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Introduction

This Premium TimeMaps unit is a sequence of maps which follows the rise and fall of the 
Roman Empire from 500 BCE onwards.

The unit’s aim of the TimeMaps is to quickly and clearly show the main episodes in Rome’s 
history. Apart from the key events, it looks at the way Rome’s politics, society and culture 
changed in response to new circumstances.

Teachers of AP World History, who have a huge amount of ground to cover, may not wish 
to spend too much time on the Roman empire. You can use this TimeMap to simply skate 
through its history, picking out the points you wish to draw your students’ attention to.  The 
bullet points in the Presentation notes below will help you do this.

For those who have the opportunity to go into more depth, the notes provide 
comprehensive coverage of all the thinking skills, themes and key concepts relevant to this 
Period 2 topic.

How to use this unit

The unit can be used in two ways:

1. Whole-class presentation

or

2. Student-based enquiry work

Teachers may wish to use both approaches, perhaps using (1) as a quick introduction, and 
then (2) for students to carry out a more in-depth enquiry using the student-based 
questions; or (if you feel your students can manage this) starting them off with (2), to allow 
them to find out for themselves what happened at this period, before using (1) as a 
reinforcement exercise.

How does this unit fit in with other Premium TimeMaps units?

We currently have four other units relevant to the period 600 BCE to 600 CE. These are:

Ancient India
Ancient China
and
Greece and Persia

This unit also leads on naturally to a unit in Period 4,
Darkness and Light: Early Medieval Europe



Section 1: Whole-class presentation

Using a big screen, show the map sequence to your class, talking through each map. To 
help you do this, we have prepared accompanying Presentation Notes, which are set out 
below. You can use these either as a script or aide-memoire.

This activity can be used as a wrap up / reinforcement exercise, or as a stand-alone unit.

For each map, these notes mostly follow the same formula:

1. Date and introduction
The date to which the map refers, followed by a small introductory paragraph which seeks 
to encapsulate in a sentence or two what’s going on in the map. These are in bold.

2. Bullet points
One or more bullet points cover different points of interest in the map, or in the period it 
covers.

If you are not wanting to spend much time on the topic, these bullet points will be all you 
need to give your students a clear overview.

3. Additional Notes
The premium map sequence offers a superb framework on which to hang a large amount 
of information. This more in-depth information is offered in additional notes. If the aim is to 
give a brief overview of the topic, then skip them.

If you wish to use these Additional Notes, we suggest that, prior to showing the 
Presentation to your class, you read them through and highlight sections you want to draw 
on.

These notes cover the vast majority of, if not all, the points referred to in the AP World 
History course document (these are covered in even more depth in the TimeMaps articles 
listed at the end of this guidance.)

Some key words or phrases are in bold; they are also there to help you see at a glance 
the key points in a paragraph.

4. Questions
The notes for several of the maps end with one or more suggested questions. These are in 
italics. They are designed to be tackled as part of the Presentation, and as a class activity. 
They will help to break the Presentation up, stop the students from drifting off to sleep, 
give them the opportunity to engage with the subject and give your voice a rest.

They are aimed either at reinforcing points made in the Presentation, or at provoking 
discussion; they do not necessarily have a “correct” answer.

Some (though not all) of the questions will work just as well if used as a reinforcement 
exercise at the end of the Presentation.



Presentation Notes

If using these in class it might be helpful to print these notes out.

500 BCE: This map shows the historical and geographical context in which early Early 
Rome emerged. 

• The lands of the eastern Mediterranean belong to the huge Persian empire. The central 
and western Mediterranean coasts and islands are dotted with hundreds of small city-
states (note 1).


• The lands of western and central Europe are inhabited by warlike Celtic tribes (note 2).


• The influence of Greek civilization is spreading far and wide in the Mediterranean 
lands, notably in art, architecture, literacy and styles of warfare (note 3).


• Italy, and with it, Rome, is experiencing a period of transition from rule by kings 
(monarchy) to rule by elected magistrates (republics) (note 4).


• Early Roman society contains a small elite of Patricians, who dominate the large 
majority of ordinary farmers, the Plebeians (note 5).


Additional Notes:


(These notes are quite long, as they set the context for Roman history.)


1. Greeks, Phoenicians and Etruscans. 


Many of these city-states are inhabited by the Greeks. From their original homeland in 
Greece and the Aegean the Greeks have settled colonies on the coasts of Italy, Sicily, 
Sardinia, Corsica, southern France, Spain, the Crimea (in the Black Sea) and North Africa.


The Phoenicians, a Syrian people, have also founded colonies right across the 
Mediterranean. By far the most important of these is Carthage, in North Africa. This has 
become the leading trading power in the western Mediterranean. 


In Italy, different peoples are gradually turning from tribal societies into city-state 
societies. The Etruscans are the most advanced of these.


2. Western, central and eastern Europe


The Celts live mostly in small farming villages, but large fortified settlements are to be 
found where tribal chieftains live with their followers. 


Neither the Celts nor any other central or northern European peoples have cities, literacy 
or other elements which the Greeks and Romans regard as essential to “civilization”. They 
are therefore regarded as “barbarians”.




3. The influence of Greek civilization


Most Greek city-states are governed as republics; that is to say, by councils and 
magistrates rather than by kings. This makes them pretty much unique in the world at this 
time.


In most Greek states, political power is in the hands of a few powerful and wealthy 
citizens; that is, they are oligarchies. Only a few are fully-fledged democracies - the most 
famous of these is Athens.


The Republican form of government (though not democracy) is now spreading to other 
Mediterranean peoples. Carthage for example is ruled by a council of its richest citizens.


Other features of Greek civilization are also spreading around the Mediterranean. Most 
important of these is literacy, based on the alphabet. Other important features are Greek 
art and architecture, and their style of warfare. This involves ordinary citizens (most of 
whom are farmers) fighting as heavily armed infantry troops (called hoplites by the 
Greeks).


4. Italy and Rome in c. 500 BCE 

Influenced by the Greek colonies in southern Italy, a people in central Italy called the 
Etruscans have taken to living in city-states. They have adopted many Greek 
innovations, for example adapting the Greek alphabet to their own use, and adopting 
Greek conventions in art and architecture.


The Etruscans are now at the height of their power. Their league of city-states controls 
most of central and northern Italy.


Etruscan influences have been turning Rome,  just to the south of Etruria, from a cluster 
of small villages into a small city.


Location


Situated on the river Tiber, at the point closest to the sea where it can be forded or 
bridged, Rome is located at the intersection of various central Italian peoples - the 
sophisticated Etruscans to the north, the more rustic Latins to the south, and the warlike 
hill peoples to the east, such as the Sabines, Volscians and Samnites. 


Rome therefore has a mixed population and traditions, and is regarded with suspicion by 
all of its neighbours (hence it has foundation legends which refer to its original settlers as 
a bunch of misfits). Its closest links are to the Latins, as they speak the Latin language 
and are members of the Latin religious cults.


Government


A series of Etruscanized kings have ruled Rome until now (c. 500 BCE), when the Romans 
expel their kings. Rome, like other central Italian city-states, has become a Republic. 


The power which the kings had is now shared between two magistrates called consuls, 
who are elected annually. They act as heads of state, commanders of the army, and chief 
judges.




The consuls are advised by a council called the senate. This is made up of Rome’s 
leading families, the Patricians. This class holds all political and administrative offices, as 
well as all Rome’s priesthoods.


As in most other city-sates, the ordinary people - the Plebeians - do have some say in 
major decisions. Their assembly has the right to vote “yes” or “no” on such issues as 
whether to go to war or not. 


This is necessary because ordinary citizens have to actually do the fighting. The army, 
like those of other city-states of the time, is composed of ordinary citizens called up for 
military service during the fighting season each year. 


Whether Patrician or Plebeian, only men can participate in public life in any way: all 
political offices or membership of assemblies is entirely male. There are, however, a few 
priestesses (such as the famous, and secretive, vestal virgins).


5. Roman society at the beginning of the Republic 

Roman society is, like that of all societies of the time, an agricultural one. The vast 
majority of the people are farmers, mostly cultivating their own small plots of land.


A small minority of families have larger amounts of land, worked by slaves. These 
landowners are the leaders of Roman society. Within this group are the patricians; they 
sit in the senate and hold all political offices as magistrates. They are the true ruling class 
of Rome. A larger number of lesser families make up the equestrian order. This is so 
called because they can afford to own and maintain at least one horse and so fight in the 
army as cavalry (equites). 


At this date the urban centre of Rome is small, and those that live and work here - 
artisans and merchants and their families - form only a small portion of the total 
population. Most of early Rome’s sea-going trade, such as it is, is probably in the hands 
of foreigners such as Etruscans, Greeks and Carthaginians.


A significant minority of the population are slaves. These are war captives; or those who 
have sold themselves into slavery for debt; or criminals; or those who are brought as 
slaves from foreign parts by traders and sold in the local slave market. The children of 
slaves are automatically slaves as well.


Most slaves either work on the farms of wealthier Romans (Patricians or equestrians), or 
as servants in their households. Even quite poor Roman families have at least one slave. 
Although slavery is common and can be brutal, the Romans have a habit of frequently 
freeing their slaves. Freedmen (as ex-slaves are called) and their descendants are treated 
as ordinary citizens.


Early Roman society is a patriarchal one. The central figure in Roman society is the 
paterfamilias - the father and head of the family. Fathers have life and death powers over 
their children, and even over their wives.




Question: 

In what ways have the inhabitants of the small city of Rome been influenced, directly or 
indirectly, by Greek civilization?


Most, if not all, of these influences are indirect, coming via the Etruscans. Points to include 
are  

• the alphabet;  

• the republican form of government 

• the citizen-soldier model of warfare based on heavy infantry. 

More generally, the very fact that Rome has become an urban settlement rather than just a 
collection of villages is traceable to Greek influences (Greek culture being based on the 
City-State); and the trading system into which Rome was plugged arose as a result of first 
Phoenician, then Greek, activity. 

The central point here is that Rome did not emerge in isolation, but belonged to a wider 
Mediterranean world. By 500 BCE the Greeks formed the dominant element in this. 



338 BCE: Though having experienced disaster at the hands of the Gauls, Rome’s 
power now dominates central Italy. 

• The period has seen the Celtic tribes expand outwards from their homelands in central 
and western Europe. This has had a major impact on the peoples of Italy, including the 
sack of Rome by a party of Celtic raiders (note 1)


• Since the sack, the Romans have built up their power by a combination of military force 
and wise diplomacy (note 2).


• In the city-state of Rome itself, politics have been marked by a prolonged struggle 
between the patricians and the plebeians; the latter have gained extensive rights (note 
3).


Additional Notes:


1. Celtic expansion 

In the 5th century BCE, the Celts undertook a dramatic series of migrations which took 
Celtic tribes southwest into Spain, southeast into the Balkans and, most significantly, 
south into Italy. They expelled the Etruscans from northern Italy, and a large party of them 
raided down into central Italy (c. 390 BCE). They reached Rome and all but destroyed the 
city, before heading back north. 


This was a traumatic experience which stayed with the Romans for the rest of their 
history.


The Celts - known to the Romans as Gauls - have remained in northern Italy, and the 
Romans now call this region Cisapline Gaul - “the land of the Gauls this side of the Alps”.


2. Roman power expands 

Prior to its sack by the Gauls (c. 390 BCE) Rome had steadily been increasing its power 
amongst its Latin neighbours. The sack left Roman power severely weakened, however. 
They rebuilt their city, and then set about rebuilding their power in their neighbourhood. 
By 338 BCE they have made themselves the leading power in central Italy.


To consolidate their power, the Romans have used diplomacy to create an alliance of 
city-states and tribes which have involved granting Roman citizenship and half-Roman 
(or Latin) citizenship to favoured Allies. This policy has bound the alliance as a whole 
more tightly together under Roman leadership. 


The creation of this new Roman-led confederation (as modern scholars call it) will enable 
the city to draw on a large and dependable pool of military manpower, further increasing 
her strength.


