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			Context

			Cambridge University professor Mary Beard has a reputation for being a “myth-buster,” which is just a more exciting way of saying “careful historian.” As such, SPQR is concerned with getting the story of ancient Rome right and avoiding sensationalism. Her New York Times bestseller is built on a foundation of facts rather than thrilling biographies or breathtaking accounts of battles. Beard’s study is democratic: No one person or event is important in and of itself, only in how it relates to the story as a whole. The myths (including that of Rome’s founding by an abandoned set of twins adopted by a wolf) are included; the evidence is carefully weighed; and Beard suggests they be taken with a grain of salt.

			Beard also draws unique and compelling parallels between the modern world and that of the Romans. Lawyer, philosopher, and politician Marcus Tullius Cicero’s denunciation of Roman Senator Catiline and his followers (best known as the second Catilinarian conspiracy) mirrors the treatment of modern terrorists (or those simply suspected of being terrorists), while worries of cultural erasure plagued the Roman provinces as much as they linger today as the scars of imperialism. The result is an accurate and multi-dimensional take on the making of an empire.

		

	
		
			Overview

			Mary Beard takes her title from a famous Latin phrase, “Senatus PopulusQue Romanus,” meaning “The Senate and People of Rome”—a sunny view of Rome’s government that was, in fact, often ruled by dictators. SPQR spans the years from Rome’s foundation in the eighth century BCE to Emperor Caracalla granting full citizenship rights to those dwelling within the empire in 212 CE. During this period, Rome evolved from middling groups of clashing chieftains to a major world power through colonization and armed conflict abroad, all while managing civil wars and assassinations at home. 

			Major events are covered, from the Punic Wars to the murder of Julius Caesar, the fascinating career of Cicero, and the illustrious reign of Augustus, while also giving plenty of space to more ordinary concerns, such as the lifestyle of average Roman citizens, their jobs, recreations, and worries, as well as the (often abysmal) conditions for women, children, and slaves.

			Additionally, Beard provides details of how the Roman government functioned and developed, how its elections were carried out, how the senate operated, and how the transition from republic to empire occurred. Her nuanced view provides new perspectives on the Catiline conspiracy, legislators and the significance of their laws, and the uniquely Roman tension between liberty and tyranny. She points out how historical events weighed on the psyche of the people, perpetuating certain anxieties and events that became themes due to their repetition, most notably the civil wars and assassinations of this time period.

		

	
		
			Summary

			Prologue: The History of Rome

			In the prologue, Beard argues for the continued relevance of ancient Rome in contemporary Western society as the source of concepts such as liberty and citizenship, as well as imperialist conquest. She notes that historical scholarship is always in flux as new archaeological discoveries are made or reinterpreted. She explains why she chose to end SPQR in 212 CE with emperor Caracalla’s declaration of citizenship for all empire inhabitants, as this was the moment that struck down the boundaries between Rome itself and its foreign colonies. She also states her aim to reexamine the way Rome is commonly thought of in the public imagination, for it was more than a violent and aggressively unselfconscious superpower.

			Chapter One: Cicero’s Finest Hour

			Beard begins the narrative but with a fundamental incident that provides vital context for understanding Roman politics. It is the 63 BCE coup organized by Lucius Sergius Catiline to overthrow the government and abolish debt. Consul Marcus Tullius Cicero—hearing of the plot from an informer—came before the senate to argue for action in a series of speeches called Against Catiline that are still widely read today. 

			Though it is difficult to definitively pinpoint Catiline’s exact motivations—most of the available source material on the coup was written by Cicero—it is known that Catiline was embittered by a loss to Cicero in the 64 and 63 BCE consul elections. Cicero’s documents are generally the most abundant and reliable resource for Roman scholarship, though they tend to be colored by their author’s vanity and inflated sense of self. 

			After Cicero spoke to the senate, Catiline’s accomplices were arrested and executed without trial. Catiline was killed in a clash with Roman military. Five years later, Cicero’s execution of the Catiline conspirators was deemed excessive and he was exiled to Greece. This incident mirrors treatment of individuals suspected of terrorism in the modern world who are regularly stripped of their basic civil rights and punished without sufficient evidence. 

			Beard points out that this traditional view of the incident fails to take into account the fact that, at the time of the attempted coup, income inequality was rampant, and those in debt could hardly afford to eat. Catiline and his followers had legitimate grievances. Cicero may have also exaggerated the severity of their plot to make himself appear heroic.

			Need to Know: The Catiline conspiracy is a distinctively Roman story of the eloquent statesman versus the ambitious would-be usurper, featuring shady machinations, grand speeches, open rebellion, and, of course, executions.

			Chapter Two: In the Beginning

			The most well-known story of Rome’s founding comes to us from the historian Titus Livius, or Livy. Twin brothers Romulus and Remus were born to a virgin priestess whose father ordered the boys to be drowned immediately after their birth. They survived, were adopted and suckled by a wolf, and went on to found Rome, after which Romulus promptly murdered his brother over a land dispute. 

			Romulus invited the dregs of Italian society to join his citizenry, the “runaway slaves, convicted criminals, exiles and refugees.” This band of degenerates abducted a group of women from the neighboring Sabines and made them their wives. While Livy defended these actions (pointing out, for example, that the early Romans took only the unmarried women), historian Gaius Sallustius Crispus, also known as Sallust, criticized the incident for its brutality. 

