THE CITY ON
THE TIBER
LECTURE 1

R

ome is arguably the most influential city in Western history. For
over half a millennium, Rome dominated the Western world
politically and militarily; and even when the empire fell and Rome
lost its political hegemony, the city continued to be the seat of the
Roman Catholic Church. In this lecture, you will consider the
geographical, political, and cultural features of ancient Rome that contributed
to the city’s rise to prominence.

LOCATION, LOCATION, LOCATION
®® Let’s say you were hypothetically planning to establish a city with
the intent that it would one day conquer and dominate the entire
Mediterranean. You could probably do a lot worse than placing it on the
exact site where the city of Rome was actually founded. This location
possessed a number of geographic advantages that would serve the
Romans well over the course of their ascendancy.
®® The Italian Peninsula, which famously resembles the shape of a boot,
thrusts down from the north into the Mediterranean Sea at roughly the
sea’s midpoint. All maritime traffic between east and west has to funnel
into the narrow straits between the toe of Italy and the island of Sicily, or
else circle around between Sicily and North Africa.

The Rise of Rome

®® The city of Rome lies about halfway down the peninsula on its western
side, along the banks of the Tiber River. Thus, by a gift of geography,
Rome conveniently sits at a centralized location within Italy, from which
it was well situated to eventually expand and dominate the peninsula; also,
Italy itself is in a central position within the Mediterranean basin, and is
similarly well placed to control the broader region.
®® Two important mountain ranges which further define the Italian
Peninsula played roles in Rome’s history. To the north, the Alps lie across
the top of the boot and separate Italy from Europe. Although pierced by
a few passes, they are generally high and icy, and are a natural barrier
hindering northern expansion, or—to look at it the opposite way—
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helping to protect Italy from northern invasions. The second significant
mountain chain is the Apennines. These form the spine of Italy, running
the entire length the peninsula from north to south and dividing it in two.
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®® When we zoom in on the specific position of Rome within Italy, we find
the city situated not at the mouth of the Tiber River but about 15 miles
inland, at a point where there is an island in the middle of the river called,
not very imaginatively, Tiber Island.

®® The ford below Tiber Island formed a natural communication node
within Italy. A second feature of the Tiber is that, up to Tiber Island, it is
navigable. This meant that the site of Rome would have good access to the
sea and to maritime trade and communication.
®® The next important geographic feature present at Rome which made it an
attractive site for settlement was a number of modest hills located close
to the river crossing. These constituted defensive sites on which to build
fortresses for protection. In addition, this particular point along the Tiber
was prone to frequent floods, and the hills provided high ground to
flee to when the waters rose.
®® The two most important hills are the ones closest
to the Tiber: the Capitoline and the Palatine. The
Capitoline had fairly steep slopes, which made it
a good stronghold from attackers. The Palatine,
the central hill of Rome around which the
others cluster, was important because it directly
overlooked the crucial Tiber River crossing. An
outpost on the Palatine could control traffic
across the river at this point.

The Rise of Rome

®® Within the large central bend of the Tiber was a flat,
marshy plain known as the Campus Martius. The
Romans used this field for a wide variety of festivals
and athletic events, as a place for soldiers to gather
prior to going to war, and for citizens to cast their
votes in elections.
®® Rome possessed a number of geographical
advantages, but those advantages alone are not
enough to explain why it was Rome and not some
other village that would grow and expand to
dominate the Mediterranean. There were other
cities, even within Italy, with comparable geographic
characteristics. Still, geography helps, and Rome
definitely occupied a promising location.
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POLITICS NOT AS USUAL
®® One factor that made the Romans different from all other
civilizations and that played a key role in accounting for
their astonishing rise was the unique political structure
of the Roman Republic. The historian Polybius, writing
more than 2,000 years ago, describes it this way:

®® Polybius is describing what
today we might term a mixed
constitution: a political system
in which power is divided
among different branches of
government, which themselves
are controlled by different groups
within society.
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As for the constitution of Rome, it has
three elements, each of them possessing
political powers. These respective powers
are parceled out, and the whole system
regulated with such a scrupulous regard
for equality and equilibrium that one
cannot say for certain whether the
constitution on the whole is an aristocracy,
a democracy, or a monarchy. If we focused
our attention on the power of the consuls,
we would be inclined to see the system as
monarchical; if on the Senate, it seems an
aristocracy; and finally, if one considers
the power possessed by the people, it
plainly appears to be a democracy.

®® There is more to Polybius’s analysis, however. According to him, not
only did the Roman Republic cleverly divide political power among its
three branches of government, but the three components were also bound
together in a complex web of interdependency:
Whenever any one of the three branches becomes overbearing and
displays an inclination to be contentious and encroach upon the
others, the mutual interdependency of all three, and the possibility of
the ambitions of any one of them being checked or blocked by the
others, then curbs this tendency. And so, the proper equilibrium is
always maintained.
®® To Polybius, this was the secret strength of the Roman Republic—that
its political structure managed to capture the best elements of three
different forms of government, and fuse them together into a dynamic but
balanced whole. One can debate just how accurate Polybius’s assessment
of the Roman constitution was, but in a world in which the current and
previous states were mostly monarchies and aristocracies with a smattering
of democracies, there was indeed something unusual about the structure
of the Roman Republic.

CULTURAL IMPACT

The Rise of Rome

®® We in the modern world continue to be affected by the culture of the
ancient Romans. This lasting influence can be seen in the language with
which we communicate, as a large percentage English words derive from
Latin; in the laws by which we organize our society, as the majority of
the world’s legal systems are based on Roman law; and even in how we
tell time, as our calendar is almost identical to the one developed by
the Romans.
®® Even the buildings of ancient Rome cast a long shadow. The Flavian
Amphitheater—commonly known as the Colosseum—is the direct
ancestor of all modern sports arenas, and the Pantheon, with its
colonnaded facade and triangular pediment fronting a large dome, is
the architectural inspiration for government buildings and museums
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®® Rome has come to represent many different concepts and stereotypes,
both positive and negative. The Roman Republic has at times been held
up as an ideal form of government, but it is also cited as an example of
a system that harbored divisive, and ultimately self-destructive, values
and institutions. Similarly, commentators have looked to Roman culture
as a model of inclusiveness, efficient pragmatism, and streamlined
administration, but it is also condemned for its cruelty, inequality,
and oppression.
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around the world. Likewise, the humble but all-important engineering
infrastructure of the modern industrialized world can trace its origins
directly to Roman sewers, aqueducts, roads, and bridges.

®® On one hand, Rome boasted enormous and spectacular buildings that
were marvels of engineering and that were adorned with a stunning
profusion of sumptuous decoration. The city was the focal point of
opportunity, wealth, culture, and luxury. On the other hand, Rome is
often viewed as a place that was corrupt, decadent, crowded, filthy, and
dangerous, with rampant poverty, crime, and disease. One way or another,
however, Rome has both served as a reference point and occupied a central
place in the imaginations of every generation that has followed.
Suggested Reading
Boatwright, Gargola, and Talbert, The Romans.
Everitt, The Rise of Rome.
Walbank, Polybius.
Ward, Heichelheim, and Yeo, A History of the Roman People.
Questions to Consider
ww How great an advantage do you think the location of Rome gave it,
and which geographical feature of the site do you think was most
helpful or useful to the Romans?

The Rise of Rome

ww Do you think Polybius’s unusual combination of being a Greek who
was a victim of Roman imperialism but also had befriended some of
the most powerful Romans makes him more or less objective when
it comes to writing the history of Rome, and why?
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