The ruling families of these Allied cities are soon intermarrying with the senatorial and 
equestrian families of Rome, and within a generation the Roman senate itself will begin to 
include families whose roots lie, not in Rome, but in other central Italian towns.




3. Rome: internal developments 

Internally, politics in Rome have been marked by a prolonged struggle between the small 
ruling elite, the patricians, and the majority of ordinary Romans, the plebeians (this is 
known in Roman history as the Conflict of the Orders). 


The conflict of the Orders has been long and sometimes bitter, but has by and large been 
resolved by this date.


Roman law


Out of this conflict has emerged a law code (the Twelve Tables) which, though strict, and 
highly patriarchal (early Roman laws confirms the father in his role as Paterfamilias), it 
gives all Roman citizens basic legal rights. 


For example, they cannot have their property arbitrarily taken from them by a magistrate, 
and if charged with a crime they must be tried in a court of law to determine their guilt.


The foundations of the great system of Roman law have been laid. This will be constantly 
refined and updated (and made more lenient). It will form one of the great elements in 
later Western civilization.


Government


The Plebeians have gained the right to elect their own officials. These are the Tribunes of 
the Plebs, who are responsible for protecting the Plebeians’ interests.


The Plebeians have also gained the right to elect - and be elected as - magistrates, even 
consuls. As a result, leading Plebeian families have begun to provide magistrates and 
members of the senate alongside the Patricians. In due course Patrician and Plebeian 
families would intermarry to form a unified senatorial aristocracy.


The governing institutions of the Roman republic have matured into a balanced system of 
government. Executive magistrates, all elected annually and, headed by the two consuls, 
now include a hierarchy of lesser office-holders: praetors, aediles and quaestors. These 
command armies, maintain public services (such as roads and aqueducts), and preside 
as judges in the growing number of law courts. 


The senate, made up of the leading men in the state (mostly experienced ex-
magistrates), advises the magistrates and passes laws.


The plebeian assemblies (by this time there are three of these, organized in different 
ways and with different roles, but the same citizens vote in all of them) give ordinary 
(male) citizens the power to elect magistrates, to vote on laws concerning their welfare 
(which are proposed to them by their tribunes), and a voice in major decisions such as 
whether or not to go to war.




270 BCE: The Romans have successfully expanded their power over the Italian 
peninsula except the north. 

• The Romans have continued building their Alliance system (or Confederation), giving 
their leadership of the Italian tribes and cities a solid foundation (note 1).


• In conquest of Italy has involved tough fighting, and this has led the Romans to develop 
that distinctive military formation, the legion (note 2).


• Now that the Greek cities of southern Italy have come under their control, the Romans 
are feeling Greek cultural influences more strongly than ever before (note 3).


• The trading city of Carthage, in North Africa, which for a long time has been the leading 
power in the western Mediterranean, is eyeing Roman expansion in Italy with increasing 
alarm (note 4).


Additional Notes:


1. The Roman alliance system 

The Romans have continued their policy of granting Roman citizenship and half-
citizenship (or Latin citizenship) to close allies, and this has given their leadership of the 
rest of the Italian tribes and cities a solid foundation.


Roman control is further enhanced by their policy of establishing colonies of Roman 
citizens and Latin citizens at strategic locations throughout Italy. Initially they form 
pockets of loyal settlers amongst potentially hostile populations; later they will come to 
act as centres from which the Latin language and Roman ways spread throughout Italy.


These colonies are connected to Rome by a growing network of well-built roads, along 
which troops can be hurried in times of emergency. These roads have the further 
advantage of boosting trade and interconnecting Italy commercially, as well as culturally.


2. The Legions 

In the course of their conquests, the Romans have developed their distinctive military 
organization based on the legion. 


A legion is not just one large body of men, as Greek formations are. It is divided into 
autonomous units of 100 men each, called centuries, which are able to fight 
independently. This gives the legion much more flexibility than the forces of other states. 
The commanders of these unit, the centurions, are soldiers of long experience and 
proven ability, and from this time on they become the backbone of the Roman army.


3. Greek cultural influence 

With Roman power now reaching into southern Italy, a number of Greek cities have come 
under her control. This has not been without stiff resistance. The Greeks called over a 
famous commander from the Greek mainland, Pyrrhus, king of Epirus, to help them. 
Although Pyrrhus won some battles, these “Pyrrhic victories” were at such cost that he 
gave up and went home, advising the Greeks of Italy to submit to the Romans.




The conquest of the Greek cities of southern Italy is inducing wealthier Romans to acquire 
a taste for Greek art, architecture and literature. This is much to the disgust of 
conservative Romans, who regard such influences as alien and softening.


4. Carthage 

The trading city of Carthage is located in North Africa. It was founded by Phoenician 
colonists back in the early 9th century BCE. The Carthaginians have been vigorous 
commercial rivals of the Greek cities of Sicily and southern Italy, and have built up a 
powerful maritime influence in the western Mediterranean. They have sent out their own 
colonies along the north coast of Africa and to the south coast of Spain, as well as to 
Sicily, Sardinia and Corsica.


The commercial and territorial rivalry between the Greek city states in the west and 
Carthage has caused recurrent tensions, and several hard-fought but indecisive wars.


For centuries the Carthaginians have dominated the trade - and the international power-
politics - of the western Mediterranean. They increasingly see the expansion of Roman 
power in the Italian peninsula as a threat to their dominance.


Question: 

Give reasons for the rise of Roman power in Italy


Points to include are:  

• The Roman alliance system (or as some scholars call it, the Roman Confederation). 
Included in this are the spread of Roman citizenship and Latin citizenship in Italy, and the 
establishment of Roman and Latin colonies at strategic locations; 

• The construction of roads, along which troops could be hurried to deal with any threats; 

• Military reforms, including the organization of legions, and within them of centuries (and 
their commanders, the centurions). 



200 BCE: Rome has defeated Carthage in two major wars, and as a result has 
gained territories outside Italy.  

• The First Punic War (264-241 BCE) and Second Punic War (218-202 BCE) are two 
long and bloody conflicts between Rome and Carthage. They end in the Romans 
dominating the western Mediterranean (note 1).


• To meet the demands of fighting overseas wars and governing overseas territories, 
the Romans have had to introduce some important changes in the way their state is 
governed (2).


• This period has seen large changes in Roman society (note 3).


Additional Notes:


1. The Wars against Carthage 

In the 260s, tensions increased between the Romans and the other leading power of the 
western Mediterranean, Carthage. The Romans called the resulting conflicts the Punic 
Wars because Carthage was originally a Phoenician colony, and the Latin for 
“Phoenician” is Punicus.


The First Punic War


Carthage being the primary naval power in the western Mediterranean, to defeat her the 
Romans had to build a powerful navy from scratch. After some hard fighting and dreadful 
losses (mostly to storms), the Romans were able to gain control of the seas around Italy 
and Sicily. This enabled her army to score some successes against the Carthaginians in 
Sicily and North Africa.


One of the provisions of the peace treaty that ended the war was that Carthage was not 
to rebuild a powerful fleet.


The Carthaginians did not take their defeat lying down. Over the next 20 years they 
carefully built up their power in Spain. 


The Second Punic War


In 218 the brilliant Carthaginian general, Hannibal, led a large army out of Spain, across 
southern Gaul, over the Alps and down into northern Italy. The sudden appearance of a 
powerful army in their own back yard took the Romans completely by surprise. Hannibal’s 
army was then joined by Gallic tribal forces in northern Italy, and he then invaded south 
into Roman territory.


Over the next three years Hannibal’s army destroyed three large Roman armies sent 
against it. The last of these victories was at Cannae (216 BCE), in southern Italy. The 
Romans would regard this as the worst defeat they ever suffered in their history.


Hannibal demanded Rome’s surrender - but the senate refused. Hannibal then hoped to 
raise Rome’s Allies against her; but only a few cities went over to him. The majority 
remained staunchly loyal. 




For the next 10 years or so Hannibal marched his army up and down Italy, to little effect. 
He was unable to receive support from Carthage as the Romans controlled the seas 
between Italy and North Africa. 


The Romans carefully nursed their strength, and when they were ready, went over to the 
offensive. While avoiding battle in Italy, their armies drove the Carthaginians out of Spain 
and Sicily. Then they invaded the Carthaginian home territory in North Africa. 


The Carthaginians immediately recalled Hannibal to command their defences, but the 
Romans won a great victory at the battle of Zama, in 202 BCE. This ended the Second 
Punic War.


2. How a small city-state adapts to acquiring and running an empire 

Overseas wars


The traditional Roman system of political office-holding has been based on elected 
magistrates, such as consuls and praetors, holding office for only one year. 
Commanders-in-chief of armies fighting major wars are usually consuls.


This system was suitable for a city-state fighting wars against its near neighbours, but not 
for a major power maintaining large armies overseas for many years at a time. 


To deal with this situation, the senate has extended the commands of consuls who have 
shown themselves to be good generals by appointing them proconsuls (literally “in-place 
of consuls”) at the end of their elected year. In some cases a general’s command has 
been extended repeatedly for several years. 


This innovation has ensured that Roman armies have benefitted from consistent, 
experienced leadership, but it will have grave consequences in the future.


Provincial administration


Victory against Carthage has enabled the Romans to take over former Carthaginian 
territories: the islands of Sicily, Corsica and Sardinia, and a large chunk of Spain.


These new possessions are divided into provinces (so named because a magistrate’s 
field of responsibility is called his provincia). Within these provinces, the native peoples 
continue under their own leaders, laws and customs. So long as they forward their tribute 
to the governor, refrain from waging war without Rome’s permission, and maintain law 
and order within their territories, they are left more or less undisturbed by the Roman 
authorities.


This system of provincial government means that a Roman governor (who is usually a 
praetor, but where a major war is going on will be a consul) needs only a very small staff 
to aid him. This consists of a junior magistrate (a quaestor) who acts as his deputy, plus 
some military orderlies and personal secretaries, often his own household slaves and 
freedmen. 


The governor’s role combines that of military commander of the troops stationed there, 
civil administrator (for example organizing the building of roads), judge (in matters 
concerning Roman citizens within the province, who come under his jurisdiction) and 
diplomat (in dealing with the native leaders).




With only small adjustments, this is the provincial system which will operate for centuries 
to come. The idea that the Romans developed a huge bureaucracy is wide of the mark, 
at least before the period of the Late Empire.


3. Changes in Roman society 

The Roman government has had to raise and maintain large armies for long periods at 
great distances from the city of Rome itself. Rather than creating the necessary 
administrative state machinery to do this huge task, the senate has farmed it out to 
private contractors, called publicani.


This has led to the rise of a group of rich businessmen, who form publicani companies to 
undertake this arduous but highly profitable function. With the coming of peace, these 
contractors also take on the role of tax farmers, collecting taxes in the provinces and 
creaming off the surplus as their profit.


A huge amount of wealth has therefore begun to flow into it the hands of this group. 
These businessmen belong to the equestrian class - that class in Roman society just 
below the senators but above the mass of ordinary citizens.


Questions: 

1. Hannibal is one of the most famous military commanders of Antiquity. What were the 
strengths, and what the weaknesses, of his strategy in the Second Punic War?


Strengths included taking the Romans by surprise in marching over the Alps into north 
Italy - an enormously difficult undertaking for any army and placing great demands on a 
general’s leadership; recruiting Gallic allies into his army; and his brilliant tactics which 
resulted in the destruction of three Roman armies. 

Weaknesses included under-estimating the loyalty of Rome’s Italian Allies; assuming that 
the Romans would continue to throw armies at him to defeat, instead of shadowing him 
for many years while avoiding contact; and the sheer stamina which the Romans and their 
Allies showed in opposing him. 

2. Describe the ways that the sea power the Romans achieved in the First Punic War 
helped them in the Second.


Hannibal could invade Italy directly; he could not be resupplied from Carthage or Spain; 
the Romans were able to support their armies in Spain, and to invade North Africa at will. 



