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A b s t r a c t of 

The Impact o f the populace on government of the C i t y of Rome i n 

the Fourth Century A.D. 

by 

M. R. May 

The purpose of t h i s study i s to show how popular r i o t i n g and f e a r 
of popular r i o t i n g and un r e s t came to be such a major concern of the 
P r e f e c t o f the C i t y and h i s subordinates during the fourth century, a 
p e r i o d when Emperors no longer l i v e d a t Rome (and so d i d n e t have to 
f e a r f o r t h e i r p e r s o n a l s a f e t y , when Plebeians were r i o t i n g i n Rome), 
and i n the e a r l y y e a r s of which the P r a e t o r i a n Guard, the only force 
i n Rome capable o f cr u s h i n g popular r i o t s by brute f o r c e , was disbanded. 

The f i r s t chapter d e a l s with the s t a t u s of Rome i n the fourth 
century. I t was no longer the p o l i t i c a l c e n tre of the Empire, but i t 
seems to have been the centre of p a t r i o t i c f e e l i n g more than ever 
b e f o r e , which i s perhaps why Emperors were l e s s harsh to the pleb e i a n s 
when they r i o t e d than to p r o v i n c i a l s , and i s why they took pains to help 
the P r e f e c t of the C i t y i n d e a l i n g with p l e b e i a n grievances. 

Chapter 2 d e a l s w i t h the discomforts of l i v i n g i n Rome, and s u b s i s t i n g 
there on the one hand, and the compensations, the bread and c i r c u s e s , on 
the other. 

The t h i r d chapter d e a l s with the causes of disturbances a t Rome, and 
how t y p i c a l o f the metropolises of the Empire (Rome, Alexandria, Antioch, 
Carthage and Constantinople) were the causes of r i o t s , and t h e i r l e v e l of 
v i o l e n c e . Fourth century Rome i s a l s o compared to Rome i n the Severan 
p e r i o d to see how much or l i t t l e i t had changed. 

Chapter 4 concerns the sh o r t term s o l u t i o n s to di s t u r b a n c e s , t h a t i s 
the immediate options a v a i l a b l e t o and adopted by the a u t h o r i t i e s once 
the d i s t u r b a n c e had s t a r t e d . 

Chapter 5 d e a l s with the laws passed by Emperors to ensure t h a t the 
people got t h e i r bread and c i r c u s e s , and with other areas i n which 
Emperors concerned themselves, such as the p r o v i s i o n of a rudimentary 
h e a l t h s e r v i c e . 
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CHAPTER 1 

1) I n t r o d u c t i o n and Sources 

"And as I t h i n k i t l i k e l y t h a t some who l i v e overseas and 
happen t o r e a d t h i s ( i f anyone w i l l ) may wonder why, when
ev e r my n a r r a t i v e t x i r n s t o what was happening a t Rome, he 
hears o f n o t h i n g b u t p u b l i c d i s t u r b a n c e s , b a r s and o t h e r 
mean t h i n g s o f a s i m i l a r n a t u r e , I w i l l b r i e f l y and con
c i s e l y t o u c h on t h e causes, nowhere d i v e r g i n g f r o m t h e 
t r u t h d e l i b e r a t e l y . " 

Ammianus M a r c e l l i n u s ^ 
XIV. 6 . 2 . 

"Thus, h a v i n g bowed t h e p r o u d necks o f t h e savage r a c e s , 
and l a i d down t h e la w s , t h e e t e r n a l f o u n d a t i o n s and mooring 
ropes o f l i b e r t y , t h e v e n e r a b l e c i t y , l i k e a w i s e , w e a l t h y , 
and f r u g a l p a r e n t , has g i v e n her p a t r i m o n i a l r i g h t s t o t h e 
c a r e o f t h e Caesars as i f t o her c h i l d r e n . And a l t h o u g h 
t h e t r i b a l assembly i s i n a c t i v e , t h e c e n t u r i a t e assembly 
p a c i f i e d , and e l e c t o r a l r i v a l r i e s gone now, and i n t h e i r 
p l a c e t h e peace o f Numa's r e i g n i s r e s t o r e d , y e t she i s 
ac c e p t e d as m i s t r e s s and queen i n a l l t h e lan d s and on a l l 
s h o r e s , and i n a l l p l a c e s t h e w h i t e h a i r s and a u t h o r i t y o f 
t h e s e n a t o r s a r e r e v e r e d , t h e name o f t h e Roman People 
r e s p e c t e d and honoured." 

2 
Ammianus M a r c e l l i n u s 
XIV. 6 . 5 - 6 . 

These two passages by Ammianus M a r c e l l i n u s (a Greek f r o m 

A n t i o c h who s e t t l e d i n Rome a f t e r a m i l i t a r y c a r e e r and who c o n s i d e r e d 

h i m s e l f so much a Roman t h a t he w r o t e h i s h i s t o r y i n L a t i n t a k i n g up 

where T a c i t u s l e f t o f f ) i l l u s t r a t e t h e a t t i t u d e t o t h e c i t y o f Rome and 

i t s i n h a b i t a n t s h e l d by members o f t h e upper c l a s s e s . T h i s t h e s i s i s 

i n t e n d e d t o s t u d y t h e p u b l i c d i s t u r b a n c e s mentioned i n t h e f i r s t pass

age and how t h e y a f f e c t e d t h e responses o f th o s e r e s p o n s i b l e f o r law and 

o r d e r among t h e seven h i l l s . The second passage i s i m p o r t a n t i n showing 

one o f t h e f a c t o r s t h a t shaped t h o s e responses t o p u b l i c d i s t u r b a n c e s . 

The two passages i n d i c a t e t h a t one person might h o l d two 

d i f f e r e n t views o f t h e c i t y and i t s p e o p l e and i t would seem w o r t h w h i l e 

t h e r e f o r e t o c o n s i d e r t h e r e l i a b i l i t y o f Ammianus and o t h e r p r i m a r y sources 

f o r t h e f o u r t h c e n t u r y A.D. t h a t c o v e r e v e n t s i n Rome. 

Ammianus M a r c e l l i n u s s e r v e d i n t h e Roman Army as a ' P r o t e c t o r ' , 



a s o r t o f o f f i c e r c a d e t a t t a c h e d t o t h e s t a f f o f a g e n e r a l o r o f t h e 

Enperor h i m s e l f ( i n Aimnianus' case i t was a l e a d i n g g e n e r a l c a l l e d 

U r s i c i n u s ) . ' P r o t e c t o r s ' came f r o m two a r e a s . On t h e one hand t h e r e 

were t h e non-commissioned o f f i c e r s who had r i s e n f r o m t h e r a n k s , and on 

t h e o t h e r t h e r e were t h o s e p e o p l e who had bought themselves i n t o t h e Army 

a t t h a t l e v e l ; Ammianus would have been one o f t h e l a t t e r . R e t i r i n g 

f r o m t h e Army a t t h i s r a n k Ammianus would have been o f f a i r l y h i g h rank 

i n I m p e r i a l s o c i e t y , and he would have had c o n t a c t s a f C o u r t . However, 

i n t h e f o u r t h c e n t u r y t h e I m p e r i a l c o u r t and s e n a t o r i a l s o c i e t y were n o t 

v e r y c l o s e ( a l t h o u g h o f course h i g h i m p e r i a l o f f i c i a l s would t e n d t o 

a c h i e v e s e n a t o r i a l r a n k ) and i t i s n o t c e r t a i n t h a t Ammianus had c l o s e 

c o n n e c t i o n s w i t h l e a d i n g s e n a t o r i a l c i r c l e s when he s e t t l e d a t Rome. T h i s 

c o u l d be i m p o r t a n t i n gau g i n g whether t h e two s a t i r i c a l passages a t t a c k i n g 

t h e r i c h and poor o f Rome a l i k e (Book XIV c h a p t e r 6 , and Book X X V I I I 

c h a p t e r 4 ) a r e s e r i o u s o r n o t . 

