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The Po (Latin Padus, Greek
Eridanus) delta at Fratta
Polesine, near Rovigo. The
longest river (652km) of the
Italian peninsula, the Po
stretches from the Cottian
Alps in the west to the Adriatic
Sea in the east. It winds in a
broad, fertile valley, and, as
the 5th century sc dawned,
aflood of Celtic immigrants
(termed Gauls by the Romans)
from continental Europe came
over the Alps and settled here.
The Romans called this region
Gallia Cisalpina, ‘Gaul on this
side of the Alps’. (Fototeca ENIT)

Italic votive bronze plaque, 5th
century 8¢, showing a Venetic
warrior of north-east Italy.
Along with a clipeus, he has a
helmet in the remarkably old-
fashioned Villanovan style,
once the hallmark of the well-
dressed Italic warrior. The
Veneti, who spoke a language
close to Latin, had developed a
very original culture, known as
Atestine. However, by our
period it had been subjected to
numerous influences, chiefly
Etruscan and Celtic. (Fields-
Carre Collection)
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Age (c.1000 BC) — like so many other of the chronological dividing lines in our
past, this one is arbitrary — a number of regional populations can be identified
and given distinct ethnic labels. They can be differentiated partly by their
language, and partly by distinctive customs such as the use of characteristic
artefacts, burial practices and religious cults.

The tradition of writing history only began in Rome in the 3rd century BC,
in imitation of Greek historiography. What the Romans adopted, however, was
not the epic military history of Herodotos and Thucydides but local history;
that is to say, an account of a single city following a year-by-year chronicle
format, hence called annales in Latin. It was an inward-looking tradition,
focused entirely on the city of Rome, and though it was
largely concerned with the wars of Rome, the world was
viewed through Roman eyes. In this way the Romans (much
like the Greeks and the Chinese) defined their own identity
in terms of not being ‘outsiders’. One example should
suffice here. It will be remembered that Rome, in 390 BC,
fell victim to the Gauls. However, the hard fact is that
their progress southwards through the Italian peninsula
was felt no less intensely by the Etruscans, by the Latins and
by the peoples speaking related Italic languages. Naturally,
this did not concern the Romans when they came to write
their history.

Villanovans

The term Villanovan is generally used as a reference for
the Early Iron Age inhabitants of northern and central
Italy, whose practice of cremation and cinerary-urn burial
differentiated them from the indigenous peoples of early
Italy (namely the Picentes, Umbrians and Sicels), who
inhumed their dead. The Villanovans burned their dead on
woodpiles, then put their ashes into biconical jars, covered
them with inverted bowls or imitation helmets and buried
the clay urns in pit graves with a few humble belongings.






Just 16km from Rome,

the Etruscan city of Veii
commanded the right bank

of the Tiber, with a bridgehead
on the left bank at the rocky
citadel of Fidenae to guard the
crossing, and from it a network
of routes spread out to all the
other cities of south Etruria.

It was in a real sense the
gateway to Etruria. It was

also close to Rome, and

thus became its early major
rival. This is a general view

of Formello, Lazio, which
covers part of the former

city of Veii. (MM)
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The Etruscan heyday was in the 6th century BC, when the Etruscans
expanded at the expense of their Italic neighbours; north across the Apennine
watershed and into the Po Valley, and south down in to Campania, where the
Greeks had arrived before them. But the political structure that underlies this
expansion remains a mystery. One of the settlements that passed under
Etruscan control was Rome, where an Etruscan dynasty was installed in the
closing years of the 7th century BC. The site had an obvious draw to the
Etruscans, namely it was the last point before the sea where the Tiber could
conveniently be crossed and so it gave access for them to Latium and
southwards into Campania, with its rich soil and abundance of ore. But there
were other attractions in this part of the ‘golden fringe’ of the Mediterranean,
the most important being that essential commodity in life, used for preserving
and seasoning food: salt.

To this day we say: ‘a man who is worth his salt’. In early Rome, this was
literally true. Our word ‘salary’ comes from the Latin word for salt, sal, and
salarium, a payment made in salt, which linked employment, salt and
soldiers, but the exact link is unclear. The elder Pliny states that ‘the soldier’s
pay was originally salt and the word salary derives from it’ (Historia
Naturalis 31.41.89). More likely, the salarium was either an allowance paid
to Roman soldiers for the purchase of salt or the price of having soldiers
guard the supplies of this much used and highly prized commodity moving
along the ancient salt route, the Via Campana, which led from the only
saltpans in western central Italy. Those laying at the mouth of the Tiber on
the right bank, Campus Salinarum, pass Rome’s doorstep and so up the Tiber
to Etruscan cities such as Clusium and Perusia. In later times, the road leading
north-west out of Rome into the Sabine interior and then onto Umbria was
known as the Via Salaria, the Salt Road.