100 BCE: The Romans have extended their power throughout the Mediterranean. 

• The Romans now dominate the lands around the Mediterranean, including much of the 
Hellenistic world (note 1). 


• The senate has continued to direct overall policy, on the whole with success; it adapts 
the Roman governing institutions piecemeal to meet the demands of ruling an 
expanding empire (note 2). 


• Huge amounts of wealth are flowing into Rome and Italy from her overseas territories; 
these have greatly increased social inequality and poisoned Roman politics (note 3).


• This period is seeing the beginnings of the rise of professional Roman armies filled by 
long-service soldiers. This will have consequences (note 4).


Additional Notes:


1. Conquests 

The Western Mediterranean


In the immediate aftermath of the Second Punic War the Romans occupied the Gallic 
territories in northern Italy. In North Africa, the Romans have destroyed the city of 
Carthage once and for all (146 BCE: Carthage has since been re-founded as a Roman 
colony), and seized its territory; and they have conquered more of Spain in many hard-
fought campaigns. To shore up their position in Spain, they have occupied a strip of 
southern Gaul (France).


The Eastern Mediterranean


At the height of the war against Hannibal, just when the situation of the Romans looked at 
its most hopeless, the king of Macedonia (just north of Greece) declared war on them. 


The Romans, unable to spare an army to either invade Macedonia or even defend the 
Italian coast, could only sent a small fleet to patrol the Adriatic Sea (which lies between 
Italy and Greece) and protect their eastern flank. This succeeded in keeping the 
Macedonian army out of Italy. 


The Romans did not forget this action of the Macedonians at the time to their greatest 
weakness. Very shortly after the end of the Second Punic War they invaded Macedonia. 
They thus became heavily involved in the Greek-speaking world of the eastern 
Mediterranean, with its wealthy, independent-minded cities and powerful, quarrelling 
kingdoms.


A series of wars in Greece, Macedonia and Asia Minor have ended in Roman forces 
annexing the kingdom of Macedonia, the city-states of Greece (in 146 BCE) and large 
parts of Asia Minor (remarkably, two kings bequeathed their kingdoms to Rome on their 
deaths, in order to avoid civil wars). 


2. Governing institutions 



More and more provinces have been created (by this time there are eight). To ensure 
there are enough governors for them, the system of office-holding has had to be further 
adapted. Now, consuls and praetors serve their annual term as magistrates in Rome 
itself, and then hold office for the next year or more as provincial governors (proconsuls 
for provinces where there are major wars to be fought and propraetors (or more pacified 
or less important provinces). 


Long distance roads, for example the via Egnatia, which runs straight across the Balkans 
from the Adriatic to the Aegean, allow the Romans to speedily march armies from Italy to 
where they were needed within their domains. The Romans can also transport armies by 
sea to wherever they want.


The senate continues to rely on private publicani companies to collect tribute from the 
provinces and to organize the supply of Roman armies overseas. 


This practice is wide open to abuse. Roman businessmen descend on Rome’s overseas 
territories in droves, to extract as much wealth from them as they can. Their greed and 
extortion make the Romans hugely unpopular with the inhabitants of the provinces.


3. A river of wealth 

While expansion had been taking place overseas, at home things had been deteriorating. 
War booty and tribute have flowed into Rome and Italy, vastly increasing inequality. This 
feeds social tensions as the rich get richer and the poor poorer. 


Most of the wealth ends up in the pockets of senatorial generals and governors, or of 
equestrian businessmen. They use this wealth to buy up the plots of ordinary farmers and 
to create large landed estates.


This situation is made worse by the fact that Rome’s many victorious wars have flooded 
the Italian slave markets with captives. Roman society is rapidly becoming the most 
slave-based society in world history until the advent of the Atlantic Slave Trade.


Thousands of slaves have been put to work on the estates of wealthy Romans and 
Italians. Organized along efficient lines, these estates can produce grain and other farm 
produce more cheaply than smaller plots of land. The class of small independent farmers 
is therefore being squeezed. 


Many are selling up to their richer neighbours and moving to the city of Rome, where they 
swell the number of landless poor. Here they form a proletariate, living crowded together 
in the spreading slums of the too-rapidly growing city.


Poisoned politics


These developments have poisoned the politics of Rome, and led to political extremism 
and violence. Senators build up factions with links to criminal gangs which thrive 
amongst the slums.


In 133 BC a leading reformer, Tiberius Sempronius Gracchus, was killed in mob violence 
- the first murder in Roman politics for centuries. The death of his brother, Gaius, in similar 
circumstances ten years later, emphasised the onset of political instability in Rome.




It is in these years that some Roman politicians, to court popularity with the poor, pass 
laws granting free grain to the landless and unemployed of Rome. This grain is imported 
from southern Italy and Sicily, and later from North Africa.


The dysfunctional politics at Rome mean that major problems are not being dealt with. 
For example, the relationship between Rome and her Italian Allies has been breaking 
down. The Allies have had to contribute troops to Rome’s overseas wars, but these were 
being fought for Rome’s interests. Also, the bulk of the war booty is flowing back to Rome 
itself, not to its Allies. The Italian Allies’ grumbles go unheeded by the Roman politicians, 
and their anger is rising.


4. Professional armies 

The Romans have been finding it more and more difficult to find enough recruits for the 
many armies they now have in the field. The class of independent farmers, for centuries 
the mainstay of the Roman army, is now dwindling in numbers, squeezed out by 
competition from the large new slave-estates of the rich (see above).


Recruitment has therefore increasingly been thrown open to poor Romans who own no 
land at all. Now, men sign up to serve for many years at a time, and the Roman army is 
increasingly made up of full-time professional soldiers. 


These armies, serving for long periods of time at great distances from Rome, look to their 
commanders (the proconsuls who command these troops, also sometimes for many 
years at a time) for rewards. This comes in two main forms: war booty, in which ordinary 
soldiers each get a small share (the lion’s share of course going to the general and senior 
officers), and land, which might or might not be allocated to soldiers on discharge 
depending on the success of the commander in persuading the senate to grant this. 


For their part, the proconsuls begin to view their troops almost as private armies. It is also 
in their interests to ally themselves to political factions back in Rome, the better to meet 
the demands of their soldiers for land. 


Question: 

So, how has a huge inflow of wealth caused many Romans to actually get poorer?


The new wealth has largely ended up in the hands of those who were already wealthy, and 
enabled then to run their estates on more efficient lines with the help of cheap slave 
labour. This has squeezed out many poorer farmers.  



50 BCE: Roman power has continued to expand, but the Republic has been wracked 
by civil war after civil war. 

• Corruption in public life, bitter factionalism and political violence undermine stability 
in Rome (note 1).


• This bleak situation has been made worse by other episodes, including a massive slave 
revolt and large-scale piracy, which destabilize the Roman world (note 2).


• These developments encourage over-powerful proconsuls, having conquered new 
territories for Rome, to turn against rivals and aim for mastery of the Roman state (note 
3).


Additional Notes:


1. Violent politics 

Widespread corruption in public life and bitter factionalism amongst Roman politicians 
(especially between the conservative Optimes and the populist Populares) prevents any 
effective action from being taken to deal with this situation. In fact leading politicians have 
become allied with violent criminal gangs.  

The hostility between factions feeds the rivalries between over-powerful commanders. 
When one side defeats the other, mass persecutions (called proscriptions - confiscation 
of property and political executions) of the defeated party follows.


A few men stand against the tide. Best known of these is the famous orator, Cicero. 
Their efforts are in vain. Power is fast passing from the traditional institutions of the 
Republic, including the senate, to powerful proconsuls, some of whom are now 
commanders of huge, quasi-personal armies.


2. A catalog of woes 

A breakdown in the relationship between Rome and her Italian Allies led to a hard-fought 
war between them (90-82 BCE) - it was only brought to an end with a grant of full Roman 
citizenship to all Italians.


Meantime, disgust at the behaviour of Roman officials and businessmen in the porvinces 
led to widespread massacres in Asia Minor, and support for Mithridates, the king of 
Pontus (in Asia Minor), to drive Roman forces out of the eastern Mediterranean. 


It took some 20 years and three major wars for the Romans to subdue him. However, the 
Romans finished the war in complete control of the lands of the eastern Mediterranean - 
either as client kingdoms (such as Cappadocia, Pontus and Judaea) or as outright 
provinces (such as Syria). Only Egypt remains outside Rome’s rule - for now.


Closer to Rome, a dangerous slave revolt (led by the famous Spartacus) broke out in 
southern Italy (in 73 BCE). At one point it threatened Rome itself, and was put down only 
with greatest of difficulty. 




The disorders of the time encouraged an alarming upswing in piracy across the whole of 
the Mediterranean (even Ostia, the port of Rome, was plundered on one occasion). It took 
a huge land and sea campaign under the general Pompey the Great, to bring under 
control (67-66 BCE).


3. Professional armies and over-mighty proconsuls 

Rome’s expansion has called into being professional armies in place of the traditional 
citizen-armies of earlier times (see above, 100 BCE). These effectively under the control, 
not of the senate, but of powerful proconsuls. Commanders such as Marius, Sulla and 
Pompey the Great have made their names and fortunes by conquering new lands for 
Rome, but have then turned their armies against rivals as they aim for mastery of the 
Roman state.


While Roman power has expanded, therefore, the Republic has been wracked by a series 
of civil wars.


The First Triumvirate


In 60 BCE, three leading figures, Crassus (the wealthiest Roman of all), Pompey and 
Julius Caesar, make a pact to act together to dominate the government of Rome. 
Scholars call this pact the First Triumvirate.


Julius Caesar demanded to be appointed proconsul of Gaul, and then outdid all his 
predecessors by conquering the whole of that country, even invading the semi-legendary 
islands of Britain, twice, in 55 and 54 BC. 


In 53 BCE, Crassus, wishing to match Caesar in military glory, invaded the Parthian 
empire with a huge army. This army was utterly destroyed at the battle of Carrhae (one 
of the great defeats of Roman history), and Crassus was killed. Legend has it that the 
Parthian king encrusted Crassus’ skull with jewels and used it as a wine cup.


This event dealt a fatal blow to the triumvirate. As Caesar became more powerful, a 
powerful faction of senators built up against him, and induced Pompey to become their 
leader. At this date (50 BCE) the stage is being set for a clash between the two sides.


Question: 

1. Match three trends described in the information for the previous map (100 BCE) to 
developments described in this map’s information.


Points could include: The growth of landless poor (100 BCE) leading to violent factional 
politics in Rome (50 BCE) 

Mass import of slaves into Italy (100 BCE) resulting in dangerous slave revolts (50 BCE) 

Difficulties in recruitment to the army (100 BCE) created a body of long-serving soldiers 
who were loyal to their own commanders, thus undermining political stability (50 BCE) 

2. To consider: how can this rot be stopped? (The answer is in the next map’s information)




1 CE: The civil wars have been ended by the far-sighted policies of the first of the 
Roman emperors, Augustus. 

• Julius Caesar’s assassination led to a final series of civil wars, ending in the emergence 
of Octavian, Julius Caesar’s heir, as the master of the Roman world (note 1).


• Octavian then reorganized the institutions of the Republic so that they supported the 
rule of one man (himself). In so doing he made himself the first of the Roman emperors 
(note 2).


• Octavian - or Augustus, as we should now call him - thus halted the cycle of civil wars 
and established an enduring peace - the Pax Romana - which would last for two 
centuries (note 3).


• During the period of external expansion and internal crisis, the Romans have been 
developing a high culture of their own, in art, architecture and literature (note 4).


Additional Notes:


1. The triumph of Octavian 

After conquering Gaul, Julius Caesar turned his armies on the city of Rome itself and, 
after yet another civil war, made himself master of the Roman world. Then, on the 
15th March, 44 BCE, he was assassinated by some of his enemies in the senate.