There i s a l e t t e r o f L i b a n i u s t o a M a r c e l l i n u s " ^ which mentions 

t h a t M a r c e l l i n u s ' h i s t o r y i s b e i n g w e l l r e c e i v e d a t Rome, b u t even i f t h i s 

i s Ammianus, w h i c h i s p r o b a b l e as b o t h he and L i b a n i u s were A n t i o c h e n e s , 

t h i s does n o t n e c e s s a r i l y mean t h a t Aimnianus was m i x i n g i n s e n a t o r i a l 

c i r c l e s , s i n c e L i b a n i u s was a b o r n H e l l e n i s t who d i s a p p r o v e d o f Greeks 

l e a r n i n g L a t i n f o r s e l f - a d v a n c e m e n t , and whose f r i e n d s were f o r t h e most 

p a r t E a s t e r n e r s , n o t l e a d i n g Romans. A l t h o u g h t h e s a t i r i c a l passages c o u l d 

s u g g e s t someone, f r u s t r a t e d a t t r y i n g t o e n t e r h i g h s o c i e t y and f a i l i n g , 

v e n t i n g h i s m a l i c e , t h e r e a r e i n d i c a t i o n s even i n t h e s a t i r e t h a t Ammianus 

i s n o t e n t i r e l y s e r i o u s . A t one p o i n t he c l a i m s t h a t t h e Roman a r i s t o c r a t 

keeps h i s l i b r a r y l o c k e d (a l u d i c r o u s charge t o make a g a i n s t t h e l i t e r a r y 

c i r c l e o f Symmachus) and reads n o t h i n g b u t J u v e n a l ( t h e s a t i r i s t ) and 
4 

M a r i u s Maximus(a w r i t e r o f s c u r r i l o u s b i o g r a p h i e s i n t h e e a r l y t h i r d c e n t u r y ) . 

I f t h e Roman n o b i e s e n j o y e d s a t i r e and s c a n d a l , u s i n g s a t i r e as a weapon would 

have been a poor weapon t o a t t a c k them w i t h , and so i t seems u n l i k e l y t h a t 

Ammianus was b i t t e r i n h i s s a t i r e , b u t was f o n d l y mocking them r a t h e r f o r 



t h e i r entertainment. I f he i s not b i t t e r i n h i s a t t a c k on the nobles, 

then i t i s u n l i k e l y t h a t h i s a t t a c k on the p l e b e i a n s i s any more s e r i o u s ; 

h i s p i c t u r e of them should be taken with a pinch of s a l t . 

The two passages a t the beginning of t h i s chapter i l l u s t r a t e 

Ammianus' dilemma and the c h i e f reason f o r t h a t dilemma. His dilemma 

was t h a t although he wanted to w r i t e a h i s t o r y c e n t r e d on Rome, the c i t y 

was no longer the p o l i t i c a l h e a r t of the Empire, s i n c e the c a p i t a l was 

wherever the Emperor was. Consequently he complains of the l a c k of any

t h i n g worthy to r e p o r t i n the a f f a i r s of the c i t y i n the f i r s t passage. 

The second passage shows why he wanted to f o l l o w Roman l i t e r a r y t r a d i t i o n 

by c e n t r i n g h i s h i s t o r y on Rome: he was probeijly more Roman than the 

Romans themselves. 

Given t h a t he had to turn h i s a t t e n t i o n to Rome, he tended to 

r e p o r t popular d i s t u r b a n c e s and other t h i n g s to the detriment of the 

p l e b e i a n s ' r e p u t a t i o n not n e c e s s a r i l y because he wished i l l of them but 

r a t h e r because, f o l l o w i n g t r a d i t i o n (and a l s o as a modern newspaper tends 

to p r i n t bad news because good news i s u s u a l l y l e s s i n t e r e s t i n g ) , he wished 

o n l y to r e c o r d t h i n g s of moment. . As a s e c u l a r h i s t o r i a n of the a n c i e n t 

world he does not s e t out to h i g h l i g h t s o c i a l changes such as the growth 

of C h r i s t i a n i t y among the people of the c i t y but only events. Therefore 

when the p l e b s i s behaving i t s e l f , which i s presumably the norm, there 

i s nothing to r e p o r t except when an Emperor v i s i t s the c i t y or some 

p o l i t i c a l c r i s i s chooses to focus i t s e l f on Rome - f o r example the r e v o l t 

o f Nepotianus (an event p r i o r to the s u r v i v i n g books of Ammianus). The 

Senate and People had both l o s t t h e i r i n f l u e n c e on a f f a i r s by the f o u r t h 

c e n t u r y A.D. The Senate as a body could not do much to i n f l u e n c e an absent 

En5>eror and i t s l a s t a c t of independence had been the overthrow of Maximinus 

Thrax i n 238, but i t s members s t i l l had a great d e a l of i n f l u e n c e and were 

capable of r e s i s t i n g the Emperor's w i l l and b r i n g i n g on h i s anger.^ 

The people of Rome had l o s t t h e i r voting r i g h t s under T i b e r i u s , 



4 

but continued to have an i n f l u e n c e through p u b l i c disturbances and through 

t h e i r a cclamations i n the c i r c u s and t h e a t r e s ; thus because the Senate 

was powerless and the P l e b e i a n s made themselves f e l t through p u b l i c d i s t 

urbances Ammianus had l i t t l e e l s e to r e p o r t but ' s e d i t i o n e s ' , and t h e i r 

frequency a s a s u b j e c t f o r h i s Roman d i g r e s s i o n s should not be taken a s 

evidence t h a t r i o t i n g was a constant occupation of the people of Rome. 