			As for the fratricide, several historians, Cicero included, expunged it from their records of the foundation altogether. There is a second foundation myth featuring Aeneas from Homer’s Iliad, and Roman historians tried to reconcile the two versions by making Romulus a distant relation of Aeneas. 

			The date of Rome’s founding is also somewhat speculated. Archaeological evidence points to around 750–700 BCE, and the Romans themselves placed it at 753 BCE. In reality, the foundation was probably a gradual merging of several small towns in the area into one grand settlement, evidenced by the distinct names given to Rome’s seven hills.

			Need to Know: The stories of Romulus and Remus and the Rape of the Sabines (as this incident has come to be called) are central myths that represent major themes in Roman politics: assassination, Civil War, and imperialistic seizure. This suggests that the legends may have been invented later in Rome’s history, with the benefit of hindsight.

			Chapter Three: The Kings of Rome

			Following Romulus, Rome was ruled by a series of kings, though Beard notes that they were, like their subjects, more primitive than the title suggests, stating that “chiefs” is perhaps more accurate. In addition to the written histories, evidence of a Roman monarchy was found on a pillar discovered in the Forum in 1899, with the inscription “RECEI” or, “to or for the king.” 

			Accounts from nearby civilizations, such as the Etruscans, also entered the historical record at this time, and from them, we further learn that this era was not only marked by violence and upheaval, but also by innovation. One king, Servius Tullius, created a rudimentary version of the census; another, Numa Pompilius, instituted religious offices with terms like “pontiff” that are still in use today. He also formulated the twelve-month calendar. 

			Roman society was spiritual at this time, though it was a practice based on placating the gods, as opposed to deities providing any moral direction or instruction. The census was originally used as a wealth-based system for organizing voters and military battalions. Simply put, the rich were given better equipment for fighting, and their votes held more weight than those of ordinary citizens. 

			According to the emperor Claudius, and confirmed by historical paintings, this era was defined by an abundance of fighting among rival clans and dynasties in Rome and Etruria. The story of the rape of Lucretia, as told by Livy, represents the end of the era of kings. Sextus Tarquinius, son of the king Lucius Tarquinius Superbus, became obsessed with Lucretia, his friend’s wife. He blackmailed her into nonconsensual sex, after which she committed suicide. The people rose up in anger and ousted the Tarquin royal family from power. Two of Lucretia’s main avengers became Rome’s first consuls, ushering in the Republic, complete with voting rights and term limits. The concept of liberty, in the sense of breaking tyrannical bonds, is said to have been born at this moment.

			Need to Know: It is uncertain to what extent these kings were invented by Livy and other historians to make sense of their past, but it is certain that later Romans knew these stories and were subsequently wary of those seeking absolute power.

			Chapter Four: Rome’s Great Leap Forward

			Post-monarchy, in the years between 500 and 300 BCE, Rome was ruled by pairs of elected coconsuls who were advised by the senate. This is the beginning of Rome as a republic. It’s unclear exactly what this transition looked like, though it was certainly a long and likely violent process, far from the tidy version that ancient historians provide. Military and political expansion continued. 

			Rome’s population swelled to 60,000–90,000 citizens. The first major road and aqueduct were built. Beginning around 494 BCE, lower-class Romans (plebeians) began protesting their lack of rights and political representation. This period was called the Conflict of the Orders and it ushered in reforms allowing plebeians to become consuls, establishing tribunes to represent the interests of the people, and creating a series of laws inscribed on bronze tablets called the Twelve Tables. What we know of the Tables’ content offers a look at Roman life, with statutes regulating everything from permissible child abandonment to property disputes. 

			Once again, the Romans offer a story of violence against women to symbolize this victory. In this case, a patrician called Appius Claudius, a member of the decemviri—a corrupt twelve-man governing body, is said to have attempted to abduct a plebeian woman. During the commotion, her father stabbed her to death rather than allow her to be defiled. The plebeians as a whole were supposedly enraged by this incident, resulting in a general call for justice and the ousting of the decemviri. It was ruled insufficient to merely have the consulship open to plebeians; from this point forward it was decreed that one of the two rulers must be a plebeian.

			Despite an attack on Rome by the Gauls in 390 BCE, Roman expansion and colonization continued, more or less uninterrupted, across Italy, most notably through decisive victories in the Latin War and Samnite Wars. The conquered people were forced into Roman military service, perpetuating the cycle of conquest.

			Need to Know: With Roman influence expanding via military victories, Roman identity became very diverse, as colonized people were made Roman subjects and given some legal rights in accordance with that status. 

			Chapter Five: A Wider World

			The further expansion of the Roman Empire is documented by the historian Polybius. The Punic Wars occurred during this period, the first of which led to Rome acquiring the islands of Sicily, Sardinia, and Corsica. The Second Punic War featured General Hannibal’s famed trek over the Alps with his elephants and his decisive victory in the Battle of Cannae. 

			The Romans’ ultimate victory is largely attributed to the Fabian Strategy, named for the general Quintus Fabius Maximus Verrucosus Cunctator. The strategy was a war of attrition; the Romans initiated small-scale attacks on the Carthaginians and waited for their supplies to run out. The conquered cities of the Punic Wars became Roman provinces. Citizens were permitted to maintain their own local customs, but they were under Roman rule and therefore required to pay taxes, serve in the Roman military, and so forth. The parameters of Roman identity at this time were shifting as soldiers and traders moved freely among the provinces, intermarrying and having children. 

