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P r efac e  a n d  
Ac k n ow led gem en ts

The most common image of Rome is one of imperial power – a sprawl-
ing city of gleaming marble buildings ruling a world empire. This 

image is a long way from Rome’s origins as a village on the banks of the 
Tiber, but by the end of the period covered by this book it was the most 
important state in Italy, dominating the entire peninsula and on the brink 
of becoming a world power. This rise from small village to world power 
is the theme of this book.

The question of why Rome became so dominant is an intriguing one. 
In its early stages of development it was a significant local settlement, but 
could not compare with its more powerful neighbours. It was only one of 
a number of emerging powers in central Italy during the ninth to the sixth 
century bc, and in many respects it was overshadowed by the Etruscan 
cities north of the Tiber, which achieved greater cultural and political 
development at an earlier date than Rome, and by the Campanian and 
Greek communities of southern Italy. A political pundit of the seventh 
century would probably not have picked out Rome as a candidate for dom-
ination of Italy, and still less could have imagined the empire it acquired 
during the second century. By examining its history in the context of these 
other Italian cultures, this book aims to explain Roman development in 
the light of similar trends elsewhere in Italy and will examine the excep-
tional aspects of Rome that allowed it to establish this dominance.

Perhaps the most obvious question that comes to mind about the very 
earliest history of Rome and its neighbours is, how do we know? Our 
information about this period is a dense thicket of archaeological infor-
mation, augmented with an equally complex set of myths and narratives 

Rise of Rome.indd   7 24/08/2017   10:43



T H E  R I S E  O F  R O M E

vi i i

transmitted by ancient writers and additional information from inscrip-
tions and coins. Sifting through this and creating a coherent picture of early 
Rome is a complex business, and there are no definite answers to many of 
the questions we might wish to ask – only a mass of intriguing possibilities. 
If some aspects of early Rome seem frustratingly vague, it is largely because 
of these difficulties posed by our evidence, which frequently throws up a 
mass of contradictions and requires us to read between the lines. Specific 
problems of interpretation are discussed in the text, but readers unfamiliar 
with this period of history may find it useful to consult A Note on Sources 
for a more general discussion of the issues posed by the evidence.

A new overview of the early history of Rome is timely for a number 
of reasons. There are a number of excellent scholarly studies in English, 
notably Tim Cornell’s The Beginnings of Rome (London, 1995), Gary For-
sythe’s A Critical History of Early Rome (Berkeley, 2005) and Francesca 
Fulminante’s archaeological study The Urbanisation of Rome and Latium 
Vetus (Cambridge, 2014), but there are few introductions available that 
are accessible to a more general readership. With the exception of Ful-
minante’s book, much of the most recent archaeological research, and in 
particular the important and controversial work of Andrea Carandini, is 
published mainly in Italian. Many previous works also focus principally 
on Rome itself. The aim of this present volume, in contrast, is to examine 
the rise of Rome within its broader Italian context, and to explore the 
similarities and differences between Rome and the rest of Italy, in a way 
that is accessible to the non-specialist.

I would like to thank John Davey and the editorial team at Profile 
for inviting me to contribute to this series, and for their invaluable 
comments and support during the writing process. I would also like 
to thank my colleagues at Durham, Edinburgh, UCL and elsewhere 
for their comments and encouragement. In particular, I would like to 
thank Tim Cornell, Guy Bradley, Jeffrey Becker, Hilary Becker and 
Jamie Sewell, and my partner, Martin Hatfield, for their willingness to 
listen to discussion of early Rome well beyond the call of duty. Thanks 
are also due to Ruth Whitehouse and Martin Hatfield for permission to 
use their photographs, and to the staff of the Soprintendenza per i Beni 
Archeologici di Napoli, the Soprintendenza Speciale per il Colosseo, the 
Museo Nazionale Romano e l’Area Archeologica di Roma, the Soprint-
endenza Archeologia del Lazio e dell’Etruria meridionale, the Deutsches 
Archäologisches Institut, Rome, the Great North Museum, Newcastle 
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upon Tyne, and the British Museum for assistance in obtaining images. 
I would particularly like to thank Andrew Parkin, Keeper of Antiquities 
at the Great North Museum, for permission to reprint images from the 
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Map 1. Ancient Italy: principal sites and settlements.
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Map 5. Ancient Italy: ethnic groups, c. 400 bc.
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1

