morality as the old teaching
 was allowed to lapse, then the rapidly increasing disintegration, then the final collapse of the whole edifice, and the dark dawning of our modern day when we can neither endure our vices nor face the remedies needed to cure them.  The study of history is the best medicine for a sick mind; for in history you have a record of the infinite variety of human experience plainly set out for all to see; and in that record you can find for yourself and your country both examples and warnings:  fine things to take as models, and also base things, rotten through and through, to avoid.

I hope my passion for Rome's past has not impaired my judgment; for I do honestly believe that no country has ever been greater or purer than ours or richer in good citizens and noble deeds; none has been free for so many generations from the vices of avarice and luxury; nowhere have thrift and plain living been for so long held in such esteem.  Indeed, poverty, with us, went hand in hand with contentment.  Of late years wealth has made us greedy, and self-indulgence has brought us, through every form of sensual excess, to be, if I may so put it, in love with death both individual and collective.

But bitter comments of this sort are not likely to find favor, even when they have to be made.  Let us have no more of them, at least at the beginning of our great story.  On the contrary, I should prefer to borrow from the poets and begin with good omens and with prayers to all the host of heaven to grant a successful issue to the work which lies before me.

It is generally accepted that after the fall of Troy the Greeks kept up hostilities against all the Trojans except Aeneas and Antenor.  These two men had worked consistently for peace and the restoration of Helen, and for that reason, added to certain personal connections of long standing, they were allowed to go unmolested.  Each had various adventures:  Antenor joined forces with the Eneti, who had been driven out of Paphlagonia and, having lost their king, Pylaemenes, at Troy, wanted someone to lead them as well as somewhere to settle.  He penetrated to the head of the Adriatic and expelled the Euganei, a tribe living between the Alps and the sea, and occupied that territory with a mixed population of Trojans and Eneti.  The spot where they landed is called Troy and the neighboring country the Trojan district.  The combined peoples came to be known as Venetians.

Aeneas was forced into exile by similar troubles; he, however, was destined to lay the foundations of a greater future.
  He went first to Macedonia, then in his search for a new home sailed to Sicily, and from Sicily to the territory of Laurentum.  This part of Italy too, like the spot where Antenor landed, is known as Troy.  Aeneas’ men in the course of their almost interminable wanderings had lost all they possessed except their ships and their swords; once on shore, they set about scouring the countryside for what they could find, and while thus engaged they were met by a force of armed natives who, under their king Latinus, came hurrying up from the town and the surrounding country to protect themselves from the invaders.  There are two versions of what happened next.  According to one, there was a fight in which Latinus was beaten; he then came to terms with Aeneas and cemented the alliance by giving him his daughter in marriage.  According to the other, the battle was about to begin when Latinus, before the trumpets could sound the charge, came forward with his captains and invited the foreign leaders to a parley.  He then asked Aeneas who his men were and where they had come from, why they had left their homes, and what was their object in landing on Laurentian territory.  He was told in reply that the men were Trojans, their leader Aeneas, the son of Anchises and Venus; that their native town had been burnt to the ground, and now they were fugitives in search of some place where they could build a new town to settle in.  Latinus, hearing their story, was so deeply impressed by the noble bearing of the strangers and by their leader's high courage either for peace or war, that he gave Aeneas his hand in pledge of friendship from that moment onward.  A treaty was made; the two armies exchanged signs of mutual respect; Aeneas accepted the hospitality of Latinus, who gave him his daughter in marriage, thus further confirming the treaty of alliance by a private and domestic bond solemnly entered into in the presence of the Gods of his hearth.

The Trojans could no longer doubt that at last their travels were over and that they had found a permanent home.  They began to build a settlement, which Aeneas named Lavinium after his wife Lavinia.  A child was soon born of the marriage: a boy, who was given the name Ascanius.