			Roman literature also began to flourish at this time, thanks to the work of playwrights Livius Andronicus and Titus Maccius Plautus, the poet Ennius, and the histories of Polybius. Polybius came to Rome as a hostage from Greece after the defeat of King Perseus. His perspective is distinct because he was both a captive and a citizen, and he was able to compare and contrast Roman and Greek societies and governments.

			Beard argues that some of Rome’s expansion at this time was not due to an insatiable lust for military dominance, but a response to requests for aid from allies of small neighboring cities who couldn’t stand up to bigger, wealthier powers like the Greeks.

			Need to Know: Roman expansion continued, largely due to the Punic Wars. Polybius, a native Greek, wrote with admiration of the unique Roman political system founded upon a balance of power between the people and their elected officials.

			Chapter Six: New Politics

			While Rome reached a pinnacle of artistic and cultural achievements in the mid-second and first centuries BCE, there were eruptions of violence as well. Carthage and Corinth were both destroyed in 146 BCE, marking the peak of Roman military might, but events were about to take an ugly turn back at home. 

			In 133 BCE, tribune Tiberius Sempronius Gracchus was beaten to death by a mob after arguing for reform legislation benefiting the poor, notably by redistributing land owned by the noble class back to poor farmers. Gracchus’s younger brother, Gaius Sempronius Gracchus, acting as tribune in 123–122 BCE, continued his elder brother’s legacy by instituting legislation for subsidized grain rations, and attempting to further redistribute land. Gaius Gracchus was also murdered, at the hands of followers of the consul Lucius Opimius. This kicked off a period of domestic unrest that included the executions of 3,000 Gracchus supporters, Spartacus’s slave revolt, and the Catiline conspiracy. 

			A conflict between Rome and several allies, known as the Social War, also broke out at this time. It was essentially a rebellion abroad regarding lack of political rights. It is unclear to historians if the allies were trying to become fully Roman, or leave the Republic entirely. Like it or not, the result was the former: They were given full citizenship and voting rights. 

			Of the Spartacus slave revolt, Beard suggests that it is most likely that those involved were merely seeking their own freedom, rather than being motivated by loftier goals of freedom for all. 

			Another prominent event of this era was the siege of Pompeii in 89 BCE, led by the General Lucius Cornelius Sulla, who had originally fought against Rome in the Social War. In 82 BCE, Sulla strong-armed his way into a dictatorship rule over Rome and vastly restricted the legislative powers of elected officials.

			Out of this chaos, the “Gang of Three” (a.k.a. the First Triumvirate)—Pompey, Julius Caesar, and Marcus Licinius Crassus—began to pool their political resources.

			Need to Know: Upheaval at home and abroad resulted in a power vacuum. Sulla took advantage first, followed by Pompey, Crassus, and Julius Caesar.

			Chapter Seven: From Empire to Emperors

			Mary Beard touches on issues concerning the effective government of Rome’s provinces as described in a court case involving corruption charges against the governor of Sicily. The matter was prosecuted and Cicero won. In addition to making Cicero famous, the case also established a precedent for handling mismanagement in the provinces. Cicero went on to become a governor of Cilicia.

			Pompey began his career as a general, fighting King Mithradates, who had perpetrated a spree of violence in Roman territories across the Mediterranean. In 70 BCE, he became consul and, in 60 BCE, Pompey, Caesar, and Crassus began working together to achieve their various political aims. 

			Crassus was later killed in battle, but Caesar was elected consul and continued his successful military career, earning public support with his victories in Gaul. There were dissenters, however, that decried Caesar’s savagery; Pliny the Elder referred to his conquests as “a crime against humanity.” When Caesar returned home in 49 BCE, he faced a power clash with Pompey and his followers. Pompey fled to Egypt and was killed there in 48 BCE. When Caesar came through Egypt on a victory march, he met Cleopatra. 

			Caesar was made “dictator for life” in 44 BCE. As his power increased, so did the number of his enemies. The Romans remembered their history of “kings” and were anxious to relive it. 

			Need to Know: Romans saw the appeal of a strong leader, but they also knew the consequences of autocracy. It was a delicate balance to maintain, hence the twin Roman traditions of civil war and assassination.

			Chapter Eight: The Home Front

			Here the overarching narrative is paused to outline what is known about the particulars of Roman life during this time, largely through the lens of Cicero’s letters. For example, we know that families of brides paid the dowries because Cicero wrote of his daughter’s. Marriage was a contract between individuals, with little involvement from the state, and divorce was common. Women were largely seen as breeders and “adornments,” though they were permitted to own property. 

			While marriage was compulsory, most women were given a say in choosing their husbands, although this was not always the case. It was common for unwanted babies to be “exposed,” meaning they were abandoned on the trash heap, and for the children that were wanted, there was a very high mortality rate due to disease. 

			There were one to two million slaves in Italy at this time. Cicero, a wealthy man by all standards, probably had about two hundred. Their experiences were probably as varied as those of their owners: some were like members of the family, and some were savagely beaten.