Another round of civil wars inevitably followed. Caesar’s three chief lieutenants, Antony, 
Octavian (Caesar’s grand nephew and adopted heir) and Lepidus, succeeded in 
defeating Caesar's assassins and taking control of the government. They formed the 
Second Triumvirate.


Antony and Octavian soon sidelined Lepidus, and divided the Roman world between 
themselves. Octavian took the West (including Rome and Italy) and Antony the East 
(spending much of the time in Egypt, where he came under the spell of its beautiful 
queen, Cleopatra).


This situation could not last, and in a final round of civil war, 31 BCE, Octavian defeated 
Antony's forces at the naval battle of Actium, off the coast of Greece.


After the battle, Octavian pursued Antony and his mistress, Cleopatra, to their deaths in 
Egypt. He then annexed that wealthy country to the empire.


Octavian thus became the sole ruler of the Roman world - as had Caesar before him.


2. Concentrating power 

Octavian set about putting his power in a firm footing. 




He made sure that the traditional institutions of the Republic were properly respected, 
and let other men hold high office, such as that of consul. However, he had the senate 
vote him powers which enabled him to veto any measures taken by the senate or 
magistrates, so that no important governmental decisions could be taken without his 
approval.


He let the senate choose the governors of many important and wealthy provinces, but he 
had the senate vote him an over-arching imperium which gave him a general supervisory 
authority throughout all Rome’s provinces. 


He disbanded many legions, and he stationed the remainder along the frontiers of the 
empire. He then had the senate appoint him proconsul of a super-province, which took in 
most of these frontiers. 


These measure ensured his control over most of the military power of the Roman state. 
He appointed senators loyal to himself as lieutenants (legates) to govern the different 
frontier territories and to command the legions stationed in them.


The first Roman emperor


In 27 BCE Octavian took the designation Augustus. As the heir of Julius Caesar he was 
already called Caesar, and he also already had the title imperator, which loosely 
translates as commander-in-chief (this the basis of the English word “emperor”). 


He thus became the first of the long line of Roman emperors, all of whom bore the titles 
Imperator Caesar Augustus.


3. An enduring peace 

By making it impossible for any other individual to challenge his power, Augustus’ 
measures brought the civil wars to an end. 


In the chaotic years of the late Republic, Roman provincial administration had sunk to a 
low level of ineptitude and corruption. Augustus vastly improve standards by making sure 
that provincial officials were paid properly, reducing the temptation to corruption, and he 
insists that provincials could appeal directly to him personally (by virtue of his imperium - 
see above) if an official abuses his position.


From this time onwards, provincial populations begin to become reconciled to Roman 
rule. In due course they would seek Roman citizenship for themselves, and come to 
regard themselves as fully Roman as any Italian.


These measures brought stability and peace to the Roman world; from this period 
modern scholars date the period of the Roman Empire rather than that of the Roman 
Republic.


4. Culture 

During this period of external expansion and internal crisis, the Romans have been 
developing a high culture of their own. This is based firmly on Greek models; indeed 
many Greek artists and architects have come to Italy during this period to work for the 



new masters of the world. Their Roman patrons demand a new degree of realism in their 
portraiture, and the sculptures that have come down to us are unrivalled in this respect.


Meanwhile, the Romans have been developing a Latin literature, based originally on 
Greek lines but developing characteristics of its own. This process dates back to the 
period of the Punic Wars, in the 3rd century BCE, but now reaches its peak. Cicero the 
orator and man of letters, Julius Caesar, the autobiographer, Livy and Sallust the 
historians, and the poets Ennius, Catallus, Ovid and Virgil, the author of the great Latin 
epic, the Aeneid. All help to shape Latin into the stately language of literature and 
statecraft which would ensure its status as the medium of European high culture for more 
than a millennium. 

Question: 

Augustus is regarded as the first of the Roman emperors - what does that mean?


Does it mean he abolished the Republic?


What, in your opinion, was the key Republican office, or power, he acquired to ensure that 
he was able to rule as a monarch?


No correct answers - the power to veto legislation enabled him to shape government 
policy and to prevent any hostile decisions from threatening his position; and his imperium 
gave him wide powers.  

However, I would suggest that concentrating the bulk of the troops under his orders was 
the most most important measure: who could challenge him after that? 



180 CE: The Roman empire has given its inhabitants 200 years of internal peace, 
while its borders have continued to expand. 

• The Roman state is headed by emperors, with the senate in a subordinate role (note 1).


• The empire has continued to push out its borders, and within them, the Roman way of 
life is spreading far and wide throughout the empire (note 2).


• The empire is very lightly governed, with most of the work of government being carried 
out by the local authorities in the cities; its territory is defended by armies stationed 
along the frontiers (note 3).


• The city of Rome is the largest and most magnificent city in the empire, and probably in 
the entire world (note 4).


• The Roman peace - Pax Romana - has encouraged trade to expand, including 
international trade with other regions of Eurasia (note 5).


• Hellenistic culture has flourished under Roman rule, and non-Roman religious cults - 
including Judaism and Christianity - have spread around the empire (note 6). 


Additional notes


1. The Emperors and the senate 

Under Augustus’ successors, the Roman empire has known a large measure of peace 
and internal stability: the famous Pax Romana. A couple of emperors have been mad, 
and others inadequate, but their reigns were brief and the machinery of imperial 
government carried on comparatively unaffected.


Augustus’ family, the Julio-Claudians, ruled for almost a century, but the misrule of the 
last of them, Nero, prompted a brief civil war in 68-9 CE.


This brought to power a new family, the Flavians. After their dynasty came to an end 
about 30 years later, a succession of five good emperors have reigned: Trajan, Hadrian, 
Antoninus Pius and Marcus Aurelius. 


None of these until the last one, Marcus Aurelius, has had any son to pass the throne on 
to. They have therefore adopted their successors from amongst their relatives. In each 
case, by luck or judgement, the empire has been fortunate in their choice, with all proving 
excellent rulers.


The emperors have spent most of their time in Rome, in a large mansion on the Palatine 
Hill (hence it was called the Palatium, from which we get the English word “palace”). 


They are not surrounded by an large and elaborate court. The emperors are treated as 
fellow mortals by the senators, and they are advised by a small group of experienced 
officials. A small staff of secretaries and accountants handle administrative matters.




Nearby, in the Roman forum, is the senate house, where the senators hold their debates. 
The responsibilities of the senate have declined since the days of the Republic, as those 
of the emperors have increased: there is no doubting as to where the real power lies. But 
members of the senate still stand at the pinnacle of Roman society, and individual 
senators exercise a great deal of responsibility as governors and generals.


2. Expansion and Romanization 

During these two centuries, the Roman empire has continued to expand. The northern 
Balkans, eastern Asia Minor, western North Africa, parts of central Europe, and 
southern Britain, have all come under Roman rule.


Wherever they have conquered, the Romans have built towns and roads. This is 
particularly true of western Europe and North Africa, where the Romans encountered 
tribal peoples with no urban civilization of their own (except for a handful of ancient 
Greek and Carthaginian cities on the coast). 


These peoples have rapidly accepted the Roman way of life, with its towns and cities, 
public baths, aqueducts, forums, temples, theatres, amphitheatres, country villas, paved 
roads, liberal education and Latin language.


In the eastern Mediterranean, Hellenistic civilization has thrive under the Pax Romana, 
with its political stability and economic expansion. Greek remains the language of 
everyday life for the urban elites in this region, and it is increasingly the language of 
administration. Hellenistic cultural achievements have continued, for example in medicine 
(Galen) and geography and astronomy (Ptolemy).


Leading Romans are steeped in Hellenistic culture, and have continued to patronize the 
great centres of learning, such as the Academy in Athens, and the library at Alexandria. 
Many large new buildings have been constructed in Hellenistic cities, such as the Theatre 
of Hadrian in Athens. 


Roman citizenship and Roman Law


Roman citizenship has been spreading through the provinces of the empire. By this date 
members of the elites of most towns, even in far-distant places like Britain, are citizens. 


Membership of the very top tiers of Roman society, the equestrian and senatorial 
orders, have also been spreading, with many senatorial families now coming from Gaul, 
Spain, North Africa and Asia Minor - some count amongst their ancestors the very tribal 
chieftains who, in previous centuries, had led resistance to the expansion of Roman 
power. Even the emperors in the 2nd century have all been from provincial families.


Roman law is now practiced in all the cities of the empire. Even though, at the pinnacle of 
power, the emperors resort to illegal methods to maintain their power (murder, 
expropriation of property and so on), they insist on the law being obeyed, and proper lega 
processes being followed, by their subjects and officials.


Roman law has therefore continued to develop, with new legal decision modifying the 
laws all the time. It has become much less harsh since early Roman times. For example, 
although the life-and-death rights of the Paterfamilias over his wife and children have 



never been formally rescinded, the courts treat the killing of family members as murder. 
Even the killing of household slaves is viewed as a crime.


2. The government and defence of the empire 

The Provincial administration is tiny for running an empire of some 50 million people. It 
consists of a couple of hundred senior officials - governors (mostly senators) and 
financial administrators (mostly equestrians) - all assisted by comparatively small staffs. 


This system can only work (which it does, very effectively) because the towns and cities 
run their own affairs with very limited intervention from above.


The emperors have worked hard to ensure that the provinces of the empire are governed 
well. Even under bad emperors such as Caligula, Nero and Domitian, officials have on the 
whole continued to administered the provinces conscientiously.


The army


The defence of the empire is based on a thin cordon of about 30 legions - infantry units 
of about 6000 soldiers each, all Roman citizens - stationed along the frontiers. The 
legions are supplemented by auxiliary regiments, both infantry and light cavalry, made up 
(in theory) of non-Roman citizens drawn from the subject peoples of the empire.


The legions, mostly commanded by senators in the service of the emperor, are grouped 
together in twos and threes under the command of the governors of frontier provinces - 
who were also senators, appointed by and reporting directly to the emperor.


The frontiers of the empire are strengthened by ditches and earth ramparts stretching for 
hundreds of miles. The 70 miles between the Roman province of Britain and the 
barbarians to the north (modern-day Scotland) are defended by a stone wall, the famous 
Hadrian’s Wall.


The only major concentration of troops not stationed on the frontiers are the Praetorian 
Guards, whose job is to protect the emperor. Their commander, although equestrian in 
rank, is second only to the emperor in actual power. There are also some other quasi-
military units stationed in Rome, such as the fire brigade and the police force, but these 
could not rival the Praetorians in status or influence.


Apart from the army, the Romans maintain small naval forces, based in the 
Mediterranean and North Sea. Their primary job is to ensure that piracy is kept down.


Beyond the frontiers


In central Europe are two groups of people: to the north, beyond the Rhine, are the 
various German tribes, while to the south, along the Danube frontier, are the Sarmatians, 
an Iranian nomadic people who have come in from the steppes of eastern Europe. 


The Romans have by and large kept both groups at bay, but recently some German and 
Sarmatian tribes have succeeded in breaking through the imperial defences and 
penetrating deep into Roman territory. The emperor Marcus Aurelius has spent most of 
his reign campaigning on his northern frontiers.




In the east, the Romans face the Parthian empire, a state comparable to itself in terms of 
civilization. However, relations here. although tense, have seldom flared up into all-out 
war: most of the competition between the two states has been channelled into 
diplomacy, with each side trying to bring Armenia within its own sphere of influence as a 
buffer state. The Romans are generally more successful in this.


The few occasions where outright war has broken out between Rome and Parthia, for 
example under Trajan, the Romans have quickly withdrawn from any conquered territory 
as they have been unable to occupy it effectively.


4. The city of Rome 

Under the emperors, Rome has become the most magnificent city in the world. With a 
population of over a million, it is also the largest. Successive emperors have laid out 
forums and parks, erected triumphal arches, columns and other imperial monuments, 
built magnificent temples, amphitheatres (most famously the giant Colosseum), theatres, 
race tracks (eg the Circus Maximus), huge public baths, and of course splendid palaces. 
Many large administrative buildings fill the city, and wealthy senators have put up 
spacious mansions.