Like the Greeks, the Etruscans were bound together by a common
language and culture but were politically organized into a loose confederation
of largely autonomous cities. The 6th century BC also saw the Etruscans with
a considerable war fleet, and in 535 BC they joined the Carthaginians in
driving the Phocaeans from the seas at Alalia. In 524 BC the Etruscans of
Capua attacked Cumae, but were defeated. When the Etruscans of Clusium
had to face the Latin alliance against them 20 years later, they found
Cumaeans in the ranks of their enemies. There is no evidence for Etruscan
military or political unity against a common enemy (cf. the fate of Veii), but
it does appear that interstate conflict in Etruria was common. Thus, the
question remains whether or not such a socio-political set-up could have
supported their distant conquests into the Po Valley and Campania.

The Etruscans, the most
cultured of the Italic races,
extended their influence
northwards nearly to the Alps
and southwards over
Campania. From Etruria Rome
borrowed many ideas and
concepts, including those for
military and political purposes,
and at least two of its seven
kings were said to be Etruscan.
This is a horseshoe-shaped
sandstone funerary stele
(Bologna, Museo Civico
Archeologico, inv. 164) from
Felsina, around 400 8¢, showing
an Etruscan horseman
encountering a naked Gaulish
warrior. (Ancient Art &
Architecture)

Woodcut engraving by John
Reinhard Weguelin (1849-
1927) showing Castor, the
breaker of horses, and Pollux,
who was good with his fists,
fighting at Lake Regillus. A
popular Roman legend had the
Heavenly Twins, appearing as
two young horsemen, help in
gaining victory for the Romans.
(Reproduced from Thomas
Babington Macaulay, Lays of
Ancient Rome, 1881 edition)
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Right: Disc-and-stud helmet
(Bologna, Museo Civico
Archeologico) from the
Necropoli sotto la Rocca-Lippi
la Tomba Principesca N.85, 7th
century BC. This helmet is made
of a wickerwork cap reinforced
with bronze discs, the gaps
between these discs being
filled with bronze studs.

mountainous, and in the course of the 5th and
4th centuries BC the coastal settlements,

many of them founded by Greeks,
found themselves exposed to the
menace of the highlanders. It
seems warriors were the only
crop that the Samnites grew

naturally on their thin, stony soil.
Years of scrambling up and down
scrubby mountainsides had made
their bodies immensely strong,
while the harsh environment
of the Apennines fostered the
skills of formidable fighters.
And so it was by force of
arms that they seized Greek
Cumae and Etruscan Capua,
eventually merging with the
i existing inhabitants of Campania
similar helmet from the : i A
Sepolcreto Benacci Tomb 494, 1 t? gwve dise 1o the Campanians
dated from the end of the 8th (Campani). In the meantime, the Lucanians overran Poseidonia, renaming it
century sc. This pattern of Paestum but maintaining the socio-political institutions set up by the Greek
helmetis shown beingwornby  ¢olonists, and attacked other Greek cities scattered along the south-eastern
g‘é‘:tggtzggu::oof?;:f seaboard. These speakers of Oscan thus imposed their language upon all of
y southern Italy except in the heel and in those coastal communities that

Bologna. (Fields-Carre
Collection) remained under Greek control.

Below: Four bronze discs for a
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Funerary art from Paestum

(Andriuolo Tomb 114, ¢.330 8c).

This battle scene depicts two
hoplite phalanxes about to
clash head on. The one on the
right is believed to be the
winning side, as it is led by a
figure, heroically nude and in
the act of thrusting with his
spear, perhaps to be identified
with the pan-Italic Mars. Note
the individual blazons on the
hoplite shields. (Fields-Carre
Collection)
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equal rights but still with an obligation to supply Rome with military
manpower, which was to be a vital factor in Rome’s ability to wage
war continuously.

And so Rome began its long career of conquest and control through a
common-sense policy of incorporation, bit by bit absorbing all its nearby
rivals and gradually growing, and as it grew so too did the scale of its
conflicts. Ambuscades, raiding, plundering and slaughter, naturally, were still
common, but there was a gradual shift to pitched battles, which required far
greater military organization and resources. The choice of military response
to win or protect territory was now to be a civic matter, and the rough
warbands and their heroic chieftains were replaced by a wider levy of all
those adult males who could provide themselves with the appropriate war
gear with which to fight.