			Need to Know: The experience of everyday Roman life varied vastly depending on whose life it was. Wealthy men like Cicero could marry girls in their teens and own people, whereas women and the poor were extremely disenfranchised.

			Chapter Nine: The Transformations of Augustus

			In 44 BCE, Caesar was stabbed to death in the senate by Marcus Junius Brutus and Gaius Cassius Longinus. The assassination did not bring about a change in the political system as they’d hoped. Caesar’s heir, his nephew Gaius Octavius (a.k.a. Octavian and later Augustus) immediately succeeded him. 

			The Second Triumvirate was formed between Octavian, Mark Antony, and Lepidus. Lepidus was the first to be pushed out, and then Octavian exploited Antony’s preoccupation with the Egyptian queen Cleopatra to paint him as disloyal to Rome. War broke out between the two factions, and after the Battle of Actium, with knowledge of certain defeat, Antony and Cleopatra killed themselves. Beard points out that this historical moment was recorded for posterity by the victors; as such, it is likely that Antony and Cleopatra’s lavish court lifestyle was drastically exaggerated to paint them more effectively as villains. 

			Octavian subsequently renamed himself “Augustus” and began his exacting rule, micromanaging his subjects’ sex lives (encouraging the wealthy to outbreed their less-well-off fellow citizens) and wardrobes, and fixing elections before ultimately ending them entirely. His face appeared on Roman currency and statues in his likeness proliferated. But it wasn’t all tyranny. 

			Octavian also organized gladiator shows and wild animal hunts for his subjects’ entertainment, restored roads, and built a new Forum and senate house. He was the first Roman leader to be commander-in-chief of all military forces. However, despite there being a wealth of first-person accounts written at this time in history, we know very little about how Augustus’s regime actually functioned in the day-to-day operation of government.

			There was some anxiety about Augustus’s heir—he bore no sons—but he ultimately adopted his wife Livia’s son from a previous marriage. This was Tiberius, who succeeded Augustus upon his death in 14 CE. 

			Need to Know: Octavian used xenophobia to launch a negative ad campaign against Antony, asserting that he had “gone native” in the excessively extravagant Egypt. Beyond his word, and Shakespeare’s inventions, there is no way of separating fact from propaganda.

			Chapter Ten: Fourteen Emperors

			Gaius (a.k.a. Caligula), the grandson of Augustus’s daughter Julia, succeeded Tiberius as emperor in 37 CE. He was assassinated by a disgruntled member of his guard just four years later. This is not surprising, as he was reportedly an unpleasant, downright insane, man. Though, Beard points out, that of the legends circulated about Caligula—those regarding his cruelty, his vanity, his incestuous relationship with his sisters, and his plan to make his horse a consul—many may be apocryphal. 

			Gaius’s uncle Claudius succeeded him, though there was a brief period between rulers when some senators with lofty goals argued in favor of reinstating the electoral process.

			Beard groups together the fourteen emperors who ruled after Tiberius as moderate, but often ruthless, leaders. One of these, Commodus, is singled out for threatening senators attending a gladiator match by “waving the head of a decapitated ostrich at them.” The emperor Vespasian is noted for ordering the construction of the Colosseum.

			To ease the fear of succession, it was common for emperors, who did not have suitable children, to “adopt” an adult man and make him the heir. This way, the successor would be carefully chosen and groomed, rather than society relying strictly on hereditary succession, which left so much up to chance. There was also some uneasiness about the status of the emperors in the spiritual order. The living emperor was determined to be godlike, and after death, he could enter the official Pantheon, as Caesar, Augustus, and Claudius did, though all of these designations were fraught and controversial.

			Need to Know: Caligula’s reputation was probably exaggerated for effect, and there were also some translation issues between the historical texts. Beard stresses the unreliability of biographical data in the case of Rome’s many dramatic personalities, as these were potentially “reinvented” to suit the needs of their successors.

			Chapter Eleven: The Have and Have-Nots

			We pause for another look at ordinary Roman life in this era (circa the first and second centuries CE). The wealthy lived in plush villas with central heating, running water, and swimming pools, and the poor lived in cramped apartment buildings—but misfortune struck both alike. Illnesses such as gangrene and smallpox proliferated; fire, floods, and acts of violence occurred unpredictably; and there was no official trash collection, fire department, or police force.

			The poor suffered the most. Malnutrition was common, child labor was standard, and “the law,” as it was, generally only cared to prosecute criminals if the victim was wealthy. We know there were homeless people and beggars, because legislation dictated where they were permitted to loiter.

			The middle class tended to include citizens defined by their occupations. There is archaeological evidence of grave markers that indicated the bodies of bakers or dyers. They even had a primitive form of guilds or unions for certain occupations. 

			Bars and restaurants with varying degrees of seediness were plentiful; this is where patrons ate, drank, and played dice and board games. People also consulted fortune-tellers and read popular literature—notably, Virgil’s Aeneid and his other poetry. As is common throughout much of history, the wealthy looked down upon those who had to work for a living.

			Need to Know: Beard poses the question, “Why did the lower classes not rise up in rebellion?” and the answer, of course, is because they were just like us. The rich and poor shared a common societal frame of reference and general sense of civility. 

			Chapter Twelve: Rome Outside Rome

			Local governors sent from the capital, ran the surrounding provinces, maintained native cultures while serving under the dominion of the emperor. The governors were chosen directly by the emperor and ruled alongside the already established elite.