The Trojans and the Latins were soon jointly involved in war.  Turnus, prince of the Rutuli, to whom Latinus' daughter Lavinia had been pledged before Aeneas' arrival, angered by the insult of having to step down in favor of a stranger, attacked the combined forces of Aeneas and Latinus.  Both sides suffered in the subsequent struggle:  the Rutuli were defeated, but the victors lost their leader Latinus.  Turnus and his people, in their anxiety for the future, then looked for help to Mezentius, king of the rich and powerful Etruscans, whose seat of government was at Caere, at that time a wealthy town.
  Mezentius needed little persuasion to join the Rutuli, as from the outset he had been far from pleased by the rise of the new settlement, and now felt that the Trojan power was growing much more rapidly than was safe for its neighbors.  In this dangerous situation Aeneas conferred the native name of Latins upon his own people:  the sharing of a common name as well as a common state would, he felt, strengthen the bond between the two peoples.  As a result of this step the original settlers were no less loyal to their new king Aeneas than were the Trojans themselves.  Trojans and Latins were rapidly becoming one people, and this gave Aeneas confidence to make an active move against the Etruscans, in spite of their great strength.  Etruria, indeed, had at this time both by sea and land filled the whole length of Italy from the Alps to the Sicilian strait with the noise of her name; nonetheless, Aeneas refused to act on the defensive and marched out to meet the enemy.  The Latins were victorious, and for Aeneas the battle was the last of his labors in this world.  He lies buried on the river Numicus.  Was he man or god?  However it be, men call him Iuppiter Indiges - the local Jupiter.

Aeneas' son Ascanius was still too young for a position of authority; Lavinia, however, was a woman of great character, and acted as regent until Ascanius came of age and was able to assume power as the successor of his father and grandfather.  There is some doubt - and no one can pretend to certainty on something so deeply buried in the mists of time - about who precisely this Ascanius was.  Was it the one I have been discussing, or was it an elder brother, the son of Creusa, who was born before the sack of Troy and was with Aeneas in his escape from the burning city - the Iulus, in fact, whom the Julian family claim as their namesake?
  It is at any rate certain that Aeneas was his father, and - whatever the answer to the other question may be - it can be taken as a fact that he left Lavinium to found a new settlement.  Lavinium was by then a populous and, for those days, a rich and flourishing town, and Ascanius left it in charge of his mother (or stepmother, if you will) and went off to found his new settlement on the Alban hills.  This new town, strung out as it was along a ridge, was named Alba Longa.
  Its foundation took place about thirty years after that of Lavinium; but the Latins had already grown so strong, especially since the defeat of the Etruscans, that neither Mezentius, the Etruscan king, nor any other neighboring people dared to attack them, even when Aeneas died and the control of things passed temporarily into the hands of a woman, and Ascanius was still a child learning the elements of kingship.  By the terms of the treaty between the Latins and Etruscans the river Albula (now the Tiber) became the boundary between the two territories.

Ascanius was succeeded by his son Silvius (which means ‘born in the woods') and he by his son Aeneas Silvius, whose heir was Latinus Silvius.  By him several new settlements were made, and given the name of Old Latins.  All the kings of Alba subsequently kept the cognomen Silvius.  Next in succession to Latinus was Alba; then Atys, then Capys, then Capetus, then Tiberinus - who was drowned crossing the Albula and gave that river the name by which succeeding generations have always known it.  Tiberinus was succeeded by Agrippa, Agrippa by his son Romulus Silvius, who was struck by lightning and bequeathed his power to Aventinus.  Aventinus was buried on the hill, now a part of the city of Rome and still bearing his name.  Proca, the next king, had two sons, Numitor and Amulius.  To the elder son, Numitor, he left the hereditary realm of Alba Longa; that, at least, was his intention, but respect for seniority was flouted, the father's will ignored, and Amulius drove out his brother and seized the throne.  One act of violence led to another; he proceeded to murder his brother's male children, and made his niece, Rhea Silvia, a Vestal, ostensibly to do her honor, but actually to condemn her to perpetual virginity to prevent the continuation of Numitor’s line.

But (I must believe) it was already written in the book of fate that this great city of ours should arise, and the first steps be taken to the founding of the mightiest empire the world has known.  The Vestal Virgin was raped and gave birth to twin boys.  Mars, she declared, was their father - perhaps she believed it, perhaps she was merely hoping by the excuse to lessen her guilt.  Whatever the truth of the matter, neither gods nor men could save her or her babes from the savage hands of the king.  The mother was bound and flung into prison; the boys, by the king's order, were condemned to be drowned in the river Tiber.
  Destiny, however, intervened.  The Tiber had overflowed its banks; and because of the flooded ground it was impossible to get to the actual river, and the men entrusted to do the deed thought that the floodwater, sluggish though it was, would serve their purpose.  Accordingly they decided to carry out the king's orders by leaving the infants on the edge of the first floodwater they came to, at the spot where now stands the Ruminal fig tree.  In those days the country thereabouts was all wild and uncultivated, and the story goes that when the basket in which the infants had been exposed was left high and dry by the receding water, a she-wolf, coming down from the neighboring hills to quench her thirst, heard the children crying and made her way to where they were.  She offered them her teats to suck and treated them with such gentleness that Faustulus, the king's herdsman, found her licking them with her tongue.  Faustulus took them to his hut and gave them to his wife Larentia to nurse.  Some think that the origin of this fable was the fact that Larentia was a common whore and was thus called ‘Wolf’ by the shepherds.