The Roman mob


Many of the inhabitants, however, live in crowded apartment blocks called insulae 
(“islands”), much like those found in the slums of many 19th century European and 
American cities. Keeping the huge and restless Roman mob quiet is a major 
preoccupation for the emperors. When they get angry, they tend to riot, causing huge 
amounts of damage.


Clean water


Unlike in many 19th century cities, all the inhabitants of Rome have access to clean water 
- several huge aqueducts bring in fresh water from hills miles away, and while the wealthy 
have it piped to their houses, there are plenty of public fountains for the poor.


The Grain supply


Many of the poor in Rome are fed free bread. This great city cannot possibly be fed by 
the surrounding countryside, and most of its grain comes from Egypt and North Africa. A 
complex organization, called the Annona, embraces state-supported grain ships, huge 
dockyards at Ostia (the port of Rome), convoys of river barges up the Tiber to Rome itself, 
store houses and distribution points.


Scholars used to think that this effort to keep Rome provisioned made the city a parasite 
on the economy of the empire, sucking up wealth from the provinces and giving nothing 
back. Now scholars tend to think that the existence of such a centralized source of state-
supported demand stimulated trade and industry within the empire. It effectively 
subsidised the transport of a whole range of other goods along with the grain.


Along with free bread, emperors are careful to keep the Roman populace diverted with 
lavish entertainments. The main ones are the games in the Colosseum, including 
gladiatorial combats, wild animal hunts, and even mock sea battles; and chariot races in 
the huge stadium known as the Circus Maximus. 




5. Commerce 

The network of roads which span the empire, primarily built to enable frontier troops to be 
supplied efficiently and to be moved from one place to another as needed, have also 
oiled the wheels of commerce. Trade and industry have flourished as they will never do 
again, in Europe at least, until the 19th century.


Besides roads, water routes also play a huge role in trade, as well as in military supply. 
The rivers Rhine and Danube allow frontier garrisons to be provisioned easily; the North 
Sea sea routes keep the troops in Britain supplied, as well as acting as a conduit for 
trade; and the Mediterranean sea lanes have been busier than at any time before, nor will 
they again be as busy for more than fifteen hundred years.


International trade 

The wealth of the Roman empire acts as a magnate for trade from much further afield. 
The Silk Road across Asia, ultimately connecting Rome with Han China but taking in the 
trade of India, Persia and Mesopotamia as well, has thrived as a never before; and the 
Roman period sees the Indian Ocean trade routes - passing from northern Egypt down 
the Red Sea, and thence south to East Africa and west to India, and then onwards to SE 
Asia and China, come into its own as a major maritime trade route. 


The high demand for luxury products from the east, especially silks, is a source of 
concern for some Roman statesmen, who worry that it is draining the empire of bullion.


The demand for exotic luxuries also brings into full use another trade route in Roman 
times. This is the trans-Saharan trade between North Africa and West Africa south of the 
desert, along which ivory, gold, ostrich feathers and slaves travel. This trade is made 
possible by the use of the camel as the main beast of burden here, about a millennium 
after its domestication in Arabia.


Trade, both within and beyond the Roman empire, is lubricated by the standard Roman 
currency, which permeates every aspect of economic life. For example, Roman coins 
circulated widely in southern India.


6. Culture and religion in the Roman world 

Latin culture has also continued to develop during this time. The poets of Augustus’ time 
were followed by writers such as Juvenal and Martial, and the historians Tacitus and 
Suetonius. In the field of philosophy, Roman thinkers such as Seneca are especially 
drawn to the Stoic school of thought. The emperor Marcus Aurelius has put down his 
thoughts on life while on campaign, and these jottings will become a classic of Stoic 
philosophy.


In architecture, the Romans have introduced engineering innovations such as the arch 
and the dome, which enable larger spaces to be enclosed. Rome itself is adorned by 
such spectacular buildings as the Pantheon and Colosseum, and many provincial cities 
have received magnificent structures.


Religion




The traditional religion of the Roman state is similar to that of the Greeks, with its worship 
of a pantheon of gods and goddesses. Under the empire, emperor-worship has been 
added, as the emperors have been accorded divine honours in the provinces (in line with 
the Hellenistic kings who had preceded them in the Eastern Mediterranean).


Besides the old Roman deities, the cults of Isis and Astarte and other deities which 
became popular in the Hellenistic world have continued to thrive, spreading throughout 
the empire. They have been joined by other eastern religions such as Mithraism.


Judaism 

By the time the Romans had brought the small kingdom of Judaea under their control in 
the mid-1st century BCE, Jewish communities were scattered throughout the Middle 
East, practicing their distinctive monotheistic religion, which is today known as Judaism.


Under the Romans, Jewish communities also sprang up in cities in the western 
Mediterranean.


In 66 CE the Jews rose in revolt against the Romans. It took four years of bloody fighting 
for the Romans to put down this revolt, and at the end of it they tore down the temple in 
Jerusalem, the focus of the Jewish religion.


Another Jewish revolt in 133 CE resulted in the complete destruction of Jerusalem (a new 
Roman colony was established in its place) and in Jews being prohibited from living in 
their homeland. The dispersal (Diaspora) of the Jews around the Mediterranean world 
and the Middle East, which had begun centuries before, received a powerful boost.


The destruction of the temple in Jerusalem was a traumatic experience for all Jews, 
wherever they live. The sense of loss they have felt, and the anxiety that their faith would 
begin to fade away, has led Jewish scholars to write down and codify the many aspects 
of the faith which had previously been transmitted orally. This has resulted in the 
production of the Jewish Talmud.


Christianity 

The misfortunes of the Jewish people came at a time when their communities were giving 
rise to a new religion, Christianity. This originated in and around Judaea in the 1st 
century CE, where a religious leader called Jesus of Nazareth collected a group of 
disciples and developed a teaching focussed on compassion and forgiveness. 


Executed by the authorities because of the potential threat he posed, his disciples 
claimed to have seen him three days later - a belief for which many of them were 
prepared to die. Christian missionaries - most notably, Paul of Tarsus - then spread the 
Christian message, one focussed on God’s forgiveness, around the empire (and also 
eastwards into Parthia and beyond).


The Christians gradually became distinct from the Jewish communities in which they had 
grown up, and, due to their toleration of those who did not practice the strict Jewish laws, 
their message began to spread amongst non-Jews. Missionaries and ordinary Christians - 
often traders travelling between cities and provinces - spread their faith until it had 
reached into all corners of the empire (even far-away Britain). 




Modern scholars have estimated that by the end of the 2nd century CE Christians 
numbered between 5% and 10% of the population of the Roman empire.


The Christian communities within the various cities are independent from one another, 
and elect their own leaders. There is no overarching hierarchical organization at this time. 
Some communities follow teachings which diverge from those of the majority. Most 
Christians, however, remain faithful to the teachings which had been set out in the New 
Testament (of the Christian Bible) during the 1st century CE.




260 CE: The Third century is a time of crisis for the Roman empire, and sees it 
almost break apart. 

• The early Third century CE is a time of greater political instability (note 1).


• Developments beyond the empire’s frontiers increase the threats to its borders (note 2).


• These trigger half a century of intense military crisis. By the end of the 250s the empire 
looks as if it is breaking apart (note 3).


• Accompanying this was a catastrophic fiscal crisis (note 4).


Additional notes:


1. Growing political instability 

Ten years of misrule by the emperor Commodus ended in his assassination, and were 
then followed one of the most bizarre episodes in Rome’s history. The Praetorian Guard 
auctioned the imperial office to the highest bidder. This set off a round of civil war, which 
ended in 196 with the emperor Septimius Severus coming to the ‘purple’ (so-called 
because only emperors were allowed to wear a purple-rimmed toga).


Septimius Severus restored order, and his family reigned for more than thirty years. But 
the empire was never to experience the same level of political stability it had known in the 
first and second centuries.


Universal citizenship


In 212, the emperor Caracalla declared all free inhabitants of the empire to be Roman 
citizens. This was the culmination of a process which had been going on for centuries, in 
which Roman citizenship had spread, first throughout Italy, and then across the entire 
Roman world.


2. Growing threats from beyond the frontiers 

The northern barbarians


The “barbarian” world of central Europe experiences great upheavals during the 3rd 
century. The German tribes expand their territory southwards, at the expense of the 
Sarmatians. In particular, a north German tribe called the Goths migrates from their 
previous homeland in the Baltic region to a new territory north of the Black Sea.


These upheavals may well be linked to the German invasions of the Roman empire which 
take place at this time. What makes these more dangerous is that those tribes living close 
to the Roman frontiers have become better armed and better organized then before - as a 
result of contact with the Romans! They are therefore more formidable opponents for the 
Romans and better able to break through their defences.


All this takes place at a time when large numbers of troops have had to be redeployed to 
the eastern frontier to meet the increased threat there.




A new threat from the East


In 224 CE the Parthian dynasty was replaced by a Persian one, the Sassanids. The new 
dynasty imposed a much tighter control over its empire, and its kings were much more 
ambitious than the Parthian rulers had been. 


In decades since, there have been several major wars between the Roman and Sasanian 
empires. The Roman government has had to transfer large numbers of troops to the 
Eastern frontier to deal with the increased threat there, leaving the other frontiers less 
well guarded.


The Sasanians have mount several devastating invasions of Roman territory. These 
reache crisis point in the early 250s when the Sasanians destroy a Roman army, take the 
Roman emperor Valerian prisoner, and ravage some of the richest cities in the Roman 
empire. 


The eastern frontier is left wide open to further attacks. Luckily for the inhabitants of the 
Roman provinces there, the king of the wealthy city of Palmyra, Odenathus, which is 
located on the borders of the two empires though loosely under Roman control, takes 
charge and organizes an effective defence against the Sasanians. He soon sees himself, 
however, as independent from the Romans, and indeed replacing Roman authority in the 
region.


3. The Military Crisis 

The transfer of large numbers of troops from the Rhine and Danube regions to the Eastern 
frontier to counter the Persian threat prompted a major invasion across the Rhine by 
German tribes. This event triggered half a century of intense crisis. 


Invasion after invasion broke through the frontier defence cordon and penetrated deep 
into the heartlands of the empire. 


On occasions when a Roman army scored a success against the barbarians, the 
victorious Roman troops often proclaimed their commander emperor, then marched on 
Rome to set him up as the new ruler. In the mid-3rd century, few emperors lasted more 
than a few years, and civil wars were endemic.


Meanwhile the barbarians would take advantage of the weakened defences to invade 
again, and so the cycle continued.


By the 260s the empire looks as if it is breaking apart. Separatist regimes have arisen in 
the West (the Gallic Empire) and in the east (under the control of the rulers of the city of 
Palmyra, in Syria - first under Odanathus, then under his famous queen, Zenobia).


4. Hyper-inflation 

In the 3rd century, taxes increase sharply - not only has the army expanded (perhaps to 
double its former size) but the troops have had to be paid more to gain and keep their 
loyalty. Higher taxes have led to hyper-inflation, which, in the military crisis of the mid-
century has led to the near-collapse of the Roman currency. 




With invasions and rebellions so common, taxes have not been able to be taken as in 
normal times, and the Roman state has had to rely on forced requisitions in kind (salt, 
grain and so on).


This has placed great strains on the provincial administration, and the old provincial 
structures have collapsed. The old senatorial governors have in many places been 
replaced by military governors combining military, fiscal and judicial powers. Their unified 
powers enables them to ensure that supplies reach the armies as efficiently as possible. 
This often involves troops forcibly requisitioning food and labour from the civilian 
populations, causing widespread suffering.


Question: 

Can you trace the chain of cause and result which has brought the empire to near-
breaking point in the 3rd century?


Scholars are not completely agreed on what factors were the causes, and what the 
results, of different elements in this catastrophe. However, answers should include 
barbarians invasions, which seem to have been both a cause and consequence of army 
revolts and civil wars. Also in the mix were the rise of a new Persian empire, and the 
hyper-inflation which was part and parcel of the Crisis and must have undermined both 
the economy and government of the empire. 