The n a r r a t i v e of Ammianus tends to emphasize the negative a s p e c t s 

of the p l e b e i a n s , but what Ammianus may consi d e r to be t h e i r good q u a l i t i e s 

a r e not manifest i n the n a r r a t i v e , and need to be emphasized by him to be 

n o t i c e d . What suggests t h i s i s Ammianus' treatment of Constantius I I i n 

h i s o b i t u a r y of t h a t Emperor. H is n a r r a t i v e has been c o n s t a n t l y showing 

C o n s t a n t i u s ' bad t r a i t s , most notably h i s extreme s u s p i c i o n of everyone and 

the ready e a r he had f o r f l a t t e r e r s , but i n h i s obituary Ammianus f i n d s good 

p o i n t s i n C o n s t a n t i u s ' c h a r a c t e r , such as h i s c h a s t i t y , t h a t do not belong 

i n the n a r r a t i v e of a s e r i o u s h i s t o r i a n , but would f i t w e l l into an i m p e r i a l 

biography. I n f a c t , i n h i s d e s c r i p t i o n of Constantius' v i s i t to Rome he 

p r a i s e s the way t h a t the p l e b e i a n s were n e i t h e r i n s o l e n t nor f o r g e t f u l of 

t h e i r o l d freedom.^ Assuming then t h a t Ammianus reports a l l popular 

d i s t u r b a n c e s (with one or two exceptions, which .I s h a l l r e t u r n to i n a 

moment) and t h a t he has l e f t none out during the quarter of a century the 

s u r v i v i n g books of h i s h i s t o r y cover (A.D. 3 5 3 - 3 7 8 ), h i s a s s e r t i o n t h a t the 

people are c o n s t a n t l y r i o t i n g being exaggerated, h i s h i s t o r y can be used to 

measure the frequency of r i o t s i n the f o u r t h century i n the c i t y of Rome. 

There a r e one or two exceptions to t h i s assumption. He does not record the 

p r e f e c t u r e s of the l a s t f i v e y e a r s h i s h i s t o r y covers with the exception of 

the P r e f e c t u r e of the C i t y of C l a u d i u s , when a flood s t r u c k the c i t y i n 3 7 4 . 

Nor does he f u l l y cover the sequence of r i o t s between C h r i s t i a n f a c t i o n s . 

He seems r a t h e r contemptuous of the C h r i s t i a n s of Rorne.^ 

Of course Ammianus i s not the only source of information on the 

populace of Rome i n the fourth century, and matters p e r t a i n i n g to them, 

e.g. the corn supply. The l e t t e r s of Symmachus are another important primary 
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source f o r t h e p e r i o d , a l t h o u g h t h e o r d i n a r y e p i s t l e s i n Books I t o IX 
a r e l e s s i n f o r m a t i v e t h a n one m i g h t have exp e c t e d o f t h e correspondence 
o f a l e a d i n g Roman Senator. The l e t t e r s a r e f o r m a l , and t e n d t o a l l u d e t o 
e v e n t s r a t h e r t h a n d i r e c t l y m ention them, and t h e y u s u a l l y a v o i d t h e c o n t r o 
v e r s i a l i s s u e s o f t h e day, such as r e l i g i o n . John Matthews has suggested 
t h a t most o f t h e s e l e t t e r s were des i g n e d t o d e v e l o p and m a i n t a i n Symmachus' 
' a m i c i t i a ' w i t h t h e p o l i t i c a l l y and s o c i a l l y i n f l u e n t i a l people o f h i s day, 
be t h e y Roman o r B a r b a r i a n ( e . g . S t i l i c h o ) , Pagan o r C h r i s t i a n (e.g. R u f i n u s , 
o r Ambrose) , and t h a t t h e m a t e r i a l modern h i s t o r i a n s would l i k e t o f i n d i n 
them was c o n s i d e r e d t o o t r i v i a l , o r t o o p e r s o n a l , t o p u t i n such l e t t e r s , 
b e i n g e i t h e r c o n t a i n e d i n a ' b r e v i a r i u m ' o r ' i n d i c u l u m ' acconpanying t h e 
l e t t e r , o r passed on by word o f mouth by t h e b e a r e r o f t h e l e t t e r , i n s t e a d . 

However, "thiSl l e t t e r s do o c c a s i o n a l l y drop some i n f o r m a t i o n , such 

as news t h a t a tenement b l o c k near t h e Forum o f T r a j a n has c o l l a p s e d , 
9 

c a u s i n g a r i o t , i n w h i c h t h e 'vehiculum p u b l i c u m ' (? t h e P r e f e c t ' s c a r r i a g e ) 

was so s e v e r e l y damaged t h a t i t had t o be s o l d f o r use as a p r i v a t e v e h i c l e . 

Sometimes Symmachus expresses concern about t h e p o s s i b i l i t y o f a famine; t h e 

v a l u e o f such s t a t e m e n t s , a p a r t f r o m showing s e n a t o r i a l c o n c e r n , depends t o 

some e x t e n t on t h e d a t i n g o f t h e r e l e v a n t l e t t e r s , b u t O. Seeck's^^ d a t i n g 

seems on t h e whole t o be w e l l reasoned^ \ and so such e x p r e s s i o n s o f concern 

can be used as e v i d e n c e f o r famines i n o r about t h e y e a r s t h e y were w r i t t e n . 

Book X o f t h e l e t t e r s i s m a i n l y composed o f t h e ' R e l a t i o n e s ' , t h e 

l e t t e r s t h a t Symmachus w r o t e t o t h e Emperor i n 384 i n h i s o f f i c i a l c a p a c i t y 

as P r a e f e c t u s U r b i . They a r e much more i n f o r m a t i v e t h a n t h e o t h e r l e t t e r s 

f o r t h a t r e a s o n . They i l l u s t r a t e t h e problems a P r e f e c t o f t h e C i t y some-
12 

t i m e s f a c e d : f o r example t h e f a i l u r e o f t h e A f r i c a n c o r n t o a r r i v e t h a t y e a r , 

o r t h e misdeeds o f P a l a t i n i ' ( i m p e r i a l o f f i c i a l s ) t r y i n g t o p r e v e n t one o f 

t h e i r own k i n d b e i n g b r o u g h t t o j u s t i c e by s e i z i n g a w i t n e s s who was b e i n g 
I 13 

e s c o r t e d by O f f i c i a l e s o f t h e P r e f e c t . One a l s o f i n d s more r e g u l a r d u t i e s , 
14 

such as r e p o r t i n g o f 'Acclamationes' o f t h e p eople , o r t h a n k i n g t h e Emperor 

f o r p r o v i d i n g Games, o r Corn, on b e h a l f o f t h e Senate and P e o p l e o r p a s s i n g 
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16 on p a r t i c u l a r l y d i f f i c u l t l e g a l c a s e s f o r the Emperor to decide upon 

The ' R e l a t i o n e s ' a r e a u t h e n t i c documents as opposed to a work 

of l i t e r a t u r e and are u s e f u l i n the det:ail they provide, and i n showing 

t h a t such and such a problem a r o s e , and t h a t the P r e f e c t of the C i t y 

had such and such a duty to perform, but one a l s o has to be c a r e f u l . I n 

R e l a t i o 3, to take one i n s t a n c e , i t i s i n Symmachus' i n t e r e s t s to p a i n t 

as gloomy a p i c t u r e of the famine i n A f r i c a as he could, though i t may 

w e l l have been t h a t bad, i n order to show t h a t the removal of the A l t a r 

of V i c t o r y from the Senate-House and the adoption of C h r i s t i a n i t y i n 

g e n e r a l has r e s u l t e d i n the withdrawal of the 'pax deorum'. Also, i n 