			Much of our knowledge of this comes from another prolific Roman letter writer, Pliny the Younger, who was the governor of Bithynia beginning in 109 CE. These letters include the earliest surviving mentions of Christianity (and the persecution of Christians). At this time, the empire included parts of modern-day Romania and Iran. Many of the provinces adopted the Roman style of dress, architecture, cuisine, and culture, while Rome imported certain Greek traditions, as well as exotic animals from Africa, Spanish olive oil, and Egyptian granite.

			Meanwhile, immigrants from the provinces continued to filter into Rome, seeking the amenities of urban life, and the slave trade continued unabated, creating a constant stream of mobile citizens. There were many paths to citizenship, including joining the military, being a freed slave to a Roman citizen, and performing various acts of service to the Roman government.

			Most opposition to Roman rule (that we know about) was perpetrated by the wealthier provincial citizens who were concerned with their own bottom lines. In 60 CE, Boudicca of Britain, a wealthy widow, led a revolt that was most likely spurred on by land and inheritance disputes with Roman officials, though there are conflicting accounts. Most of the histories of these rebellions were written many years after they occurred, by people who were not present.

			The Christians, of course, had loftier principles at stake, and were treated harshly. By 200 CE, in a Roman population numbering between 50 and 60 million people, there were around 200,000 Christians. In 203 CE, a recent convert and young mother named Vibia Perpetua was sentenced to be mauled to death by wild animals in an amphitheater when she refused to recant. In 60–70 CE, Saints Peter and Paul were martyred; the former was crucified, and the latter, treated more leniently because he was a Roman citizen, was beheaded. Monotheism and Christian values, including temperance, were seen as a threat to the stability of the empire.

			The chapter ends with an example of Roman social mobility, Gaius Julius Zoilos, a slave granted his freedom by Caesar after serving in a military campaign. He leveraged his status as a favorite of the emperor’s into great success, as evidenced by his elaborate tomb at Aphrodisias, his hometown.

			Need to Know: The Roman Empire’s expansion did face some of the same criticisms as its historical successor, Colonialism. Regarding his fellow Britons’ embrace of Roman culture, historian Tacitus remarked, “They called it, in their ignorance, ‘civilization,’ but it was really part of their enslavement.”

			Epilogue: The First Roman Millennium

			Beard chooses to end her narrative at 212 CE, the year Emperor Caracalla granted full Roman citizenship to the entire empire. Thirty million people dwelling in the provinces became citizens at this time. It is unclear to historians exactly what prompted this act, though it could have been to increase tax revenue.

			Caracella murdered his brother to preempt a challenge to his rule, and then his guard murdered him just six years later, conforming to the Roman traditions of fratricide (recall the founding twins) and assassination. Following Caracalla’s reign, Rome entered a period of decline exacerbated by the plague and war. In the fourth century CE, the empire became predominantly Christian; Emperor Constantine was baptized on his deathbed.

			Need to Know: Mary Beard notes that it is important to approach Roman history from a neutral position, neither glorifying nor condemning a civilization that was as innovative as it was violent and socially backward. It is preferable to dispassionately engage with their history and appreciate it for what it is and how it informed and influenced the world as we know it.

		

	
		
			Timeline

			753 BCE: Traditional date assigned to Rome’s foundation.

			494 BCE: Conflict of the Orders begins.

			490 BCE: The end of Tarquin rule, the last of the kings.

			451 BCE: The “Twelve Tables” are drafted.

			390 BCE: Rome is sacked by the Gauls.

			264–241 BCE: First Punic War.

			218–201 BCE: Second Punic War; the Fabian strategy defeats Hannibal.

			149–146 BCE: Third Punic War.

			133 BCE: Tiberius Gracchus is assassinated.

			106 BCE: Cicero is born.

			91–88 BCE: The Social War.

			82–79 BCE: Sulla becomes dictator.

			73–71 BCE: Spartacus’s slave revolt.

			70 BCE: Pompey is elected consul.

			63 BCE: Cicero informs the senate of the Catiline conspiracy.

			60 BCE: The “Gang of Three,” or First Triumvirate, is formed, consisting of Julius Caesar, Pompey, and Crassus.

			58 BCE: Cicero is exiled.

			52 BCE: Pompey is reelected consul.

			49 BCE: Caesar crosses the Rubicon to return to Rome and challenge Pompey.

			48 BCE: Pompey is killed in battle.

			44 BCE: Caesar is appointed dictator for life and is assassinated.

			43 BCE: The Second Triumvirate is formed, which consists of Octavian, Mark Antony, and Lepidus.

			31 BCE: Battle of Actium where Octavian faces off against Mark Antony.

			30 BCE: Mark Antony and Cleopatra commit suicide.

			27 BCE: Octavian takes the name “Augustus” and his reign begins.

			14–37 CE: The reign of Tiberius.

			37–41 CE: The reign of Gaius (Caligula), ending with his assassination in 41 CE.

			41–54 CE: The reign of Claudius.