Such, then, was the birth and upbringing of the twins.  By the time they were grown boys, they employed themselves actively on the farm and with the flocks and began to go hunting in the woods; their strength grew with their resolution, until not content only with hunting they took to attacking robbers and sharing their stolen goods with their friends the shepherds.  Other young men joined them, and they and the shepherds would pass the time together, now in serious talk, now in jollity.

Even in that remote age the Palatine hill (which got its name from the Arcadian settlement Pallanteum) is supposed to have been the scene of a joyous festival called the Lupercalia.
  The Arcadian Evander, who many years before held that region, is said to have instituted there the old Arcadian practice of holding an annual festival in honor of Lycean Pan (afterwards called Inuus by the Romans), in which young men ran about naked and engaged in various pranks and jokes.  The day of the festival was common knowledge.  On one occasion when it was in full swing some brigands, incensed at the loss of their ill-gotten gains, laid a trap for Romulus and Remus.  Romulus successfully defended himself, but Remus was caught and handed over to Amulius.  The brigands laid a complaint against their prisoner, the main charge being that he and his brother were in the habit of raiding Numitor's land with an organized gang of poachers and stealing the king’s cattle.  Thereupon Remus was handed over for punishment to Numitor.
Now Faustulus had suspected all along that the boys he was bringing up were of royal blood.  He knew that two infants had been exposed by the king's orders, and the rescue of his own two fitted perfectly in point of time.  Hitherto, however, he had been unwilling to declare what he knew, until either a suitable opportunity occurred or circumstances compelled him.  Now the truth could no longer be concealed, so in his alarm he told Romulus the whole story.  Numitor, too, when he had Remus in custody and was told that the brothers were twins, was set thinking about his grandsons:  the young men's age and character, so different from the lowly born, confirmed his suspicions, and further inquiries led him to the same conclusion, until he was on the point of acknowledging Remus.  The net was closing in, and Romulus acted.  He was not strong enough for open hostilities, so he instructed a number of the herdsmen to meet at the king's house by different routes at a preordained time.  This was done, and with the help of Remus, at the head of another body of men, the king was surprised and killed.  Before the first blows were struck, Numitor gave it out that an enemy had broken into the town and attacked the palace; he then drew off all the men of military age to garrison the inner fortress, and, as soon as he saw Romulus and Remus, their purpose accomplished, coming to congratulate him, he summoned a meeting of the people and laid the facts before it:  Amulius' crime against himself, the birth of his grandsons, and the circumstances attending it, how they were brought up and ultimately recognized, and, finally, the murder of the king for which he himself assumed responsibility.  The two brothers, Romulus and Remus, marched through the crowd at the head of their men and saluted their grandfather Numitor as king, and by a shout of unanimous consent his royal title was confirmed.
Romulus and Remus, after the control of Alba had passed to Numitor in the way I have described, were suddenly seized by an urge to found a new settlement on the spot where they had been left to drown as infants and had been subsequently brought up.  There was, in point of fact, already an excess of population at Alba, what with the Alban themselves, the Latins, and the addition of the herdsmen:  enough, indeed, to justify the hope that Alba and Lavinium would one day be small places compared with the proposed new settlement.  Unhappily the brothers' plans for the future were marred by the same source which had divided their grandfather Numitor and his brother Amulius - jealousy and ambition.  A disgraceful quarrel arose from a matter in itself trivial.  As the brothers were twins and all question of seniority was thereby precluded, they determined to ask the tutelary gods of the countryside to declare by augury which of them should govern the new town and give his name to it.  For this purpose Romulus took the Palatine hill and Remus the Aventine as their respective stations from which to observe the auspices.
  Remus, the story goes, was the first to receive a sign - six vultures; and no sooner was this made known to the people than double the number of birds appeared to Romulus.  The followers of each promptly saluted their master as king, one side basing its claim upon priority, the other upon number.  Angry words ensued, followed all too soon by blows, and in the course of the riot Remus was killed.  There is another story, a more common one, according to which Remus, in mockery of his brother, jumped over the half-built walls of the new settlement, whereupon Romulus killed him in a fit of rage, adding the threat, 'So perish whoever else shall overleap my battlements.'