R e l a t i o 9, where he thanks Theodosius f o r the p r o v i s i o n of Games a t 

i m p e r i a l expense, i t i s h a r d l y l i k e l y t h a t Symmachus would do other than 

emphasise the d e l i g h t of the people a t them; although, given the des

c r i p t i o n of the Plebs i n Ammianus as f a n a t i c a l f o l l o w e r s of c h a r i o t 

r a c i n g , t h e i r d e l i g h t seems h i g h l y l i k e l y . I f the people had not flooded 

out of the c i t y to g r e e t the a r r i v a l of the performers and the equipment 

f o r the Games, Symmachus would merely have s a i d they were d e l i g h t e d , but 

given no c o n c r e t e evidence of t h e i r d e l i g h t . One must a l s o be cautious 

w i t h R e l a t i o 10: Symmachus mentions the g r e a t g r i e f of the c i t y a t the 

death of P r a e t e x t a t u s , but Jerome shows t h a t a t l e a s t one man d i d not 

share t h i s g r i e f a t the death of a prominent pagan noble, even i f every

one was shocked by the news.^^ 

Another important source f o r f o u r t h century Rome i s the 

Theodosian Code, a law code c o n t a i n i n g most of the r e s c r i p t s of l e g i t i 

mate Emperors from the B a t t l e of the M i l v i a n Bridge to the m i d - f i f t h 

c e n t u r y , when i t was p u b l i s h e d i n 446. I t shows what most concerned 

Emperors both during the p e r i o d and a t the time of compilation. I t i s 

reasonable to suppose t h a t the number of laws on a p a r t i c u l a r s u b j e c t 

(such as the requirement f o r sons of bakers to take up t h e i r f a t h e r s ' 

p r o f e s s i o n ) i n c r e a s e d as the e f f e c t i v e n e s s of those laws decreased, and 

t h a t the Code i s a r e f l e c t i o n of what Emperors wanted to happen r a t h e r 
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t h a n o f what t h e :Situ<xtion a c t u a l l y was. 

Lack o f laws on a p a r t i c u l a r s u b j e c t !y\ic.f\.t. edliar" t h e law was 

a success, o r t h a t t h e Emperors would n o t t a k e t h e m a t t e r f u r t h e r 

(because i t was t o o i n s i g n i f i c a n t o r t o o c o n t r o v e r s i a l ) o r t h a t by t h e 

t i m e t h e Theodosian Code was p u b l i s h e d t h e s u b j e c t was no l o n g e r a 

p r o b l e m . Read w i t h t h e c a v e a t s above t h e code i s a u s e f u l g u i de t o what 

problems most concerned t h e Emperors, and how t h e L a t e Empire was supposed 

t o work i n t h e o r y , i f n o t always i n p r a c t i c e . 

The B y z a n t i n e h i s t o r i a n Zosimus, who d u r i n g t h e l a t t e r p a r t o f 

t h e f i f t h c e n t u r y w r o t e a h i s t o r y o f t h e Empire f r o m t h e l a t e t h i r d 

c e n t u r y t o t h e sack o f Rome i n 4 1 0 , o n l y concerns h i m s e l f w i t h t h e c i t y 

i n c o n n e c t i o n w i t h t h e major e v e n t s t h a t happened t h e r e , such as t h e 

r e v o l t s o f Maxentius and l a t e r o f J u l i u s NepotianuSjand C o n s t a n t i n e ' s 
18 

v i s i t t o t h e c i t y f o r h i s " V i c e n n a l i a " , U n f o r t u n a t e l y he i s u n c r i t i c a l 

o f h i s source f o r t h e f o u r t h c e n t u r y , Eunapius, a m i l i t a n t pagan, and 

f o l l o w s him i n d i s t o r t i n g t h e e v e n t s o f C o n s t a n t i n e ' s " V i c e n n a l i a " t o 

suggest t h a t C o n s t a n t i n e o n l y became a C h r i s t i a n t o escape t h e g u i l t 
19 

o f h a v i n g had h i s w i f e , F a u s t a , and son, C r i s p u s , executed. 

He makes l i t t l e comment on t h e p l e b e i a n s o f Rome as a c l a s s , 

a l t h o u g h he i n c l u d e s them among t h o s e g e n e r a l l y h o s t i l e t o C o n s t a n t i n e 

a f t e r t h e e v e n t s o f t h e " V i c e n n a l i a " , and mentions t h a t some o f t h e 

p l e b e i a n s were armed t o r e s i s t t h e f o r c e s o f Nepotianus ( m a i n l y b r i g a n d s 

and v a g r a n t s a c c o r d i n g t o Zosimus) a p p r o a c h i n g Rome. However, h i s account 

o f t h i s e v e n t i s n o t c o r r o b o r a t e d by A u r e l i u s V i c t o r who was p u r s u i n g a 

s e n a t o r i a l c a r e e r a t t h e t i m e o f t h e r e v o l t and who w r o t e a summarised 

h i s t o r y o f Rome i n h i s l a t e r y e a r s . While more l i k e l y t o be r e l i a b l e t h a n 

Zosimus on e v e n t s i n t h e f o u r t h c e n t u r y , V i c t o r ' s h i s t o r y i s n o t s u f f i f ^ 

c i e n t l y d e t a i l e d t o be a major source o f i n f o r m a t i o n on t h e b e h a v i o u r o f 

t h e 'plebs Romana' d u r i n g t h e p e r i o d . 

I m p e r i a l P a n e g y r i c s can be a source o f i n f o r m a t i o n , a l t h o u g h 

t h e y have t o be used w i t h g r e a t c a r e . They do a f t e r a l l r e f l e c t g o v e r n -
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ment propaganda, w i t h a tendency to s t r e s s the Emperor's good, or great, 

deeds, ignore h i s wea;knesses, and exaggerate the e v i l deeds o f any usurper 

he may have vanquished. Nonetheless a d i s t i n c t i o n can be made between 

events t h a t happened, and f a b r i c a t i o n s , i n some c a s e s . Thus i n the Pane-
20 

g y r i c o f Constantine d e l i v e r e d i n 313 ., Maxentius i s accused of 

l e t t i n g the p l e b e i a n s s t a r v e to death (presumably r e f e r r i n g to the r e v o l t 

of Domitius Alexander i n A f r i c a , which r e s u l t e d i n the c u t t i n g of 

Rome's corn s u p p l y ) , and t h i s , as a p u b l i c event which could not have 

escaped people's n o t i c e , can be presumed to have a b a s i s i n f a c t , even i f 

i t i s u n j u s t to put the r e s p o n s i b i l i t y on Maxentius. 'There was a famine' 

i s the unvarnished t r u t h t h a t can be deduced from the panegyric, but the 

propaganda element i s t o be fotind i n the suggestion t h a t Maxentius d i d 

not c a r e about the p l e b e i a n s i n t h e i r a f f l i c t i o n . What Maxentius was 

t h i n k i n g a t the time of the famine i s something t h a t n e i t h e r we nor the 

p a n e g y r i s t can r e a l l y know. The evidence t h a t the pan e g y r i s t uses i s 

Maxentius' f a i l u r e t o r e a c t immediately to the famine, but t h a t evidence 

i s ambiguous, because h i s f a i l u r e to a c t immediately may have been d i c t a t e d 