In short, the question is: was it political instability which drew the invaders in, or was it the 
invasions which caused political instability? Something to think about. 



337 CE: The empire survives, thanks the strenuous efforts of a series of soldier-
emperors who rule from the late 260s. 

• These soldier-emperors repulsed the invasions and reunited the empire, and then have 
rebuilt the military and administrative structures of the empire along new lines (note 1).


• These rulers have carried out wide-ranging changes in all aspects of the way the 
Roman empire is defended (note 2).


• To pay for the new and enlarged army, they erect a provincial system which is radically 
different from that of the early empire (note 3).


• The 3rd century emperors reigned, not from Rome but from more strategically located 
cities closer to the frontiers. This development reaches its culmination when the 
emperor Constantine (reigns 306-337) founds a brand new capital, Constantinople, for 
the eastern provinces (note 4).


• Most radically of all, Constantine has ended persecution of the Christians, and even 
converted to Christianity himself (note 5).


Additional notes


1. The soldier emperors 

These soldier-emperors were of humble birth and long military experience. They hailed 
from the frontier region of the Danube - very different from most previous rulers, who had 
belonged to the refined aristocracy of the heartlands of the empire. 


The first of these soldier emperors, Claudius Gothicus, Aurelian and Probus spent their 
reigns fighting back the barbarians and reuniting the empire. They regained Gaul and the 
western provinces from the separatist regime there, and the eastern ones from Zenobia, 
the queen of Palmyra.


The empire emerged from the 3rd century crisis with one complete province (Dacia) lost 
but with the rest intact apart from where the frontier had been pushed back in some 
places. Internally, however, it had, however, been transformed. The 3rd century emperors 
had had to carry out many temporary “fixes” to the way the empire was defended and 
run. 


These had completely undermined the traditional structures, and once a measure of 
peace had been restored, the emperor Diocletian (reigned 284-305) brought order to 
these changes by creating a new military and administrative system in place of the old. 
His successor Constantine (reigned as Caesar, or junior emperor, 307-12, as Augustus, 
or full emperor of the west, 312-25, and as sole emperor of the whole Roman empire, 
325-37) completed Diocletian’s work with yet more innovations. Most dramatically, in 
around 315 he became a Christian and made Christianity legal.


The result was a Roman empire which, in many respects, looked quite different from that 
of the first and second centuries CE.


2. Military changes 



The Roman army experienced a complete revolution in the way it was organized.


• It may have doubled in size during the 3rd century. 


• The frontier troops have been strengthened, but from the later 3rd century the defences 
of the empire have no longer been reliant on a cordon of frontier units. Powerful field 
armies, based well behind the frontiers, are poised ready to move quickly to wherever a 
threat occurs. These field armies were probably key to reunifying the empire and driving 
the invaders out.


• The famous legions have been greatly increased in number but reduced in size and 
status. At the same time, auxiliary units have risen in status as, with the grant of 
universal citizenship in the early 3rd century, they are no longer recruited from non-
citizens. The difference in status of units is now between those still on the frontiers and 
the those making up the mobile field army. These latter were increasingly regarded as 
the elite  troops.


• The High Command of the army has been complete overhauled. Senators, traditionally 
the leading generals and governors in the empire, no longer hold offices which put them 
in command of large numbers of troops. In fact, in a dramatic break with Rome’s past, 
civilian and military offices have been entirely separated from each other.


3. A new provincial system 

The reforms of the emperors Diocletian and Constantine create a provincial administration 
which looks very different from anything seen before.


• Local city authorities are now supervised closely in the work of collecting taxes. The 
imperial provincial administration has therefore grown into a huge bureaucracy to meet 
the demands placed on it.


• In order to impose a tighter control over the inhabitants of the empire, Diocletian has 
divided each of the old provinces into two or three smaller ones. These are grouped 
together into vicariates. Neither provincial governors nor vicars (in charge of the new 
vicariates) have any military responsibilities.


• The vicariates in turn are grouped into dioceses. Three or four of which (the number 
varies from time to time) make up the empire as a whole. Each diocese is was under a 
Praetorian Prefect, who, as the viceroy of a huge portion of the empire, is now a 
completely civilian official. The old Praetorian Guard has been disbanded, probably by 
Constantine when he marched into Rome during the civil war which brought him to 
power.


4. Multiple emperors, multiple capitals 

The soldier-emperors of the late 3rd century had to spend their reigns moving from one 
frontier to another, never staying long in one place. Some cities, however, such as Milan 
in northern Italy, Trier in Gaul, and Nicomedia in Asia Minor, were used as frequent bases 
for operations on the frontiers.


Diocletian took a further step by dividing the empire between four emperors - two senior, 
two junior - in order to control its huge territory. Each of these had his own capital.




Rome was not one of them. Indeed, this magnificent city would never again be the actual 
seat of imperial government, though the city kept its status as the mother-city of the 
empire.


These arrangements recognized the difficulties of governing such a huge empire from just 
one centre. While Diocletian’s arrangement of four emperors (called the tetrarchy by 
modern scholars) did not last much beyond the end of his reign, it set the precedent for 
two, three or four emperors ruling at the same time. In the 4th century it was unusual for 
there to be only one emperor.


Constantine brought these trends to a head when he founded a brand new capital, 
Constantinople, from which the eastern provinces of the empire are now governed.


5. Christianity 

In around 311 Constantine (reigns as Caesar, or junior emperor, 307-12, as Augustus, or 
full emperor of the west, 312-25, and as sole emperor of the whole Roman empire, 
325-37) converted to Christianity (though he wasn’t actually baptised into the Christian 
church until on his deathbed). He proclaimed freedom of worship throughout the empire, 
including for Christians.


This event thus marked the end of persecution for Christians which had broke out on an 
empire-wide scale several times in the 3rd century, and was a constant local risk.


Question: 

Diocletian instigated the policy of having more than one emperor at a time ruling the vast 
territory. 


What were the benefits of this approach? What were the dangers?


The benefits were that the 3rd century crisis had shown that emperors needed to be in 
more than one place at a time, not only to co-ordinate the defences, but also to nip 
rebellions in the bud. 

The dangers were that one of these emperors would turn his forces against his co-
emperors, either because he had fallen out with them or because he wanted sole power 
for himself. 



395 CE: The Roman Empire is divided into Western and Eastern halves. 

• Christianity has become the official religion in the Roman empire (note 1).


• In 395 the empire is divided into two parts, East and West, each with its own emperor 
(note 2).


• In the 4th century, cities tend to be smaller then before, and more economic activity is 
moving from the towns to the countryside (note 3).


• In the 4th century spread the German tribes moved westward, up against the Roman 
frontiers, probably trying to escape from fearsome new arrivals in eastern Europe, the 
Huns. This led to disaster for the Romans at the battle of Adrianople (378 CE - note 4). 


Additional notes:


1. Christianity 

Constantine’s successors have all been Christians (with the very brief exception of Julian 
“the Apostate”, reigned 361-3), and under them Christianity has become the majority 
religion of the empire. In 380 the emperor Theodosius made it the state religion.


Other religions, including the traditional paganism of the Romans, have not been 
persecuted for most of the 4th century. However, the fact that the emperors follow 
Christianity has of course helped to spread the religion, especially amongst the upper 
classes.


From Theodosius’ time, with Christianity as the official religion, pagans starts to come 
under increasing pressure to join the Christian Church.


Monasticism


One innovation which Christianity has brought to the Roman world is monasticism. 


This originated in Egypt, where certain Christians withdrew from society into desert areas, 
to pray and fast in peace. They soon began living in communities, called monasteries. 
The movement spread to Palestine and then Asia Minor, and is now coming to the West. 
(Some modern scholars believe that the idea of monasticism was brought to the West 
from India, where the idea of the “Holy Man” had been established for centuries).


The spread of monasticism is also popularizing the idea that celibacy is the ideal way of 
life for Christians. Both monasticism and celibacy will have long histories in Europe.


The spread of Christianity has raised the standing of two groups - women, and the poor 
(including slaves). Modern scholars have noted that both groups start appearing in 
literature in a way that was unknown in pagan times.




From the late 3rd century the troops have increasingly been recruited from the barbarian 
tribes beyond the frontiers, as were the officers. In the 4th century even many of the 
generals are barbarians.


2. Emperors and capitals 

In the fourth century the Roman empire is usually ruled by two or more emperors, each in 
a different part of the empire and each with his own capital. The usual capitals are Trier 
and in Gaul and Milan in northern Italy, and always Constantinople, in the east.


Constantinople is superbly situated on a peninsula, and surrounded by massive walls. 
Over the centuries it will be attacked again and again, but no enemy will breach its walls 
before the days of cannon, more than a thousand years hence.


During the fourth century the city comes to rival Rome is size and magnificence. Its 
populace is fed with free grain, as in Rome, and Constantine established a second senate 
in the new capital. 


From the start, however, it was a Christian city, full of churches but not pagan temples. 
Nor does it have an amphitheatre for gladiatorial combat (it did, however, have a huge 
stadium for chariot racing, like the Circus Maximus at Rome; the people of 
Constantinople would become famous for their passionate - and often violent - support of 
the “Blue” and “Green” teams).


Imperial courts


In previous centuries, emperors had lived in surroundings not much different from those 
of other senators, though on a grander scale. Now, however, the imperial courts are 
modelled on the Persian-style royal courts of the Sasanian “king of kings”. 


When receiving delegations from the provinces and beyond, the emperor sits on a throne 
in an audience chamber, wearing a dazzling diadem. Those in his presence prostrate 
themselves on the ground before him. 


In his private chambers he is surrounded by eunuchs, just like an Oriental despot. 
Eunuchs are seen as more reliable than other officials because they cannot become 
emperor, and therefore are assumed to pose no direct threat to the emperor’s person.


An empire divided


In this year, (395) the emperor Theodosius dies. He divides the empire between his two 
young sons, Arcadius, who is assigned the eastern half and rules from Constantinople, 
and Honorius, who rules the western half from Milan. While the western hlaf of the 
empire still exists, the two halves will never again be united.


3. Social changes 

Late Roman cities


The Crisis of the 3rd century hit many cities hard, especially in the western provinces. 
Only a few were completely destroyed, but many others were sacked. 




In the Crisis of the 3rd Century, many cities, particularly in the western provinces, had 
been badly damaged. Most built new defensive walls around their central parts, leaving 
the outer areas unprotected. As a result, towns in the late Roman empire tended to be 
smaller than in the earlier empire. This may also have reflected a drop in the total 
population of the empire during the 3rd century, from war, famine and plague (a virulent 
epidemic swept the empire in the middle of the century). 


During the Crisis, also, trade was badly disrupted, and the economy was gravely 
undermined by hyper-inflation. The emperor Constantine therefore introduced a new 
currency, based on a gold coin called the solidus. This soon came into common use. This 
has helped commerce to recover, though many modern scholars doubt that it reached 
quite the same level as during the earlier empire.


Taxes have continued to be collected in kind, at least partially. They have also probably 
continued to be higher than in the early empire. There has been less money for the 
upkeep of temples, forums, baths and other public buildings. Archaeological evidence 
shows that the cities of the western provinces in particular never fully recovered the 
prosperity they had enjoyed in the earlier empire.


While many public buildings are less well maintained, there are major exceptions. With 
Christianity becoming the dominant religion of the empire, the skylines of towns are 
increasingly dominated by the domes of churches. This is a reflection, in stone, of the 
fact that the clergy now form an important part of the urban elite. The outstanding figure 
in more and more towns is their bishop.


Town councillors


Town councillors had always been responsible for ensuring that the tax demands of the 
central government were met, and they had to make up any shortfall.