In t ro d u c i n g  
e a r ly  R o m e

In the ninth century Rome was merely one among a number of settle-
ments developing in Latium.1 It may have been larger than many of its 

neighbours, but it had no particular claim to prominence even within the 
region, let alone beyond it. The most powerful and dynamic communities 
in central Italy at this period were to be found in Etruria, to the north 
of the Tiber. By the third century, however, Rome had evolved into a 
powerful city-state, had established control over the rest of Italy and was 
poised to conquer a Mediterranean-wide empire. This book will explore 
the development of Rome from its origins to the mid-third century, the 
nature of its control over Italy and the reasons why it was able to achieve 
this level of domination. Although the earliest history of Italy and Rome 
is very distant in time, it addresses some surprisingly modern concerns. 
Problems confronting these societies include the stresses and tensions of 
multi-ethnic communities, how to deal with wide social, political and 
legal inequalities, and the interface between ordinary civil society and an 
international elite. By the third century Rome was also grappling with the 
moral and practical questions posed by rapid imperial expansion.

Rome did not develop in isolation, and it cannot be understood 
without this broader Italian context. One of the aims of this book is to 
introduce the wider history of Italy, its peoples and its cultures, as well 
as exploring their relationships with Rome. Our evidence for Rome is, 
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of course, much more complex than for other Italian communities, as we 
have extensive ancient accounts of its early development as well as much 
archaeological evidence, although both pose interpretative problems. The 
principle on which this book is organised is to alternate chapters on Italy, 
which introduce the broad themes, with chapters examining Rome specif-
ically, and eventually the relationship between Rome and its neighbours.

The sources for this early period are deeply problematic.  There is a 
wealth of archaeological data from most areas of Italy, but the archaeo-
logical record from Rome itself is fragmentary and difficult to evaluate, 
thanks to the continuous occupation of the site since Antiquity. The 
textual sources pose equally difficult issues. There are some contemporary 
references to Italian and Roman history in fifth- and fourth-century Greek 
sources, but the earliest Roman historians, whose work survives only in 
fragmentary form, wrote in the late third and second centuries.2 Some 
authors of the mid- to late Republic and empire whose work does survive, 
such as Polybios (second century), Cicero and Varro (both first century), 
included comments on early Rome in their work, but the earliest narratives 
of the period are those of Livy and Dionysios of Halicarnassus, writing in 
the late first century. This lack of contemporary textual evidence inevita-
bly means that the writers of the surviving sources had, at best, limited 
knowledge of the period from the twelfth to the fourth century bc, and 
at worst, no authentic information. The Romans kept official state records 
and archives, but the date at which systematic record-keeping began is 
unclear, and private or public records and archives are likely to have been 
limited or non-existent before the beginning of the Republic, as well as 
vulnerable to damage. An introduction to the ancient accounts of early 
Rome, and a discussion of some of the problems posed by them, can be 
found in A Note on Sources.

Ancient Italy was a region of great diversity, with a broad range of 
climate, natural resources and topography, ranging from the alpine 
regions of the far north to the plains of Latium and Campania and the 
arid mountains of Calabria. Fertile plains along the coast and in some of 
the river valleys, notably that of the Po, are interspersed with more moun-
tainous areas. The Apennines, which form the spine of Italy, are a ridge 
of high and inhospitable terrain stretching the length of the peninsula 
and dividing Italy into two distinct halves. The natural barriers to com-
munication between the Adriatic and Ionian coasts ensured that these 
areas had different trajectories of cultural and economic development. 
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Italy occupied an advantageous position in other ways. It was at the 
crossroads of long-established trade routes: by sea, from Greece and the 
eastern Mediterranean to Spain, France and North Africa, and by land, 
across the Alps and into Europe. Its long coastline was well supplied with 
natural harbours, and it provided a short and convenient crossing point 
for people and goods travelling from western Greece and the Dalmatian 
coast, as well as for people travelling around the islands of the western 
Mediterranean. Italy and its inhabitants were connected to a wide-ranging 
network of contacts reaching from the Middle East and Egypt to central 
Europe, a fact reflected not just in Greek and eastern imports but also in 
the influence of Greek and eastern contacts on many Italian cultures. This 
is vividly illustrated by Rome’s willingness to borrow and adapt cultural 
styles and customs from across Italy and the Mediterranean, while never 
losing sight of its own essential Roman identity.