Though it is said (e.g. Diodoros 23.2.1) that the phalanx formation came
by way of the Etruscans, a crude and transparent argument that plays up the
native Italic tradition, in all probability this change in tactics owes its origins
to the Greek cities that fringed the coasts of southern Italy. Inspired either by
the Etruscans or the Greeks, the adoption of mass fighting in tight formations,
and of mustering a militia army organized around a phalanx composed of
citizens wealthy enough to outfit themselves with the full panoply of an
armoured spearman, was radical. And so by the time Rome was no longer the
hilltop village on the banks of the Tiber, the Roman way of war had changed
from an agglomeration of numerous single combats to become an adaptation
of hoplite warfare and the hoplite ideology of the decisive battle. Gone was
tribal conflict, where each warrior could feel a personal commitment and
justification in the face of the enemy. Individualism had been ceded
to collectivism, mobility traded for protection. ‘Depersonalized’ warfare
had arrived.






The story goes that Numa
Pompilius saw a shield fall from
the sky and, having retrieved it,
ordered another 11 copies
made so as to hide the divine
original, it having been
prophesied that Rome would
endure as long as this shield
remained there. These bronze
shields, ancilia, resembled a
rough figure-of-eight. (Photo
courtesy of Nick Sekunda)
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Romanum (the Roman Forum), and located there were certain communal
buildings such as the shrine of Vesta and a palace, the Regia (later the seat of
the pontifex maximus). In addition, the hamlet system was dissolved by the
creation of three tribes, Ramnes, Tities and Luceres — all Etruscan names and
thus ostensibly the result of the influence of Rome’s powerful northern
neighbours — which were not based on residence or ethnic origin.

With the transition from pastoral primitivism to urban sophistication,
the inhabitants of Rome therefore became one people: they were Roman
citizens. All the same, kingship is the simplest form of government and also
the most easily corrupted, since its proper functioning depends upon the
character and abilities of a single individual. The end of a monarchal system
of government can ensue merely from a tenure by one person unfit to occupy
the office, and perhaps this was the simple case with Rome when the
Romans replaced the king with two annually elected magistrates who shared
equal power. Livy (2.1.2-6) himself acknowledges the rule of the first kings
as a necessary stage in the socialization that prepared Rome’s motley
population for the republican self-rule that followed, and at the same time
makes clear his own view that the freedom of self-governing people is
superior to monarchy.

Clan gathering

Though regard for accuracy was not to be allowed to interfere with a
cracking good yarn of bygone Rome, annalistic tradition does emphasize
the importance of the clan rather than that of the civic community. As we
know, Livy speaks of gentes (clans) formed by cognati (blood relations) —
called sodales and clientis. The latter was a circle of people gathering
around a powerful patron, namely the clan chieftain, who offered him
services in return for protection, while sodales were the chieftain’s blood
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with socket ferrules (either welded in a complete circle or split-sided) to
enable them to be mounted on the shaft and often secured with one or two
rivets and/or binding. For use as a stabbing weapon, practical experience tells
us that the width of the blade was important, for a wide blade actually
prevents the spearhead from being inserted into the body of an enemy too far,
thus enabling the spear to be recovered quickly, ready for further use. In our
period of study the most common designs were angular blades with a
diamond cross section, and leaf-shaped blades with a biconvex cross section.

These 4th-century 8¢ ivory
plaques (Rome, Museo
Nazionale di Villa Giulia,

inv. 13236-7) from Palestrina
give a good impression of the
war gear of an early Roman
citizen. Much of it is Graeco-
Etruscan inspired, and each
man, armed with a pair of
spears, appears to have a
clipeus resting against their
legs. These men would not
have been out of place in
the foremost rank of a
Servian phalanx.
(Fields-Carre Collection)

Formidable bronze Villanovan
spearhead, found at Cumae
and dated from the late 7th
century BC. One of the main
problems of such massive
spearheads was an increased
weakening at the juncture
between the blade and the
socket. Though iron gave

a keener cutting edge,
spearheads of ‘pitiless bronze’
continued to be made for a
very long time, bronze being
easier to work and therefore
cheaper as a finished product.
(© Board of Trustees of the
Armouries (VII. 1638 -

DI 2005-0159))
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