the early history of rome livy

the early history of rome livy is a foundational topic in the study of ancient Roman
civilization, chronicled in detail by the Roman historian Titus Livius, commonly known as
Livy. Livy's monumental work, "Ab Urbe Condita," or "From the Founding of the City,"
offers one of the most comprehensive narratives of Rome's origins, its early monarchy, and
the establishment of the Roman Republic. His account blends historical facts with legend
and myth, providing insight into Roman values, culture, and identity during the Republic
and early Imperial periods. This article explores the early history of Rome as presented by
Livy, examining his sources, narrative style, and the historical context in which he wrote.
Additionally, the article delves into key events and figures from Rome’s infancy, as
depicted by Livy, and considers the influence of his historiography on later Roman history
and modern understanding. The following sections will guide readers through Livy’s
portrayal of Rome’s early years, from mythic beginnings to the consolidation of Roman
institutions.

e Livy’s Historical Context and Methodology

e The Founding of Rome According to Livy

e The Roman Monarchy in Livy’s Narrative

e The Establishment of the Roman Republic

e Key Figures and Events in Early Roman History

e Livy’s Legacy and Influence on Roman Historiography

Livy’s Historical Context and Methodology

Titus Livius lived during the late Roman Republic and the early Roman Empire,
approximately from 59 BCE to 17 CE. His extensive history, "Ab Urbe Condita," spans
from the legendary foundation of Rome in 753 BCE through to his contemporary era. Livy
wrote at a time when Rome was transitioning from decades of civil war to imperial
stability under Augustus. His work was intended not only as a record of Rome’s past but
also as a moral exemplar for his contemporaries. Livy’s methodology combined oral
traditions, earlier written sources, and his own interpretation of events, often focusing on
moral lessons and Roman virtues such as pietas (duty), virtus (courage), and gravitas
(seriousness).

Sources and Narrative Style

Livy relied heavily on earlier annalistic historians and mythological traditions, including
works by Fabius Pictor and Cato the Elder. However, many of these sources were
fragmentary or contradictory, which led Livy to synthesize and sometimes embellish the



material. His narrative style is characterized by vivid storytelling, dramatization of events,
and attention to character development. Livy’s purposeful blending of fact and legend
created a narrative that, while sometimes historically questionable, remains invaluable for
understanding Roman self-perception and identity.

The Founding of Rome According to Livy

Livy’s account of Rome’s founding is steeped in myth and legend, reflecting the Roman
cultural need to trace their origins back to heroic and divine roots. He begins with the
story of Aeneas, a Trojan hero who fled the destruction of Troy and eventually settled in
Italy. From Aeneas, Livy traces a genealogical line leading to Romulus and Remus, the
twin brothers traditionally credited with founding Rome.

The Myth of Romulus and Remus

The tale of Romulus and Remus involves their miraculous survival after being abandoned
and nurtured by a she-wolf. According to Livy, the twins decided to establish a city but
quarreled over its location. Romulus ultimately killed Remus and founded Rome on
Palatine Hill. This myth encapsulates themes of conflict, survival, and divine favor, serving
as a symbolic foundation for Roman values and the legitimacy of Roman rule.

Significance of Founding Myths

Livy’s recounting of Rome’s origins serves several purposes:

Establishing Rome’s divine and heroic pedigree

Providing a shared cultural narrative to unite Roman citizens

Explaining the city’s geographic and political beginnings

Instilling virtues such as bravery, sacrifice, and resilience

The Roman Monarchy in Livy’s Narrative

Following the foundation, Livy chronicles the reigns of Rome’s seven legendary kings, a
period that laid the groundwork for Roman political and social institutions. The monarchy
era, which lasted approximately from 753 BCE to 509 BCE, is depicted through a mixture
of historical events and moralistic tales.

The Seven Kings of Rome

Each king is credited with important developments that shaped Rome’s identity. For
instance, Romulus established the Senate and the legions, Numa Pompilius introduced
religious and legal reforms, and Servius Tullius implemented the census and social



organization. Livy’s narrative emphasizes the kings’ contributions to Rome’s stability and
growth, while also highlighting episodes of tyranny and conflict that ultimately led to the
monarchy’s downfall.