The coastal plains were densely populated, characterised by early devel-
opment of the city-state as the main social and political organisation, and 
by a high density of urban settlement (map 1). During the period from the 
ninth to the seventh century, proto-urban settlements were established. 
Unlike Greece, however, where the natural territorial boundaries of each 
city were fairly clear-cut, the Apennines are the only major topographical 
barrier. Some lower-lying regions are divided by ranges of hilly terrain, but 
there are large areas where there are no clear natural boundaries, creating 
much potential for territorial conflict and inter-state wrangling. Most 
lowland areas were rich in fertile territory and mineral resources, so it is 
unsurprising that warfare in these regions was more or less endemic, as 
growing cities competed for an ever greater share of land and wealth.

Urbanisation is a key concept for understanding the development of 
Italy, but it is a tricky one to define and there are a wide range of scholarly 
approaches to it. Even in the ancient world there was considerable 
variation: in Classical Greece the character of a city was defined by the 
character of its people as well as by the nature of its physical form, but 
later Greek writers defined cities in terms of possession of certain physical 
characteristics, while the Romans defined them in legal terms, as com-
munities possessing a charter granted by Rome.3 Modern approaches are 
no less varied, but the most recent and comprehensive attempt is that of 
the Copenhagen Polis project, which defines ancient cities as settlements 
with a population of no fewer than 1,000 people and a territory of not less 
than 30 km2 (11.5 square miles), sharing a common name and common 

Rise of Rome.indd   5 24/08/2017   10:43



T H E  R I S E  O F  R O M E

6

legal, social and political structures. All of these approaches agree that the 
ancient city was a city-state, comprising a central settlement and the sur-
rounding territory controlled by it, which supported it economically. To 
be considered urban, a settlement must be large enough to have a degree 
of economic diversity and specialisation that lifted it beyond the level of 
a subsistence economy; political organisation and social hierarchies; and 
a concept of citizenship or state membership above and beyond member-
ship of a family or kinship group. Features such as formalisation of urban 
layout, or monumental buildings, are not essential attributes of cities but 
frequently form part of urban development, and are useful diagnostic 
criteria as they demonstrate the existence of both an economic surplus and 
the political authority and collective will to harness it for large projects. 
Urbanisation was preceded, in many areas of Italy, by the development of 
settlements which were clearly larger and more substantial than villages 
but not fully nucleated, and which had not yet reached the level of com-
plexity required by a city. These, which often consisted of interconnected 
clusters of habitations sharing communal space (often for religious use), 
are termed proto-urban settlements and regarded as the precursors of 
urban development.

Thanks to its rugged terrain, Apennine Italy developed on a very 
different pattern from lowland Italy. High-level valleys did not have the 
resources to support large concentrations of population. The peoples of 
the mountainous regions lived in smaller communities than those of the 
lowlands and relied on a mixture of small-scale agriculture and pasto-
ralism. The isolation of the region contributed to the development of a 
distinctive social and cultural identity that was remarkably resilient in the 
face of pressure. Although it was well populated with small settlements, 
Apennine Italy remained largely non-urbanised until after the Roman 
conquest. Its indigenous political and social organisation was based on 
loosely knit federal organisations of small communities, which were well 
adapted to the nature of the region. The region developed at a different 
pace from that of lowland Italy, but these differences arose from adap-
tation to the local environment, not from backwardness or barbarism. 
Their effectiveness at resisting Roman expansion is in itself a testament 
to this. Apennine communities developed a form of statehood that was 
in many respects similar to that of the city-state but without the large 
population centres.

The ethnic and cultural diversity of ancient Italy was no less notable 
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than its geographical variety. It was populated by many different groups, 
each with its own language, religious cults and material culture, mostly 
of indigenous origin, with the exception of the Greeks who settled in 
southern Italy and Campania (maps 5 and 6). The two most important 
groups in central Italy identified by ancient authors are those known to 
us as the Latins (Latini) and the Etruscans (Etrusci in Latin, Tyrrhenoi 
to the Greeks and possibly Rasenna in their own language). The cultures 
associated with these groups can be found (respectively) in central Latium 
and in the area between the Rivers Tiber and Arno from an early date. 
There are lingering questions about the origins of the Etruscans, thanks to 
their peculiar language, which bears little resemblance to any other Italian 
language and is probably not Indo-European, and to Herodotos’ statement 
that they were colonists from Asia Minor, although this is contradicted by 
other ancient sources (Hdt. 1.93–96; Dion. Hal. 1.30; Strabo, Geog. 5.2.2–
4).4 They are now generally assumed to have been an indigenous people, 
although studies of ancient DNA samples reveal some intriguing findings. 
These show similarities between the populations of ancient Etruria and 
central Anatolia, as well as differences between Etruscan DNA and that of 
medieval and modern Tuscans. However, it is a step too far to take this as 
confirmation of Herodotos’ belief that the Etruscans were colonists from 
Asia Minor, and DNA studies of Etruscans remain controversial, to say the 
least; other studies show that discontinuity between the DNA of people 
from different periods is common in Europe and should be attributed to 
population movements over long periods, not short-term colonisation of 
the sort envisaged by Herodotos.