			60 CE: Boudicca of Britain’s rebellion.

			80 CE: The Colosseum is completed.

			109 CE: Pliny the Younger reports from Bithynia.

			212 CE: Caracella grants full citizenship to all inhabitants of the empire.

		

	
		
			Cast of Characters

			Marcus Antonius (Mark Antony): Member of the Second Triumvirate until it dissolved, having been defeated in Egypt by Octavian’s forces. Antony was doomed by his love for Cleopatra; this affair was manipulated by Octavian as an example of Antony’s disloyalty to Rome. It worked, and Antony committed suicide after his defeat in the Battle of Actium.

			Marcus Junius Brutus: Senator who, along with Longinus, murdered Caesar in an attempt to quell his meteoric rise. Brutus sided with Pompey during the civil war, for which Ceasar later pardoned. After the assassination, a second civil war broke out with Octavian on one side and the assassins on the other. With the military defeat of his faction looming on the horizon, Brutus committed suicide in 42 BCE.

			Julius Caesar: Revered army general, consul, and dictator; assassinated by Brutus and Longinus. Caesar was a remorseless conqueror, and he was responsible for the slaughter of nearly one million Gauls; he was the first Roman to visit the island of Britain. His brutality and ostentatious displays of wealth and bravado made him an unpopular ruler to many, and likely led to his assassination. The month of July on the Gregorian calendar was named for Caesar.

			Lucius Sergius Catiline: Bankrupt patrician and organizer of a quelled conspiracy against the senate. Catiline was embittered by a failed bid for consulship, so it is unclear to what extent he actually believed in this purported cause, debt relief for the plebeians. After the exposure of his plot by Cicero, Catiline went on the run with his supporters and died in battle in 62 BCE.

			Marcus Tullius Cicero: Second-century BCE consul and famed lawyer, orator, and governor of Cilicia. Cicero famously used his powers of oration to condemn Catiline before the senate and prosecute Gaius Verres, the corrupt provincial governor of Sicily. Cicero’s letters and other documents contain some of our most valuable historical records of Roman civilization. He was adept at shifting his allegiance based on who was in power, but his luck ran out when he opposed Mark Antony and Octavian, and he was executed in 43 BCE. 

			Marcus Licinius Crassus: Crassus was a consul and member of the First Triumvirate with Caesar and Pompey. His death in battle with the Parthians in 53 BCE destabilized the already shaky relationship between the two men.

			Gaius Julius Caesar Augustus Germanicus (Gaius/Caligula): Emperor of Rome after Tiberius; assassinated by one of his guards. Caligula has the reputation of being the most callous, violent, and deranged of all Roman rulers. 

			Tiberius Sempronius Gracchus: Assassinated second-century BCE political reformer. He argued in favor of redistributing land from the wealthy patricians to the poor, who could put it to better use via farming. Like many politicians, Gracchus was accused of jealousy and frustration against the wealthy senators.

			Gaius Sempronius Gracchus: Political reformer and younger brother of Tiberius Sempronius Gracchus, he was a man of the people. When speaking at the Forum, he habitually turned his back on the senate in order to directly address the plebeians gathered in the piazza to observe. Like his brother, he was murdered by political rivals.

			Livy: Roman historian; his most renowned work was History of Rome, which was widely read in his lifetime. 

			Gaius Cassius Longinus: Senator and coassassin of Caesar, Longinus fought alongside his brother-in-law Marcus Brutus against the forces of Antony and Octavian and committed suicide after defeat in battle in 42 BCE.

			Tiberius Claudius Nero: Son of Livia whom Augustus adopted; succeeded Augustus as emperor in 14 CE. Nero was responsible for substantially adding on to Augustus’s palatial estate. Another in a long line of violent leaders, Nero killed his wife with a kick to the stomach while she was pregnant.

			Gaius Octavius: Nephew and heir of Julius Caesar, member of the Second Triumvirate, and first emperor of Rome. Octavius later changed his name to Augustus. He was, like his uncle, a mercenary figure, determined to seize power and hold it at all costs, readily betraying his allies in the Second Triumvirate. He was also something of an enigma to the people, a label he approved of, adopting the emblem of the Sphinx to sign his correspondence. The month of August on the Gregorian calendar was named for him.

			Polybius: A Roman historian, Polybius was born in Greek Arcadia and brought to Rome as a prisoner of war. He went on to author many texts that are pivotal to our understanding of ancient Rome, most notably The Histories.

			Pompey: Prominent Roman general and consul; defeated in battle by Julius Caesar. Pompey had a long and illustrious military career, most notably in Africa at the behest of Sulla. His ruthlessness earned him the nickname “Kid Butcher.” In terms of the people’s reverence for him (and his own egoism), he was metaphorically Rome’s first emperor, missing only the title.

			Numa Pompilius: Roman king and creator of the twelve-month calendar.

			Lucius Cornelius Sulla: General at the siege of Pompeii and dictator over Rome; Sulla was a sadist known for displaying the disembodied heads of the victims of his military prowess in the front hall of his home. He was a reactionary who repealed some Gracchus’s most successful legislation.

			Servius Tullius: Roman king and creator of the census.

			Quintus Fabius Maximus Verrucosus (Fabian): General and brief dictator during the Second Punic War; he defeated Hannibal and the Carthaginians.

		

	
		
			Direct Quotes and Analysis

			“How long, Catiline, will you go on abusing our patience?”