The Fall of the Monarchy

Livy famously recounts the story of the last king, Tarquinius Superbus, whose despotic
rule and the rape of Lucretia by his son sparked a revolution. This event galvanized the
Roman aristocracy and populace to overthrow the monarchy and establish the Republic.
The narrative serves as both a historical explanation and a moral lesson against tyranny
and corruption.

The Establishment of the Roman Republic

According to Livy, the transition from monarchy to republic was a pivotal moment in
Roman history, symbolizing the triumph of liberty and collective governance over
autocracy. The Republic was characterized by a complex system of checks and balances,
with elected magistrates, a senate, and popular assemblies.

Early Republican Institutions

Livy details the creation of key republican offices such as the consuls, who jointly held
executive power, and the establishment of the Senate as an advisory body. He also
discusses the struggle of the plebeians for political rights, which would shape Roman
politics for centuries. These developments illustrated Rome’s ability to adapt and innovate
politically during its formative years.

Conflict and Consolidation

The early Republic faced numerous internal and external challenges, including wars with
neighboring peoples, social conflicts, and political rivalries. Livy’s histories emphasize
Rome’s resilience and the role of exemplary leaders in overcoming adversity, reinforcing
the values of duty and sacrifice for the common good.

Key Figures and Events in Early Roman History

Livy’s portrayal of early Rome highlights several notable individuals and events that were
instrumental in shaping Roman culture and power. These figures often embodied the
virtues that Livy sought to promote.

Prominent Leaders

¢ Romulus: Founder and first king, credited with many political and military
foundations.

e Numa Pompilius: Second king, known for religious and legal reforms.



e Horatius Cocles: Hero who defended the Pons Sublicius against invading forces.
e Lucretia: Noblewoman whose tragic fate prompted the fall of the monarchy.

e Brutus: Leader in the establishment of the Republic and the first consul.

Significant Early Events

e The founding of Rome and the establishment of its initial institutions.
e The wars and conflicts with neighboring tribes such as the Sabines and Etruscans.
e The social struggles between patricians and plebeians for political rights.

e The overthrow of the monarchy and the establishment of the Republic.

Livy’s Legacy and Influence on Roman
Historiography

Livy’s account of the early history of Rome has had a lasting impact on both ancient and
modern understandings of Roman origins. His work became a cornerstone of Roman
education and identity for centuries, influencing historians, writers, and political thinkers.

Historical Value and Criticism

While Livy’s narrative is invaluable for its scope and detail, modern scholars recognize
that his blending of myth and history, as well as his moralizing tone, sometimes challenges
historical accuracy. Nevertheless, his work offers rich insight into Roman cultural ideals
and the way Romans viewed their past.

Enduring Cultural Impact

Livy’s stories of heroism, sacrifice, and republican virtues have permeated Western
literature and political thought. His depiction of Rome’s early years continues to be
referenced as a symbol of the origins of law, governance, and civilization in the Western
world.

Frequently Asked Questions



Who was Livy and why is he important for the early
history of Rome?

Livy was a Roman historian who lived during the 1st century BCE and is important
because his work, Ab Urbe Condita, provides one of the most comprehensive accounts of
Rome's early history from its founding through the Republic.

What is the primary source for Livy's account of early
Rome?

Livy's primary source for early Rome was a combination of earlier Roman historians, oral
traditions, annals, and legends, although much of his early history is considered semi-
legendary.

How does Livy describe the founding of Rome?

Livy describes the founding of Rome as a mythic event involving Romulus and Remus, twin
brothers raised by a she-wolf, with Romulus ultimately founding the city after a dispute
with his brother.

What themes does Livy emphasize in his early history of
Rome?

Livy emphasizes themes such as virtue, patriotism, the moral character of Rome’s
founders, and the importance of unity and discipline in Rome’s early development.

How reliable is Livy's account of Rome's early history?

Livy's account is considered a mixture of fact, legend, and moral storytelling; while
valuable, it is not fully historically reliable and should be supplemented with
archaeological and other historical evidence.

What role do myths and legends play in Livy's early
history of Rome?