(and indeed was) by e x t e r n a l events, and t h a t Emperor's own p o s i t i o n ( t h a t 

without A f r i c a Maxentius d i d not have the corn needed to feed Rome, and 

t h a t r a i s i n g an army and a f l e e t to ret a k e A f r i c a , which he was l a t e r able 

to do, would take: t i m e ) . Thus a d i s t i n c t i o n e x i s t s between the p r i v a t e 

motives imputed to a usurper by a p a n e g y r i s t and any p u b l i c deeds or 

misdeeds t h a t a p a n e g y r i s t can dredge up to h i s d i s c r e d i t . The l a t t e r 

may have a b a s i s i n f a c t , and can be used as evidence f o r events, whereas 

the former a re f l i m s y propaganda. P r i v a t e v i c e s a t t r i b u t e d to a usurper 

by a p a n e g y r i s t of h i s conqueror, of the s o r t t h a t the Co n s t a n t i n i a n 
21 

p a n e g y r i s t heaps on Maxentius i n a l a t e r p a r t of the same speech , 

are probably no n - e x i s t e n t , and tended to be the same as those a t t r i b u t e d 

to any t y r a n t ; but anything t h a t a usurper was l i k e l y to have done i n the 

s p o t l i g h t of p u b l i c i t y , i s l i k e l y to be a c c u r a t e , because the audience 

(the I m p e r i a l court) would have heard about i t , and would r e s e n t f a l s e 



a c c u s a t i o n s o f p u b l i c misdeeds done by a u s u r p e r , as an i n s u l t t o t h e i r 

i n t e l l i g e n c e , and because i t would compel them t o s t o p p r e t e n d i n g t h a t 

t h e p a n e g y r i c was t e l l i n g t h e t r u t h , and t o admit t h a t t h e y had been 

a c c e p t i n g propaganda r a t h e r t h a n t h e t r u t h . 

P a n e g y r i c s a l s o have a n o t h e r use. The propaganda i t s e l f can 

show what t h o s e who were l i s t e n i n g t o , o r r e a d i n g , t h e p a n e g y r i c c o n s i d e r e d 

t o be v i r t u e s i n t h e i r monarch, and what t h e y expected o f him. For 
22 

i n s t a n c e a p a n e g y r i c o f Theodosius, o f 389, p r a i s e s t h i s a b s o l u t e 

monarch f o r v i s i t i n g t h e homes o f s e n a t o r s i n t h e manner o f a P r i n c e p s 

d u r i n g h i s v i s i t t o Rome i n 3 8 9 , and moving around t h e c i t y ' c i v i l i q u e 

p r o g r e s s u ' , a l l e g e d l y w i t h o u t a m i l i t a r y e s c o r t . The po e t C l a u d i a n , a 

p r o p a g a n d i s t i f ever t h e r e was one, r e f e r s back t o t h e same v i s i t : 
"...when, f o l l o w i n g a b e t t e r p r e c e d e n t he behaved as a 
c i t i z e n , p u t t i n g a s i d e h i s a u r a o f power, he t r a d e d 
j e s t s w i t h t h e p e o p l e and p u t up w i t h m i l d i n s u l t s , 
and d e i g n e d t o v i s i t t h e homes o f p a t r i c i a n s , h o n o u r i n g 
p r i v a t e t h r e s h h o l d s and i g n o r i n g i m p e r i a l p r o t o c o l . " 

23 

C l a u d i a n , Cons.Hon. V I 

From t h e s e two passages, t o g e t h e r w i t h what Ammianus M a r c e l l i n u s says i n 

a p p r o v a l o f C o n s t a n t i u s I I ' s a l o o f n e s s n o r m a l l y , and h i s l e s s a l o o f 

b e h a v i o u r i n Rome, one can deduce t h a t a s p e c i a l r e l a t i o n s h i p e x i s t e d 
24 

between Emperors and t h e Senate and People o f Rome . More was expected 

o f t h e Emperor i n Rome and t h i s i s u s e f u l i n i n t e r p r e t i n g o t h e r a c t s o f 

Emperors a f f e c t i n g Rome d u r i n g t h a t p e r i o d . 

S t . Jerome, P r u d e n t i u s , and P a u l i n u s o f Nola say l i t t l e about 

t h e p l e b e i a n s o f Rome, b u t where t h e y do mention them t h e y t e n d t o r e g a r d 

them as C h r i s t i a n s , and exemplairy C h r i s t i a n s a t t h a t ; exemplary i n 
25 

c o n t r a s t t o h y p o c r i t i c a l u p p e r - c l a s s C h r i s t i a n s , i n c l u d i n g some o f t h e 
26 

c l e r g y ; C h r i s t i a n i n c o n t r a s t t o t h e i r pagan masters .' Whether t h i s 

a t t i t u d e t o t h e p e o p l e was c o m p l e t e l y h e a r t f e l t ( t hese w r i t e r s hjlirio^ mai/[(i^ 

f r o m w e s t e r n a r i s t o c r a t i c f a m i l i e s ) i s i m p o s s i b l e t o say, b u t , i f i t was 

n o t , t h e y n o n e t h e l e s s p a i d l i p - s e r v i c e t o a d i f f e r e n t view from t h e i r 
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pagan c o n t e m p o r a r i e s i n s u g g e s t i n g t h a t t h e poor were more admi r a b l e 

t h a n t h e r i c h . They each h o l d c o n t r a d i c t o r y views o f Rome. Jerome, 

f o r example, w r o t e a s a t i r i c a l a t t a c k on t h e c l e r g y and r i c h e r members 

o f t h e l a i t y o f t h e chiurch i n Rome, b u t a q u a r t e r o f a c e n t u r y a f t e r h i s 

l a c k o f t a c t had l o s t him t h e p a p a l e l e c t i o n o f 384 and caused h i s 

e x p u l s i o n f r o m t h e c i t y ^ he was s t i l l d i s t r e s s e d t o hear t h a t t h e c i t y 
27 

o f Rome was i n danger o f b a r b a r i a n a t t a c k . P r u d e n t i u s , w h i l e 

d e p l o r i n g t h e paganism o f i t s l e a d i n g c i t i z e n s , and t h e b a r b a r i t y o f 

t h e g l a d i a t o r i a l a r e n a , suggests t h a t Rome's gr e a t n e s s was due t o the 

C h r i s t i a n God, i n t h a t he wished C h r i s t b o r n i n t o a u n i t e d w o r l d , and 
28 

w i s h e d t o use t h e Roman Empire as a b a s i s f o r h i s kingdom on E a r t h 
P a u l i n u s o f Nola sums up h i s a t t i t u d e i n t h e phrase 'Urbs i n p l u r i b u s 

29 

f L l i a S i o n e s t quam f i l i a B a b y l o n i s ' . He a l s o waxes l y r i c a l over 

t h e t h r o n g s o f C h r i s t i a n s a t S t . P e t e r ' s . 