This, then, was how Romulus obtained the sole power.  The newly built city was called by its founder's name.

� Livy here refers to the neglect of the mos maiorum, ‘the custom of the ancestors’.  This phrase encompasses the ‘thrift, plain living, and poverty’ of the early Roman people as they slowly expanded from a mere band of criminals & beggars to a powerful citizenry which controlled most of the Mediterranean world.


� Vergil, a contemporary of Livy, also tells the story of Aeneas’ flight from Troy & arrival in Italy in his epic poem, the Aeneid.  Many details of the story are treated differently by Livy and Vergil.


� Vergil’s depiction of Mezentius is much different.  In the Aeneid, Mezentius is known as the contemptor divum, ‘the despiser of the gods’.  As an example of his brutality and contempt for decency, Mezentius chained together living men with rotting corpses as a perverse form of torture.  Mezentius’ behavior was so hated by the Etruscans that they drove him from the throne.  Both Mezentius and his ill-fated son Lausus die at the hands of Aeneas.


� To emphasize the connection between his family and Iulus/Aeneas/Venus, Gaius Julius Caesar constructed the Temple of Venus Genetrix, ‘the Foundress’, in his Forum Iulianum, which was adjacent to the Forum Romanum.  


*A little tidbit about the equestrian statue in the Forum Iulianum:   Pliny the Elder notes that the equestrian statue of Caesar, located in front of the Temple of Venus Genetrix, depicted his horse with human feet on its front hooves, because Caesar’s horse seemed to have such extraordinary feet.  Suetonius adds that prophets had proclaimed that the owner of this unique horse would be ruler of the world, and so Caesar allowed no one else to ride the horse and always treated it with the utmost care.


� Alba Longa means ‘white & long’, referring to the long, snowy ridge on which the city was located.  This city was destroyed by Tullus Hostilius, the 3rd king of Rome, after the Horatii (the Roman triplets) defeated the Curiatii (the triplets from Alba Longa).


� Albulus means ‘whitish’.  With the drowning of the Alban king Tiberinus, ‘Tiber’ became the permanent name of this river which runs by Rome and separates the region of Latium from the region of Etruria.  


� The Vestal Virgins (sacerdotes Vestales) were priestesses of Vesta, the virgin goddess of the Hearth. Each Vestal Virgin was required to train for 10 years, officially perform the duties of the office for 10 years, and then train another prospective Vestal Virgin for 10 years.  If a Vestal Virgin broke her oath of chastity, she was buried alive.  Thus, Amulius attempted (in vain) to keep Rhea Silvia from having children.


*A tidbit on Vesta:  The cult to Vesta was introduced into Rome by Numa Pompilius.  The Temple of Vesta (Vestae Aedes) was a small circular building in the Forum Romanun which housed the eternal flame of Rome (ignis inextinctus).  It also is said to have contained the Palladium, a cult statue of Athena/Minerva taken fromTroy by Aeneas.  This temple and one to Hercules were the only circular temples in Rome (all others were rectangular in shape).  The main ritual duties of the Vestal Virgins were the tending of the sacred flame and the preparation of a special grain mixed with salt (mola salsa) used for public sacrifices.


� Amulius could not merely kill the infant twins, for then he would incur the wrath of the Furies, the goddesses who avenged the murder of blood relatives.  Through a technicality, the death of the infants here would be caused by drowning or exposure, not by Amulius.  In a similar fashion, Laius and Jocasta/Epicaste (also unsuccessfully) attempted to kill their baby Oedipus through exposure because of a prophecy that the infant would kill his father and marry his mother.


� The Latin word lupa literally means ‘she-wolf’, but was also used as slang language to refer to a prostitute.  Thus, a brothel was called a lupinar.  


� The Lupercalia was an annual festival held every February 15th.  It was an old and strange fertility ritual in which young men struck women with strips of goat skin.  It was at the Lupercalia of 44 BC that the Lupercal Marcus Antonius repeatedly offered the crown to Julius Caesar, who rejected it each time (see Shakespeare’s Julius Caesar for a version of this episode).


� Augury was a means of interpreting the will of the gods by performing the auspicium (avis + spicere), ‘the observation of the birds’.  The priest who performed this sacred act was called an augur or auspex.  In the auspicium, a priest would interpet either the flight or feeding habits of birds.  Another type of augury, the haruspicium (‘the observation of the entrails’), was of Etruscan origin and was performed by a priest called a haruspex.  The priest in this type of augury inspected the entrails of a sacrificed animal to look for any oddities which would reveal the will of the gods.  