In southern and upland Italy ethnic and cultural identities were 
more complicated. Sources for the location of Greek settlements in 
southern Italy, and about the culture and ethnicity of the inhabitants of 
the Salentine peninsula, are broadly consistent. Beyond this, however, it 
is impossible to draw an accurate ethnic map of Italy before the fourth 
century. Ancient sources, mostly written long after these cultures ceased 
to exist, disagree as to who lived where, and even on which parts of the 
peninsula could be defined as Italy.5 A period of mass migration in the 
fifth century, during which some groups disappeared from the historical 
and archaeological record and new ones emerged, complicates the picture 
even further. Although it is clear from the archaeological record, and from 
inscriptions, that many different languages and cultures co-existed in Italy, 
it is much more difficult to pin down the concept of ethnicity. Ancient 
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writers routinely describe Italy as a region of tribal societies to which they 
ascribe ethnic labels, but it is far from clear whether the Italians regarded 
themselves as belonging to well-defined ethnic groups, and archaeological 
evidence points to the city-state as the primary form of social and political 
organisation in the region. Many people may have identified themselves 
with their family, village or state, rather than with a broader ethnicity, and 
collective identities seem to have been fairly fluid. New groups emerged 
from the migrations of the fifth century, while others expand into new 
areas. The Volsci, Hernici and Aequi, all troublesome neighbours of 
Rome, appear at this date but disappear equally abruptly after the Roman 
conquests of the fourth century. Celts from beyond the Alps settled in 
northern Italy, Etruscans moved into the Po valley, and peoples from the 
central Apennines migrated en masse into Campania and southern Italy.6 
By the end of the fifth century the cultural map of Italy had changed con-
siderably, and during the fourth century clearer ethnic identities began to 
emerge, but even at this point most people may have regarded themselves 
as primarily belonging to a particular state or community rather than an 
ethnic group – for instance, as a Tarquinian or Volaterran rather than as 
an Etruscan.

During the period of its rise to power Rome had only the adminis-
trative apparatus of a city-state at its disposal. Although this developed 
in complexity during the period from the fourth century to the second, 
administrative resources were limited. Roman power was maintained by 
a network of arm’s-length relationships interspersed with areas of closer 
control, rather than by direct rule. Many Italian communities retained a 
measure of autonomy, although Rome was able to help itself to some of 
their resources, especially military manpower. Although Rome was indis-
putably the leader of the Italians by 270 bc, and dealt with any challenge 
to this position very firmly, Roman Italy was not a directly ruled empire. 
Regional and ethnic identities remained important, but were also fluid. 
Greek, Etruscan and Roman cultures all had an impact on the other 
peoples of Italy, just as Roman culture was itself influenced by those of the 
Etruscans and Greeks. The cultural Romanisation of the peninsula did not 
take place until the late second and first centuries; until then, the rest of 
Italy retained its own local languages and cultures, and the phenomenon 
of cultural convergence which is sometimes termed Romanisation was not 
yet prominent. Given the late date of most of our sources and our reliance 
on material written from the Roman point of view, it is easy to forget 
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that Rome did not exercise Italian-wide dominance until the early third 
century, and that the establishment of this dominance was by no means a 
foregone conclusion. Even during the Punic wars there is a distinct sense 
that the will of Rome was only one factor among many in determining 
the actions of other Italians, and it is only with the reassertion of Roman 
authority after the defeat of Hannibal that Rome fully established domi-
nation of Italy. During the period covered by this book we can see the 
emergence of Rome from being merely one among many Italian states to a 
position of dominance, but the wider Italian context is essential for under-
standing this process.
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