The p o e t C l a u d i a n w r o t e most o f h i s p o e t r y on b e h a l f o f t h e 

regim e o f S t i l i c h o , and i t i s i m p o s s i b l e t o know what h i s p e r s o n a l 

a t t i t u d e t o t h e p e o p l e o f Rome was. He r e f l e c t e d t h e propaganda o f t h e 

regime and was ca p a b l e o f p r a i s i n g c o n t r a d i c t o r y a c t s . Thus i n 400 

C l a u d i a n p r a i s e d S t i l i c h o f o r i n a u g u r a t i n g h i s c o n s u l s h i p w i t h g r e a t 

l a r g e s s e ^ , b u t i n 404 he p r a i s e s t h e Emperor Honorius f o r n o t g i v i n g 

l a r g e s s ^ a v i s i t t o Rome'^^. He must t h e r e f o r e be used i n t h e same way 

as t h e p a n e g y r i c s ; w i t h c a r e . A l s o he can p r o v i d e i n c i d e n t a l d e t a i l o f 

use t o t h e h i s t o r i a n such as t h e p r o v i n c e s f r o m which S t i l i c h o o b t a i n e d 

t h e c o r n needed t o s u p p l y Rome d u r i n g t h e r e v o l t o f G i l d o when t h e 

A f r i c a n c o r n s u p p l y was c u t o f f , namely tJiose o f s o u t h e r n Gaul, espec-
32 

i a l l y t h e a r e a around M a r s e i l l e s 

To t u r n t.o some C h r i s t i a n sources w h i c h cover e v e n t s a t Rome 

as opposed t o t h e , s o c i a l m a t t e r s covered by Jerome, P r u d e n t i u s and 

P a u l i n u s o f Nol a : The ' C o l l e c t i o A v e l l a n a ' , a c o l l e c t i o n o f documents 

c o v e r i n g d i s p u t e s !between C h r i s t i a n s e c t s f r o m t h e . f o u r t h c e n t u r y onward, 

i s a v a l u a b l e s o urce o f i n f o r m a t i o n on - r e l i g i o u s d i s p u t e s . The 
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f i r s t two documents i n the c o l l e c t i o n were the work of orthodox extrem

i s t s , iv'ft'';')'I w i l l i n f u t u r e r e f e r t o as r i g o r i s t s . The r i g o r i s t s were 

those who had not compromised i n the face of Cdnstantius I I ' s Arianism, 

and who were i n favour o f excluding those who had compromised from the 

church, or a t the very l e a s t i n s i s t e d on r e b a p t i s i n g them before r e 

a d m i t t i n g them. Taking an a t t i t u d e of 'those who are not f o r us are 

against us' they were n a t u r a l l y a m i n o r i t y . The f i r s t document i s an 

account o f the events surrounding Constantius' e x i l i n g of L i b e r i u s , h i s 

appointment of F e l i x as pope i n L i b e r i u s ' place, the r e t u r n of L i b e r i u s 

due t o popular pressure on Constantius, and the r i o t s a t the papal 

e l e c t i o n s o f 366, t o l d from the r i g o r i s t p o i n t o f view. Although the 

passage shows a bias towards Ursinus, and generally attacks Damasus, i t 

provides a u s e f u l comparison w i t h the account o f the same e l e c t i o n s by 

Ammianus Ma r c e l l i n u s , because events as horrendous as the massacre o f 

160 i n the B a s i l i c a o f L i b e r i u s , committed by the supporters of Damasus, 

could not have been invented by a propagandist. 

The second document i s a p e t i t i o n addressed t o V a l e n t i n i a n I I 

and h i s co-Emperors i n the 380's by two p r i e s t s who had been e x i l e d from 

Rome f o r supporting; Ursinus (the Emperors from V a l e n t i n i a n I onward 

regarded the Ursinians as a t h r e a t t o p u b l i c order i f they were i n Rome 

i t s e l f , but were f a i r l y t o l e r a n t towards them i f they remained i n the 

provinces) , and i t attempts t o prove t h a t those who have persecuted those 

of the 'true f a i t h ' ( t h a t i s , the Ursinians and other r i g o r i s t s ) are 

l i a b l e t o be punished by God, c i t i n g examples such as Arius the heresiarch, 

and bishop Hosius, Who i s classed w i t h Damasus as a ' Praevaricator' (a 

compromiser). Documents 3 t o 13 are p a r t i c u l a r l y i n t e r e s t i n g , 

i n t h a t they are l e t t e r s from the Emperors t o Prefects and V i c a r i i of 

Rome, a l l but one o f which concern I m p e r i a l p o l i c y w i t h regard t o Ursinus 

and h i s f o l l o w e r s , and the t h r e a t they represent t o p u b l i c order i n Rome. 
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The remaining document (document 3) concerns the re c o n s t r u c t i o n of the 

b a s i l i c a o f St, Paul's-Without-the-Walls, and i s addressed t o Symmachus' 

predecessor as Praefectus Urbi', and document 4 r e f e r s t o an 'Acclamatio' 

d e l i v e r e d soon a f t e r the e l e c t i o n o f Damasus' successor, S i r i c i u s , i n 

which the people c a l l e d Ursinus 'improbum'. Two other documents of 

relevance t o r e l i g i o u s disputes i n the c i t y i n the Fourth Century t h a t 

appear i n the ' c o l l e c t i o Avellana are l e t t e r s of the usurper Magnus 

Maximus, one t o V a l e n t i n i a n I I on the subject of Arians and Manicheans, 

the other addressed t o Pope S i r i c i u s (documents 39 and 40) . I n t h a t the 

' C o l l e c t i o Avellana' consists of documentary evidence f o r r e l i g i o u s 

r i o t s (although one or two documents show the bias of t h e i r authors) i n 

Rome, i t i s one o f the most important sources f o r t h i s t h e s i s a f t e r 

Ammianus. 

Lactantius i n h i s 'De Mortibus Persecutorum' only covers the 

p e r i o d up t o the ̂ Edict o f M i l a n ' i n 313 and the death of Maximin I I i n 

314 but i s a u s e f u l source on the r e v o l t of Maxentius. Lactantius was 

adm i t t e d l y t r y i n g t o prove the p o i n t t h a t those pagan Emperors who 

persecuted C h r i s t i a n s met e a r l y and/or h o r r i b l e deaths, but he i s other

wise f a i r l y unbiased t o those he does not hold responsible, f o r the 

persecutions, i n c l u d i n g Maxentius. He was w r i t i n g j u s t a f t e r the time 

of these events, and 'De Mortibus Persecutorum' does not attack Maxentius 

as a t y r a n t . Constantinian propaganda had e v i d e n t l y not yet blackened 

Maxentius' character, or Lactantius was s u f f i c i e n t l y independent not t o 

f o l l o w i t . Whichever i s the case Lactantius gives a good account of the 

r e v o l t , mentioning t h a t the plebeians supported the Praetorians i n 

p l a c i n g Maxentius on the throne because Galerius, or his co-Augustus, 

Severus, had t r i e d t o include the people of Rome i n the census t o make 
34 

them l i a b l e t o t a x a t i o n . He f a i l s t o mention the r e v o l t of Alexander 

i n A f r i c a , but t h a t may be because i t was unconnected ( i n h i s view) w i t h 

Maxentius' r e l a t i o n s w i t h Galerius and the other l e g i t i m a t e Emperors. 