Myths and legends serve as foundational narratives in Livy's early history, providing moral
lessons and a sense of Rome’s destined greatness, though they are not strictly historical
facts.

How did Livy's work influence later understanding of
Rome's early history?

Livy's work shaped the Roman cultural identity and influenced later historians and
scholars by preserving Rome’s early stories and ideals, becoming a cornerstone for Roman
historical tradition.



Did Livy write during the Roman Republic or Empire,
and how did this context affect his writings on early
Rome?

Livy wrote during the early Roman Empire under Augustus, which influenced his writings
by promoting themes of moral renewal and the glorification of Rome’s origins to support
the new regime.

What is the structure of Livy's work concerning the
early history of Rome?

Livy's work is organized into 142 books, with the early history covered in the initial books,
narrating Rome's foundation, monarchy, and early Republican period in a chronological
narrative.

How does Livy portray the Roman monarchy period in
his history?

Livy portrays the Roman monarchy as a time of both legendary heroes and moral lessons,
highlighting the virtues and vices of kings like Romulus, Numa, and Tarquin, which set the
stage for the Republic.

Additional Resources

1. Ab Urbe Condita by Livy

This is the monumental history of Rome written by the Roman historian Livy. Covering the
foundation of Rome through to Livy's own time, it provides a detailed narrative of Rome’s
early kings, the establishment of the Republic, and Rome’s rise to power. The early books
focus heavily on legendary figures like Romulus and Remus, the regal period, and the
early Republic's struggles and triumphs.

2. The Rise of Rome: From the Iron Age to the Punic Wars by Kathryn Lomas

This book explores Rome’s transformation from a small settlement to a dominant power in
the Mediterranean. It delves into archaeological and historical evidence to complement
Livy’s accounts, providing insight into the social, political, and military changes during
Rome'’s early history. The work offers a critical perspective on Livy’s narrative and the
legendary origins of Rome.

3. Roman Historiography and the Early History of Rome by Gary Forsythe

Forsythe examines the methods and sources used by ancient historians like Livy to
reconstruct Rome’s early history. The book discusses the blending of myth and fact in
Livy’s work and assesses the reliability of early Roman historical traditions. It is an
essential read for understanding how early Roman history was recorded and interpreted.

4. The Early History of Rome by T.J. Cornell
This book provides a concise overview of Rome’s beginnings, focusing on the period before
the Republic’s consolidation. Cornell critically analyzes the early sources, including Livy,



and offers interpretations based on archaeological findings. The book highlights the
challenges of separating legend from history in Rome’s early narrative.

5. Livy: Reconstructing Early Rome by Jane D. Chaplin

Chaplin’s work centers on Livy’s approach to telling Rome’s early history, investigating
how he used myths, oral traditions, and historical records. The book explores Livy’s
literary techniques and his purpose in writing the early books of Ab Urbe Condita. It offers
valuable insights into the interplay of history and storytelling in Livy’s work.

6. Founding Rome: Myth, History, and the Early Republic by Mary Beard

Mary Beard explores the myths surrounding Rome’s foundation and the historical realities
behind them. She examines Livy’s accounts alongside other ancient sources and modern
archaeological discoveries. The book provides a balanced view of how Rome’s early history
was shaped by legend and fact.

7. The Kings of Rome: Myth and History in the Early City by Tim Cornell

This book addresses the period of Rome’s monarchy, which Livy describes in detail,
focusing on the legendary kings and their roles in Rome’s development. It evaluates the
historicity of these figures and their impact on Roman identity and institutions. The book
blends literary analysis with archaeological research.

8. Livy’s Early History of Rome: A Commentary by S.P. Oakley

Oakley offers an in-depth commentary on Livy’s first books, providing explanations of
historical context, literary style, and source material. The commentary helps readers
understand the complexities of Livy’s narrative and the challenges of early Roman history.
It is a valuable resource for students and scholars of Livy.

9. Rome’s Foundation Myths: From Romulus to the Republic by Richard Miles

This book examines the foundation myths of Rome, including the tale of Romulus and
Remus, as portrayed by Livy and other ancient authors. It discusses how these stories
served political and cultural purposes in the early Republic. The book also integrates

archaeological findings to provide a fuller picture of Rome’s origins.
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