			This is the biting famous first line of Cicero’s First Catilinarian speech, still part of the modern political lexicon. Cicero’s tone and phrasing is condescending and paternalistic. The implication is that Catiline’s grievances are inconsequential, merely a temper tantrum that Cicero and the senate have been patiently tolerating. Beard notes that it has probably lost some of its context over the centuries, and that many of those who employ the phrase in the modern era are likely unaware of its origins.

			“No one did me wrong whom I did not pay back in full.”

			The epitaph on Sulla’s tomb conforms to the general/dictator’s reputed penchant for violence. He was a brutal man living in a brutal era, but he was also a skilled fighter and respected leader. He was made dictator circa 82 BCE, a position that previously had only existed in times of extreme crisis.

			“The empire created the emperors—not the other way round.”

			Mary Beard asserts that a civilization like ancient Rome, invested in imperial conquest, necessarily required the rule of a strong hand. The empire was built on violence, from military success to civil wars to the assassinations of unpopular figures, so it is not surprising that its leaders were men with extreme ambitions and very few scruples.

			“There is a whiff of dictatorship in the air.”

			This quote from Cicero’s correspondence indicates that those in the know were aware that the Gang of Three, and Caesar in particular, were becoming too powerful and challenging the stability of the Republic. Sulla had already established a precedent for dictatorship, even in a time of peace, and Cicero’s quote proved prescient. Caesar was appointed “dictator for life” in 44 BCE.

			“I found the city built of brick and left it built of marble.”

			This quote from Augustus refers to his many significant building projects—including a new Forum and senate house, as well as temples, public halls, theaters, and more. While his rule was an autocratic one, and he did come to power by betraying his friends, Augustus is largely remembered as a benevolent leader, credited with ushering in two hundred years of Roman peace—commonly known as Pax Romana.

			“Weakened by the pleasure of peace we learned to live like slaves.”

			Briefly after the murder of Caligula, senate members tried to renounce dictators and return to Republic rule. This quote is from a stirring speech by consul Gnaeus Sentius Saturninus. Chaos preceded the assassination, with the emperor’s guards killing anyone they suspected of being involved on sight. The senators met in the Temple of Jupiter and vowed to honor the assassins and restore power to the people who had been treated like slaves under empirical rule. This call for freedom fizzled out quickly and Claudius was named Caligula’s successor.

			“They create desolation and call it peace.”

			This quote comes from General Gnaeus Julius Agricola in his son-in-law Tacitus’s history, and represents a critique of Roman imperial rule. Agricola was a Caledonian general who fought the Romans at the Battle of Mons Graupius. In the larger context of the speech he is accusing the Romans of being violent and avaricious in their treatment of neighboring lands.

		

	
		
			Trivia

			
					Shakespeare wrote the line “Et tu, Brute?” for his play Julius Caesar emulating the shock in Caesar’s final utterance; his actual last words were “You too, child,” which, depending on interpretation, could have been a lament or a threat. 

					In an armed conflict in Perugia between Mark Antony’s brother Lucius Antonius and Octavian, soldiers fired sling bullets with taunts written on them, including the remarkably poetic phrase, “You’re famished and pretending not to be” in reference to the citizens being starved out. 

					While the name “Caligula” is associated with brutality, the nickname was given to Gaius in childhood and translates roughly to “Bootikins.” 

					For all his acumen, Cicero made a series of fatal political mistakes, including allying with Pompey over Caesar, and defending Mark Antony briefly before denouncing him in the era of the Second Triumvirate. Antony declared him a public enemy in response and he was subsequently executed. 

					Cleopatra and Mark Antony had two sons and a daughter. All three children were paraded through Rome in chains after Augustus’s victory. They were raised by Augustus’s sister. The daughter, Cleopatra Selene, married King Juba II of Mauretania (present-day Algeria and Morocco). 

					A director of HBO’s Game of Thrones reported using aspects of the Battle of Cannae from the Second Punic War as inspiration for the show’s popular “Battle of the Bastards” episode. 

					Julius Caesar’s daughter Julia was initially engaged to Brutus, but the marriage was called off. She wed Pompey instead, at the time of the First Triumvirate. She died in childbirth in 54 BCE, blissfully unaware of the terrible falling-out to come between her husband and father. 

					Mark Antony was briefly married to Augustus’s sister, and Augustus was briefly married to Antony’s stepdaughter. 

					Cicero’s son, Marcus Tullius Cicero Minor, avenged his father’s death by fighting with Octavian’s forces against Mark Antony in the Battle of Actium. He was elected consul in 30 BCE and had the pleasure of announcing the news of Antony’s death to the senate. 

					The letters “SPQR” are found all over Rome today, stamped onto lampposts, manhole covers, monuments, and sewer grates. 

			

		

	
		
			What’s That Word?

			Apotheosis: The elevation or exultation of a person to the rank of a god. Julius Caesar, Augustus, and Claudius were all added to the Roman pantheon by decree of the senate.

			Attrition: The wearing down or weakening of resistance, especially as a result of continuous pressure or harassment. General Fabian’s strategy of attrition was pivotal to his victory over Hannibal and the Carthaginians in the Second Punic War.

			Autocracy: A form of government in which one person has uncontrolled or unlimited authority over others. Rome was under autocratic rule frequently, from the dictatorship of Sulla to the years of emperors, when citizens wielded little power and the senate was made ineffectual.

			Census (in ancient Rome): The registration of citizens and their property for purposes of taxation. The census was established by Roman king Servius Tullius for the purposes of organizing voters and military battalions.