13 I n t h a t t h i s accoiint does not agree w i t h the Constantinian view of Maxentius, 
i t i s probably the most r e l i a b l e account of Maxentius' reign t h a t e x i s t s . 

The Constantinian view of Maxentius i s most apparent i n the 

panegyrics and i n the work of Eusebius. His 'Church History' mainly 

con s i s t s of quotations from documents and l e t t e r s , a t least f o r the 

f o u r t h century p a r t of i t , and i s f a i r l y n e u t r a l , but his so c a l l e d 

" L i f e " o f Constantine i s very biased i n favour o f Constantine, and 

against those w i t h whom Constantine came i n t o c o n f l i c t . I t i s from th. fel 

C hurcin H / s i ' o r i j ' h O i ^ i l / a r t h a t one learns t h a t Maxentius had t o 

t u r n the Praetorians onto the people during a famine r i o t . ^ ^ He also 

claims t h a t Maxentius' t o l e r a t i o n o f C h r i s t i a n i t y a t the s t a r t of h i s 

r e i g n was a charade, although, i f the e x i l i n g o f two popes and a f a c t i o n 

leader (a C h r i s t i a n f a c t i o n , not a Circus f a c t i o n ) was intended as 

persecution, s u r e l y Lactantius would have regarded Maxentius as one of 

the Persecutors^^. 

2) Rome i n the Fourth Century Empire 

As was mentioned e a r l i e r i n the chapter, f o u r t h century Rome 

was a r a t h e r p o l i t i c a l backwater i n the Empire as a whole: the Emperor 

r a r e l y resided t h e r e , and so there was no motive of se l f - p r e s e r v a t i o n 

i n i m p e r i a l concern f o r the t r a n q u i l l i t y of the Eternal C i t y . As the 

seat of a powerless.Senate the c i t y was s t i l l p o l i t i c a l l y i n s i g n i f i c a n t 

(because of t h a t powerlessness!) and on those grounds could have been 

ignored by the Emperor with o u t too much hazard. As i t was, great pains 

were taken by the I m p e r i a l Court' t o ensure t h a t the ' seditiones' of the 

people d i d not become too frequent or get out o f hand; why? The second 

Ammianus passage a t the s t a r t o f the chapter may h i n t a t the reason: the 

impact of the C i t y o f Rome on the Empire and i t s people i n the f o u r t h 

century by v i r t u e o f i t s immense p r e s t i g e (as shown i n the Ammianus 

passage) and i t s phy! 

i n the Ancient World; 

This chapt 

'sical impact as the l a r g e s t , by f a r the l a r g e s t , c i t y 

er w i l l look a t the c i t y both as the Empire's source 
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of p a t r i o t i s m , and as a c i t y t h a t could stun even Emperors by t h i s 

p h y s i c a l impact as the l a r g e s t and most lODnumental c i t y i n the Greco-

Roman world. 

The s p e c i a l s t a t u s o f Rome may also help t o explain why 

Emperors d i d riot j u s t send troops t o Rome t o crush the plebeians when 

they got out of hand. Although there was the c o n t r i b u t o r y f a c t o r t h a t 

by the f o u r t h century there were few regular troops i n the area round 

Rome t o send i n , because the Army could not a f f o r d t o waste troops on 

Rome t h a t were more u s e f u l f i g h t i n g the Barbarians, the Public Relations 

f a c t o r would have been the decisive one. I t would not do an Eniperor's 

record any good t o have the blood o f i n h a b i t a n t s of Rome on h i s hand. 

Other p a r t s of the Empire were not so s e n s i t i v e . Thus 

Theodosius ordered:the people o f Thessalonica massacred because they 

had lynched the l o c a l army commander; but as f o r Rome, Ambrose, complain

i n g t h a t Theodosius had punished the people of Callinicum f o r burning 

down the town synagogue, o r d e r i n g them t o r e p a i r the damage, t r i e d t o 

reproach Theodosius w i t h a l l the homes of C i t y Prefects burnt down by 

mobs, i n t h a t Emperors had not punished the people of Rome, and y e t were 

prepared t o punish p r o v i n c i a l s f o r things l i k e the Callinicum i n c i d e n t . 

The f a c t t h a t the i n j u r e d p a r t i e s a t Call i n i c u m were not even C h r i s t i a n 

commoners, w h i l e the C i t y Prefects, even i f some were pagans, were 

appointees o f the Emperor, was supposed t o strengthen Ambrose's argument, 

but i t also shows t h a t whereas he might order the massacre of p r o v i n c i a l s 

f o r a t t a c k i n g I m p e r i a l appointees (the gar r i s o n commander of Thessalonica 

f o r example) , he would not be as ready t o punish the Roman mob f o r the 

same t h i n g ( a t t a c k i n g C i t y Prefects f o r example)."^^ 

I t i s also notable t h a t Maxentius, the l a s t Emperor t o reside 

i n Rome, who turned troops on the people during a com r i o t , never seems 
38 

t o have recovered h i s i n i t i a l p o p u l a r i t y , being merely t o l e r a t e d u n t i l 

Constantine defeated him, and Constantinian propagandists made use of h i s 

massacre of plebeians i n t h e i r campaign of character assassination a f t e r 
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hi s death. 

The c i t y o f Rome's preeminence i n the Empire of the f o u r t h 

century r e s t e d on two t h i n g s ; her p h y s i c a l grandeur and the f a c t t h a t she 

was the focus of p a t r i o t i c f e e l i n g , even though she was no longer the 

centre o f government, and such reverence shows i n the Ammianus passage 

a t the beginning o f t h i s chapter (A.M. XIV.6. 5-6). As some of t h i s 

reverence, no doubt, derives from the c i t y ' s p h y s i c a l grandeur, i t 

seems ap p r o p r i a t e t o deal w i t h t h a t f i r s t . 

I n the l a s t t h i r d o f the t h i r d century, Rome had acquired a 
40 

new set of Walls, the A u r e l i a n Wall, which was about 12 miles i n length , 

and surrounded an area of approximately e i g h t square miles. I t protected 

the whole o f the Augustan C i t y of Fourteen Regions, t a k i n g i n the large 

p a r t o f the c i t y t h a t had grown up outside the Republican Wall since 

the l a s t c e n t u r i e s of the Republic, and a f t e r the Aurelian Wall was 

complete the suburbs ('Continentia') nowhere stretched f u r t h e r than 600 
41 

metres outside the c i t y . The Aurelian Wall was 26 f e e t high, and 12 
42 

f e e t t h i c k , except a t gates and towers, when b u i l t , but a t the s t a r t 

of the f o u r t h century i t was f u r t h e r strengthened by Maxentius, the 

l a s t Emperor t o use Rome as his c a p i t a l ^ l e s s one counts the r e v o l t of 

J u l i u s Nepotianus, a member of the Constantinian dynasty, who t r i e d t o 

seize Rome dur i n g the r e i g n of the usurper Magnentius, but was eliminated 
\43 

by the usurper a f t e r a few days o f bloody r u l e ^ 

Eight square miles may not seem t o us t o be a large area f o r 

a c i t y , but f o r a p r e - i n d u s t r i a l s o c i e t y i t was huge, and no c i t y known 

t o the i n h a b i t a n t s o f the Empire o f the f o u r t h century came anywhere near 

i t i n terms o f size and po p u l a t i o n . 