Now, however, with the heavier demands of the central government, and with the harsher 
methods of collection which central government officials seem now to have been using, 
the role of a town councillor has become increasingly onerous. Mnay began to try and 
evade it by joining the army or becoming government officials, who were exempt from 
service as town councillors. The emperor Diocletian had decreed that town councillors 
were to be legally bound to their roles on a hereditary basis, but many found ways to 
evade this edict. 


The Peasantry


Of course, the requisitions fell heaviest on the peasantry. To maintain a regular supply, 
Diocletian decreed that these too should remain on their land on an hereditary basis. 
Many peasants began to give their small farms to local landowners, who could shield 
them from the harsh demands of government officials. There was therefore a growing 
class of tenant farmers who, along with their descendants, were legally obliged to remain 
on the land they farmed. Tied to the land in this way, they began to sink to the status of 
half-free serfs.




The growth of large estates


An increasing number of small landowners, who made up most of the town councillors, 
and the poorer farmers, are being forced to sell up to wealthy landowners. The late 
Roman empire therefore sees the expansion of great estates in the countryside. 


The larger these estates become, the more economically self sufficient they are. More 
and more become centres of industrial craft activities, and the towns less so. With their 
tenants increasingly tied to the land as semi-free serfs, the foundations for the later 
Medieval manor are being laid.


4. Barbarian pressure 

The appearance of the Huns from central Asia in the 4th century spread has fear amongst 
the German tribes. These are pushing up against the Roman frontiers, trying to flee from 
this new people. Some German groups seek safety within the empire and are settled 
inside its borders.


The emperors of the period are often engaged in fighting on and beyond the frontiers, on 
virtually all fronts. On the whole the Roman armies are able to get the better of the 
barbarians, but in 378 CE one group, the Visigoths, destroy a Roman army at the battle 
of Adrianople, killing an emperor, Valens, and invading deep into Roman territory.


The new emperor, Theodosius (reigns 378-395), is able eventually to restore peace.


Question: 

Which of the changes mentioned above was the most important, do you think?


No correct answers here, but taking each of the changes in turn: 

• The rise of Christianity as the dominant religion on the empire would have enormous 
consequences for the whole of later Western civilization: it would be its foundational 
ideology, and its influence remains profound to the present day. 

• The foundation of Constantinople may not have been that important at the time, as 
Rome hadn’t been the capital for some time and other cities were already being used as 
imperial bases. It will become apparent below, and in succeeding Premium units, that, 
actually, it would prove of major importance. 

• The shift from cities to countryside, and the emergence of the type of manorial economy 
that would characterise Medieval Europe, was the start of a long and very significant 
process, only reaching its culmination centuries after the fall of the Roman empire. 

• The appearance of the Huns, and their migration westwards, would be an important 
factor in pushing the German tribes up to and through the frontiers of the empire - and 
thus to the fall of the Roman empire in the west. 



500 CE: The western Roman empire has now fallen to German invaders, while the 
eastern Roman empire remains. 

• In the early 5th century the western Roman empire suffered disaster after disaster at the 
hands of different German tribes, even involving a sack of the city of Rome in 410 CE 
(note 1).


• In 451 CE the fearsome Huns invaded Gaul, but a Roman and Visigothic army defeated 
it (note 2).


• German peoples continued to migrate into the empire, establishing kingdoms there. 
Roman control in Gaul and Spain effectively came to an end in the 450s and 460s (note 
3).


• In 476 CE, the last Roman emperor in the West, a boy named Romulus Augustulus, 
was deposed (note 4).


• In the former western provinces of Gaul and Spain, the chaos of the times has gravely 
disrupted urban life (note 5).


• The eastern Roman empire remains comparatively unaffected by all these 
developments. It will endure for almost another thousand years, known to history as the 
Byzantine Empire (note 6). 


Additional notes:


1. The disasters of the early 5th century 

The Sack of Rome


The division of the empire in 395 left the western half at a disadvantage. The western 
provinces were poorer than the eastern ones, but with longer frontiers to defend. A 
smaller tax-base therefore had to support a larger army. It is no wonder that it was soon 
caught up in disaster after disaster. 


In the early 5th century the restless Goths moved west from their base in the Balkans 
under their king, Aleric. They marched into Italy, eventually sacking Rome itself (410 CE).


This event sent a shockwave around the Roman world. Although this city had not been 
the political capital of the empire for well over a century (the capital of the reigning 
western emperor, Honorius, was Ravenna, in northern Italy), it is still the Eternal City, 
representing the heart and soul of the Roman people.


Invasions in the north


Meanwhile, in 406, several German tribes had crossed the Rhine frontier en masse. In a 
confused process which is hard to piece together, some merely occupied territory near 
the frontier, while others march great distances, causing devastation on their way. They 
settled hundreds of miles from their homeland. The Vandals ended up as far away as 
North Africa.




Wherever they settled, the German tribes soon established kingdoms. Some of these (the 
Visigoths and Burgundians, for example) loosely acknowledged the suzerainty of Rome, 
while others (most notably the Suevi and Vandals) did not.


The loss of Britain 

In 410 the Roman army in Britain (probably just the field army stationed there, not the 
frontier garrisons) was ordered across the Channel to Gaul to defend points closer to the 
empire’s heartlands. Troubles in Gaul meant that it never returned. The Britons were 
forced to look to their own defences. 


Probably no one realised it at the time, but Britain would now be permanently lost to the 
empire. From the mid-fifth century German peoples, above all the Anglo-Saxons, who 
were already present in the provinces in some numbers, began the settlement of southern 
Britain in earnest. In the face of these pagan invaders, literacy, Christianity and city-
based life, probably already severely degraded, rapidly vanished.


2. The Huns 

From the late 430s the Huns, having established themselves in eastern Europe and 
brought many German tribes under their rule, raided the Balkan territories of the Roman 
empire. They caused immense destruction, leaving large stretches depopulated.


Then, seeking to take advantage of the confusion in the empire to expand their power, the 
Huns marched westward into Gaul under their leader Attila (451 CE). Such an invasion 
had been a major fear of both Romans and Germans, but in the event the Huns were 
defeated by a joint Roman-Visigoth army, under the command of the Roman general 
Aetius, at the hard-fought battle of Catalaunum (451).


The following year the Huns briefly invaded northern Italy, but then Attila died and the Hun 
power subsided as rival leaders quarrelled among themselves. Their subject peoples have 
been able to throw off Hun rule.


3. More disasters 

The victory of Catalaunium did not stop barbarian immigration. The Roman frontiers 
along the Rhine and Danube were by now barely operating, and more and more German 
migrants moved into the empire’s territory unhindered. These years are known in German 
history as the period of the Great Migrations. Germanic groups already within the empire 
extended their territories. It was in the 450s and 460s that the Western Roman Empire 
really ceases to function as a going concern in Gaul and Spain (the Vandals had long 
since destroyed Roman power in North Africa). 


A second sack of Rome


In North Africa, the Vandals have built a large fleet and raid the Mediterranean coasts. 
They subject Rome to a second sack, in 455. This does not have the same traumatic 
effect that the first sack had, but the damage was a great deal more extensive.


Also, the grain to feed Rome’s huge population has for centuries comes largely from 
North Africa, and this is no longer coming as regularly as before, if at all. Rome’s 
population is shrinking, though it will remain a very large city for many years to come.




4. The end of the Roman Empire in the west 

In 476 CE, a large group of German mercenaries in the pay of the Roman government 
(which by this time effectively ruled only Italy and some neighbouring territory) mutinied 
and succeeded in capturing Ravenna, the seat of the Roman government. Their leader, 
Odoacer, then brought about the abdication of the Roman emperor, a boy named 
Romulus Augustulus, and did not replace him. 


This event is widely viewed as the end of the Roman empire in the West. Whether 
contemporaries saw it that way is another matter. It was likely seen as just another 
incident in a troubled period of time.  Even Odoacer himself seems to have seen his 
actions as simply matching theory to reality. He sent a message to the emperor in 
Constantinople recognizing that sovereign as his (distant) overlord.


The Ostrogoths


Odoacer himself took the title of king of Italy; although he claimed to be ruling in the name 
of the Roman emperor in Constantinople, in fact he was entirely independent. A few 
years later, however (488), the Ostrogoths invaded Italy and established themselves as 
the ruling group there (they too pretended to owe allegiance to the eastern Roman 
empire).


5. The Foundations of Medieval Europe 

In the former western provinces of Gaul and Spain, the chaos of the times has gravely 
disrupted economic life. Gone (or rapidly going) are the great towns, the beautiful villas, 
the well-built roads, the complex civil service, the well-organized Roman army and the 
rich intellectual life of the classical world.


In there place, the foundations of early Medieval European civilization are being laid. 
Towns are much smaller than they used to be; long-distance trade has shrunk; economic 
activity has shifted to a countryside covered by great estates; much of the peasantry is 
being reduced to serfdom; and the Christian church dominates the spiritual and 
intellectual life of the people.


Roman influence is not dead here, however. The Latin language is spoken and written by 
both the Roman population and their German rulers, and has begun to morph into the 
modern languages of French, Italian, Spanish, Portuguese, Catalonian and Provencal.  To 
help them in governing their new kingdoms, the German rulers use (albeit degraded) 
Roman administrative institutions and officials. The old Roman populations still live 
under Roman law. German customs and Roman law will soon merge in Germanic law 
codes.


In short, a group of kingdoms is emerging in the former western Roman provinces (except 
Britain), in which beginnings of a new society can already be seen. This will eventually 
evolve into the feudal European world of the Middle Ages.


Religious differences


There has been no real intermingling of the two populations by this date. A major factor 
which keeps Germans and Romans apart is that most of the Germans, though Christians, 



follow a form of Christianity called Arianism. The Romans view this as heretical, as Arians 
do not believe that Jesus was the Son of God, where as Catholics (i.e. Romans) did. 


This prevents the Germans from being assimilated into Roman society in the way that, for 
example, the barbarians who invade China at around the same time are soon absorbed 
into the Chinese population, and similarly the Huns who invade India are absorbed into 
Hindu society. The Germans will in due course become Catholics, like the Roman 
population amongst whom they have settled, but by then Roman civilization will have 
become severely degraded.


6. The Eastern Rome Empire 

In the eastern Roman empire, life has continued very much as before. Since the division 
of the empire in 395, taxes collected in the East have been spent in the East. As the 
eastern provinces were wealthier than the western ones, this means that the eastern 
treasury is a great deal fuller. Not only are the emperors in Constantinople able to 
maintain a properly paid army, when needed they are also able to use diplomacy backed 
up by generous bribes to keep the barbarians out of their territories.


The Theodosian Code


The 5th century has in fact seen one of the landmark achievements of Roman civilization. 
This is the publication of the Theodosian Code. It was the work of legal scholars working 
in Constantinople, and was published jointly in Greek and Latin in 439 CE. 


This compilation of Roman laws and court decisions will form the basis for the later Code 
of Justinian in the 6th century, which will in turn influence the entire development of 
Western law from the Medieval period onwards.


Despite many ups and downs, the eastern Roman Empire would endure for almost 
another thousand years. Modern scholars call it the Byzantine Empire, to emphasise the 
differences between it and the old Roman Empire. Although the inhabitants continued to 
think of themselves as Romans until the very end of their history, they were Greek in 
language and culture, rather than Latin; they were Greek Orthodox Christian in religion; 
and they were ruled from Constantinople instead of Rome.


Question:


In histories of the Roman empire written in the 19th and 20th centuries, the year 410 is 
often held to mark the end of the Roman empire in the west. To what extent is this 
justified, do you think?


No correct answer - it’s a matter for debate. On the one hand the sack of Rome was a 
shocking event, with the city of Rome holding almost a mystical place in the hearts of the 
inhabitants of the Roman empire. Moreover, the event certainly showed up the 
weaknesses of the empire. For Britons, at least, this period really did mark the end of the 
Roman empire, and for the inhabitants of Gaul and Spain there would be no real security 
for many centuries. 