			Consul: Either of the two chief magistrates of the ancient Roman republic. Notable Romans to hold the title of consul include Cicero, Pompey, and Caesar. In 367 BCE, it was decreed that at least one of the consuls must be from the plebeian class.

			Imperialism: The policy of extending the rule or authority of an empire or nation over foreign countries, or of acquiring and holding colonies and dependencies. Rome is often considered the first imperial power because of its widespread expansion and management of provincial territories abroad. These provided the empire with a steady influx of new citizens and trade opportunities, and the provinces were largely allowed to continue their own cultural practices while being officially governed by Rome.

			Patrician: A member of the original senatorial aristocracy in ancient Rome. Many conflicts and uprisings in the Roman civilization occurred because of improper treatment of the plebeians by the patricians, including the Catiline conspiracy and the assassination of the Gracchus brothers.

			Plebeian: Belonging or pertaining to the common people. See patrician above.

			Republic: A state in which the supreme power rests in the body of citizens entitled to vote and is exercised by representatives chosen directly or indirectly by them. Rome functioned as a republic after the overthrow of the Tarquin royal family and before the establishment of the empire by Octavian/Augustus, around 509 BCE until approximately 27 BCE.

			Tribune: Any of various administrative officers, especially one of ten officers elected to protect the interests and rights of the plebeians from the patricians. Tribunes served various purposes throughout the history of the empire; most commonly, they were responsible for ensuring the rights of the underclass, such as they were.

			Triumvirate: A coalition of three magistrates or rulers for joint administration. The First Triumvirate was an alliance between Julius Caesar, Marcus Crassus, and Gnaeus Pompey. The Second Triumvirate was made up of Octavian, Mark Antony, and Marcus Lepidus.

		

	
		
			Critical Response

			
					New York Times bestseller

					National Book Critics Circle Award finalist

					Los Angeles Times Book Prize finalist

			

			“Exemplary popular history, engaging but never dumbed down, providing both the grand sweep and the intimate details that bring the distant past vividly to life.” —The Economist

			“Mary Beard unpacks the secrets of the city’s success with a crisp and merciless clarity that I have not seen equaled anywhere else.” —The New York Times

			“[Mary Beard] is never less than a vastly engaging tour guide around some of the best-known parts of the Roman story, debunking its myths with ease.” —The Guardian

			“[Beard] moves with ease and mastery through archaeology, numismatics, and philology, as well as a mass of written documents on stone and papyrus.” —The New York Review of Books

			“The ancient Romans, Beard shows, are relevant to people many centuries later who struggle with questions of power, citizenship, empire, and identity.” —The Atlantic

			“Sifting myth and ancient propaganda from the historical record, this work sheds new light not only on familiar figures such as Cicero and Hannibal, but also on groups absent in previous histories: women, slaves, and the poor.” —Library Journal

			“Beard’s enthusiasm for her subject is infectious and is well-reflected in her clever, thoroughly enjoyable style of writing. Lovers of Roman history will revel in this work, and new students will quickly become devotees.” —Kirkus Reviews

		

	
		
			About Mary Beard

			Mary Beard was born in Shropshire, England, in 1955. Her interest in history began at the age of five, when she became fascinated by the Elgin Marbles on a trip to the British Museum. Beard excelled in Latin and Greek in high school, and attended Newnham College at the University of Cambridge, where she reportedly felt discriminated against in the sexist environment of the classics department. She received her PhD in 1982 with a thesis on the Roman Republic and then became a lecturer at Newnham College and King’s College London.

			Beard’s first book, Rome in the Late Republic, was published in 1985, the same year she married fellow historian Robin Sinclair Cormack (with whom she has two children). 

			She published several more books on Rome before achieving greater notice with the publication of Pompeii: The Life of a Roman Town, which won the 2009 Wolfson Prize for History. The BBC made a documentary based on the book, which Beard narrated, the first of several BBC/Beard collaborations. 

			She writes a popular blog called “A Don’s Life” about history and academia for the Times Literary Supplement.

			Mary Beard was named to the Order of the British Empire in 2013, and received the Bodley Medal from the Bodleian Library for her contributions to literature and culture in 2016.
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			“5 Things You Might Not Know About Julius Caesar.” History.com.
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			“From Gladiator Duels to Caesar’s Last Words: The Myths of Ancient Rome.” Fresh Air, NPR.

			“Mary Beard on SPQR, Ancient Rome and the Migrant Crisis.” Time.
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			Augustus: First Emperor of Rome by Adrian Goldsworthy

			Cicero: A Portrait by Elizabeth Rawson

			The Novels of Alexander the Great by Mary Renault

			The Roman Revolution by Ronald Syme

			Hannibal by Ernle Bradford

			A Selection of Other Books by Mary Beard

			The Colosseum (with Keith Hopkins)

			Confronting the Classics: Traditions, Adventures, and Innovations

			The Fires of Vesuvius: Pompeii Lost and Found 

			It’s a Don’s Life

			Laughter in Ancient Rome: On Joking, Tickling, and Cracking Up

			The Parthenon

			Pompeii: The Life of a Roman Town 

			Religions of Rome (with John North)

			The Roman Triumph

			Rome in the Late Republic (with Michael Crawford)
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