On the other hand, Roman emperors continued to reign in the West (from Ravenna, in 
northern Italy) for more than half a century; Roman armies continued in being (albeit 
increasingly made up of barbarian troops), and indeed won some important victories; and 
Roman provincial administration, though severely disrupted, continued in place in Italy, 
Gaul and Spain for some time to come. 



After the Presentation: 

Here is a quick Quiz you might like to use to make sure your students haven’t gone to sleep.

The answers are given (in Italics).

1. Who were the people of central/northern Italy against whom the Romans rebelled to form their 
Republic? (The Etruscans)

2. What central Italian people did the Romans belong to, whose language they spoke? (The 
Latins)

3. What were the two chief magistrates of the Roman republic called? (Consuls)

4. What were the ruling group of Romans in the early Republic called? (the Patricians)

5. To which people did the raiders belong who nearly destroyed Rome in around 390 BCE? 
(Gauls, or Celts)

6. What was the name of the great trading city in North Africa against whom the Romans fought 
three wars? (Carthage)

7. What was the name of the brilliant general who almost destroyed Roman power in the Second 
Punic War? (Hannibal)

8. What was the name of the leader of a great slave revolt in the 1st century BCE? (Spartacus)

9. Who was assassinated in 44 BCE? (Julius Caesar)

10. What was the name of his adopted son and heir? (Octavian, or Augustus, as he came to be 
known as)

11. What religion began to spread around the Roman empire in the 1st century CE? (Christianity)

12. Name one of the able emperors who ruled the empire in the 2nd century CE (Trajan, Hadrian, 
or Marcus Aurelius - there were also Nerva and Antoninus Pius, but these are not mentioned 
here).

13. What did the emperor Caracalla grant to all free people in the Roman empire in 212 CE? 
(Roman citizenship)


14. What was the name of the emperor who reigned from 284 to 305 CE, and appointed three 
other emperors to reign with him? (Diocletian)


15. Which emperor became a Christian and established Christianity as the dominant religion of 
the Roman empire? (Constantine)


16. What was the new capital of the Eastern Roman empire which he established? 
(Constantinople) 


17. What nomadic people moved westward from central Asia to terrorize the west in the 4th 
century CE? (The Huns)


18. What German tribe settled in North Africa and sacked Rome for a second time in 455 CE? 
(The Vandals) 



Section 2: Student-based enquiry work

Some (though not all) of the questions in the Presentation notes will work just as well if used as a 
reinforcement exercise at the end of the Presentation, or as student-based tasks. The two tasks 
below are more substantial.

The students can tackle the tasks either as individuals or in small groups. They will obviously need 
to have access to this Premium TimeMap unit.

They can present their answers in essay form or as presentations.

The questions are designed to stimulate enquiry, thought and discussion. We have offered 
suggested points that students might cover in their answers. These are given in italics just below 
the questions.

For teachers of AP World History, between them these questions address two of the five thinking 
skills and three of the four themes.

Task 1

Either as a presentation or in essay form, answer the question:

How did the city state of Rome conquer a huge empire?

Answers should include as many as the following as possible:
• Its Alliance system, including its offering of Roman and Latin citizenship, its establishing of 

colonies, its co-option of local elites into its ruling group;
• The building of roads, which allowed troops to be moved quickly to where they were needed
• Its military reforms - the legion, the century (and the centurion);
• The achievement of sea power against Carthage;
• The senate’s direction of affairs (and the fact that its membership including many experienced 

politicians and generals);
• The rise of a professional army in the late Republic, which, though aggravating political instability, 

were also very effective instruments of conquest;
• The motivation for powerful proconsuls such as Marius, Sulla, Pompey and Caesar, to win 

military renown in order to further their own careers.

Students might also give other reasons, but the above are the ones mentioned in the information.

OR:

Trace the key developments in the rise of the Roman empire, and the key moments in its decline?


These could include:

The foundation of the Republic, the Sack of Rome, the creation of the Alliance system, the 
conquest of Italy and the reforms which accompanied, the Punic Wars which gave the Romans 
command of the western Mediterranean, the conquests of the eastern Mediterranean, the political 
tensions and civil wars of the late Republic and the conquests which accompanied these, the 
resolutions to the internal conflicts by Augustus, and the peace, prosperity and expansion which 
took place under the emperors. 

Task 2:



Either as a presentation or in essay form, answer the question:

Why did the Republic give way to the Empire?

Answers should of course focus on the series of civil wars which ended the Republic, and the 
actions of such leading politician-generals as Caesar and Octavian. However, deeper causes 
should be explored, including:
• the growing inequalities of Roman society from the 2nd century BCE onwards, which led to the 

decline of the class of independent farmers, the emergence of a landless and rootless 
underclass in Rome, the rise of criminal gangs in the city, and the diminishing pool of farmer-
soldiers for the army;

• the rise of armies of long-serving soldiers, loyal to their commanders;
• linked to this, the emergence of over-powerful proconsuls;
• violent factionalism of Roman politics in the later Republic, which prevented sensible policies 

from being adopted.

Task 3:

If you divided the history of the Roman Republic into three different periods, early, middle and 
late, where would you put the boundary lines?


There are no iron-clad correct answers here, but students will have to justify their answers:  
A possible scheme might be:  
• Early Republic- conquest of Italy - down to 264 BCE (the outbreak of the First Punic War, 

Rome’s first major war outside Italy);  
• Middle Republic: the Punic wars, and then on down to c. 100 BCE (some scholars put the 

dividing line at 133, the murder of T Gracchus);  
• Later Republic - the period of civil wars, c. 100 (or 133) BCE down to the triumph of Octavian in 

31 BCE (or perhaps his adoption of the title Augustus in 27 BCE). 

Task 4: 

So far as Roman government was concerned, it is easy to see what changed when the Republic 
became the empire - but what remained the same?


Some key continuities can be seen in the following:
• The senate and the traditional republican magistracies (consul, praetor, tribune of the plebs) 

remained, though their power and influence were considerably circumscribed.
• Many provinces continued to be governed by proconsuls appointed by the senate.
• The legions continued in being, though now stationed permanently along the frontiers of the 

empire.
• Roman law remained in force.

Task 5: 

Looking at the map and information for 180 CE, explain success of the Roman empire


Points to include: 
Capable emperors 
Sound defences 
Enduring internal peace and prosperity 
The spread of Roman citizenship amongst subject peoples 



The co-option of local elites into the Roman ruling class, up the the emperorship itself 
The co-operation of local elites in the running of the empire and its communities 

OR: 

Trace one or more of the following through Rome’s history: 
- The  Army 
- The Roman provincial administration 
- The spread of Roman citizenship and the Roman ruling class 

Task 6: 

Either as a presentation or in essay form, answer the question: 

Describe the long term causes for the decline of the Roman Empire in the 3rd to 5th 
centuries.


These would be:  

• New, more aggressive enemies - Sasanian dynasty (Persian Empire); more effective 
German tribes; the Huns 

• Internal instability - emperors unable to establish control over armies 

Additional marks should be given for discussions of the causes behind these. 

Task 7: 

Either as a presentation or in essay form, answer the question: 

In what ways was the later Roman empire different from the earlier Roman empire?


The answer should include as many as the following points as possible: 
• more than one emperor;  
• a magnificent court;  
• Christianity the dominant religion;  
• Rome no longer the capital;  
• Constantinople the new capital on the east;  
• new mobile field armies at the core of the empire’s defence;  
• legions no longer enjoying the high status they had before;  
• the empire divided, not just into provinces, but into a hierarchy of administrative regions, 

with small provinces at the bottom, above them vicariates, and above them dioceses;  
• senators no longer held majority of important posts;  
• a huge bureaucracy;  
• weakened town councils;  
• towns smaller - more economic activity an economic shift to countryside 

Task 8: 

Either as a presentation or in essay form, answer the question: 

Why did the Eastern Roman Empire survive while the Western Roman Empire did not?




The argument should go something like this:  
• it was wealthier; it could therefore take more taxes;  
• it had shorter frontiers, and so needed a smaller (and less expensive) army;  
• the eastern empire was thus able to maintain better defences; 
• it could afford, when necessary, to back diplomacy up with treasure to persuade would-

be invaders to go elsewhere (i.e to the west). 

Task 9: 

An Essay: In what ways is the medieval world beginning to emerge in the late Roman period? 
What are the factors behind this development?


Points to include: The triumph of the Christian Church (and its impact on culture and society), the 
decline of towns, the rise of the manorial system, the city of Constantinople 

[A quick look forward to Medieval Europe, either using the premium unit Darkness and Light, or the 
free European maps for 500 and 750 CE, might be helpful). 



APPENDICES

Appendix 1: TimeMaps articles for further reading

A list of all TimeMaps articles for Period 2 can be found on the Encyclopedia home page. Here is a 
selected list of the key articles which students should find most helpful.

The Civilization of Ancient Rome

The Rise of the Roman Empire

The Early Roman Empire

The Late Roman Empire

The History of the Roman Empire

The Etruscans

Ancient Carthage

The History of Ancient Greece

Alexander the Great and the Hellenistic World

The Parthian Empire

The Sasanian Empire


History of Ancient Palestine


The Byzantine Empire


Medieval Europe


http:///civilizations/ancient-rome/
http:///encyclopedia/rise-of-the-roman-empire/
http:///encyclopedia/roman-empire/
http:///encyclopedia/late-roman-empire/
http:///encyclopedia/roman-empire/
http:///civilizations/etruscans/
http:///civilizations/ancient-carthage/
https://www.timemaps.com/encyclopedia/history-ancient-greece/
https://www.timemaps.com/encyclopedia/alexander-the-great-and-hellenistic-kingdoms/
https://www.timemaps.com/encyclopedia/parthian-empire/
https://www.timemaps.com/encyclopedia/sasanian-empire/
http:///encyclopedia/history-of-ancient-palestine/
http:///civilizations/byzantine-empire/
http:///civilizations/medieval-europe/


Appendix 2: Using the Rise of Rome unit with AP World History

The Key Concepts covered in this unit are as follows:

2. I. Belief systems and artistic expression

I. A. The growth of Jewish diasporic communities around the Mediterranean and Middle East.

D. Origins and spread of Christianity.

E. The core ideas in Greco-Roman philosophy and science

V. Artistic expressions:
including literature and drama, architecture, and sculpture, show distinctive cultural developments - 
Cicero, Virgil (Aenead), Horace, Ovid, Tacitus, Suetonius

A. Roman plays

B. Architecture
• Roman - the dome and arch

2.2. States and Empires

I. Examples:
• Roman empire

II. Imperial administration
A. Centralized government:
• Roman empire
• Roman law; Roman provincial administration

B. Military power:
• Diplomacy - Armenia
• Developing supply lines - roads, rivers
• Building fortifications, defensive walls, and roads - Hadrian’s Wall, Limes, legionary fortresses, 
military roads
• Drawing new groups of military officers and soldiers from the local populations or conquered 
peoples - auxiliaries; legionary recruitment; widening recruitment of officer class

C. Trade and economic integration: Roman roads; standard currency.

III. Social and economic

A. Cities:
• The Roman city (grid pattern, insulae, forum, basilica, baths, aqueduct, theatre, walls, 

amphitheatre; later, church)
• Rome
• Roman Carthage

B. The social structures:
• Roman society: cultivators, slaves, freedmen, merchants, town councillors, equites, senators; 

social mobility; widening recruitment; citizenship; chiefs into senators; emperors



C. Methods to maintain production:
Corvée; slavery; tenantry; free citizen-farmers

D. Patriarchy: Paterfamilias; women

2.3. Transregional Communication and Exchange

I. Land and water routes :
• Eurasian Silk Road
• Trans-Saharan caravan routes
• Indian Ocean sea lanes
• Mediterranean sea lanes
• Rivers Rhine, Rhone, Danube, Nile

III. Exchanges of people, technology, religious and cultural beliefs, food crops, domesticated 
animals, and diseases.

B. The spread of diseases
• The effects of an epidemic on the Roman empire

C. Religious and cultural traditions:
• Christianity