Comparisons w i t h other metropolises of the Empire w i l l come 

l a t e r , but f i r s t I w i l l deal w i t h the impact t h i s size had on v i s i t i n g 

p r o v i n c i a l s , i n c l u d i n g Emperors. This i s best i l l u s t r a t e d by an i n c i d e n t 

i n the r e i g n of Maxentius. Galerius, the senior Eastern Emperor i n the 

p o s t - D i o c l e t i a n i c Tetrarchy, was leading an army t o take on Maxentius, 
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who had defeated, deposed, and executed, Severus (senior Emperor of the 

West, a f t e r the death o f Constantius I ) , a f t e r having got himself d e c l 

ared Emperor by what s t i l l remained of the Praetorian Guard i n 306; when 

he got t o Rome he found t h a t he had too few men t o mount a siege, and 

because he feared t h a t Maxentius would undermine the l o y a l t y o f h i s 

troops (as he had suc c e s s f u l l y done w i t h Severus' army) i f he waited f o r 

reinforcements before the c i t y w a l l s , he had t o withdraw and r e t u r n 
44 

East i n f r u s t r a t i o n . 

Even i f he had hoped t o make a r a p i d entry i n t o the c i t y 

through a weak p o i n t , Galerius should have been aware t h a t Maxentius 

would strengthen f o r t i f i c a t i o n s , and been prepared f o r a siege. As he 

had spent h i s r e i g n i n the more urbanised Eastern Empire, Galerius 

should have r e a l i s e d t h a t large c i t i e s are d i f f i c u l t t o besiege, and 

brought s u f f i c i e n t manpower w i t h him, but he underestimated, and was 

c l e a r l y not prepared f o r , the size of Rome. The f a c t t h a t , from Severus' 

experience, he knew t h a t w a i t i n g f o r reinforcements would be hazardous, 

suggests t h a t he thought he had brought enough men f o r any e v e n t u a l i t y , 

i n c l u d i n g l a y i n g siege, and t h a t t h e r e f o r e lack o f imagination l e d him 

to b e l i e v e t h a t i t would be as simple t o lay siege t o Rome as t o any other 

c i t y i n the Empire. I f an Emperor, who had seen a f a i r amount of the 

Roman world, i n c l u d i n g Antioch, one o f the three l a r g e s t c i t i e s i n the 

Empire a f t e r Rome (the other two being Alexandria and Carthage) before 

the founding of Constantinople, could be taken by surprise by the size 

of Rome, o r d i n a r y p r o v i n c i a l s must have been even more taken aback on 

f i r s t s i g h t o f the C i t y . 

Nor was i t merely a matter o f geographical area; by the c l o s i n g 

years o f Constantine' s r e i g n (AD337) Rome reached the peak of i t s grandeur 

i n terms of p u b l i c monuments. At t h i s p e r i o d the great C h r i s t i a n b a s i l i c a s 

were r i s i n g up on the o u t s k i r t s of the c i t y , w h i l s t i n the centre of the 

c i t y the monuments of previous eras were s t i l l i n t a c t - the C h r i s t i a n s of 
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Rome had not s t a r t e d a t t a c k i n g them (they were never as f a n a t i c a l as 

the C h r i s t i a n s of the East, and i n any case pagan monuments had the 
45 

p r o t e c t i o n o f Emperors i n some cases) . With so many monumental 

b u i l d i n g s (Baths, Temples, B a s i l i c a s etc.) the area a v a i l a b l e f o r the 

i n h a b i t a n t s o f Rome t o l i v e i n was considerably less than e i g h t square 

m i l e s , and so the o r d i n a r y b u i l d i n g s of the c i t y had spread upward 

instead of outward. 

Therefore, as w e l l as seeing massive p u b l i c b u i l d i n g s , the 

newcomer t o Rome might also be astounded by the size of p r i v a t e b u i l d 

ings. There were two so r t s of b u i l d i n g i n Rome f o r housing, Insulae 

(Apartment Blocks) and Domus ( p r i v a t e houses, us u a l l y only one f l o o r 

i n h e i g h t , and consequently only a f f o r d a b l e by the very r i c h who could 

a f f o r d t o b u i l d so low on s i t e s t h a t must have been a t a high premium) . 

I n f o u r t h century Rome there were 46,602 Insulae t o only 1,797 Domus.'̂ ^ 

How many people were crammed i n t o these Insulae - as t h e i r 

very name suggests, these apartment blocks took up whole c i t y blocks, 

surrounded on a l l sides by s t r e e t s - i s d i f f i c u l t t o say. Estimates of 
47 

the p o p u l a t i o n of the c i t y very d r a m a t i c a l l y from less than 250,000 
48 

t o over one and a h a l f m i l l i o n . A. Chastagnol's estimate f o r the 
49 

p o p u l a t i o n of the c i t y i n the l a t e Empire i s 300,000 t o 350,000 i n 

t o t a l , and these f i g u r e s seem t o me t o be grossly underestimated. They 

r e s t on the assumption t h a t 'Insula' i n the f o u r t h century Regionaries 

means an 'apartment' and not an 'apartment block'.^^ Carcopino showed 

the grave flaws i n such an assumption when he c r i t i c i s e d two e a r l i e r 

scholars f o r making i t (see note 47), and i f Chastagnol i s aware of these 

flaws he must have consciously ignored them, since t o do otherwise would 

mean h i s r e j e c t i o n o f the idea* of D. van Berchem t h a t anyone who could 

prove t h a t t h e i r 'origo' was Rome ( t h a t i s t h a t t h e i r place of b i r t h and 

b r i n g i n g up was Rome) would a u t o m a t i c a l l y receive the corn-dole ( l a t e r 

bread d o l e , e t c . ) , something Chastagnol supports elsewhere^^ i n h i s 
* For discussion of t h i s idea see pp. l26 
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Prefecture Urbaine f\ Rome sous l e bas-empire . 

There are serious d i f f i c u l t i e s attached t o supporting van 

Berchem's theory and these are discussed i n Chapter 5. I f one accepts 

Vein Berchem's theory i t i s necessary t o make very low estimates of the 

p o p u l a t i o n , since a very large p r o p o r t i o n of the population would receive 

corn d i r e c t l y (as opposed t o r e c e i v i n g a share of the corn r a t i o n of the 

member of the f a m i l y who was i n r e c e i p t of the corn or bread-dole.) I f 

one r e j e c t s van Berchem the s i t u a t i o n i s one where a s p e c i f i e d number of 

non-senatorial c i t i z e n s o f Rome are i n r e c e i p t of the corn dole (regard

less of whether they are employed or unemployed), and i f a r e c i p i e n t 

dies or loses h i s r i g h t s t o receive, through leaving Rome t o l i v e e l s e 

where perhaps, h i s dole t i c k e t passes t o someone else who has not u n t i l 

then been a r e c i p i e n t . The t i c k e t can e i t h e r be bequeathed or be 

assigned by the o f f i c i a l s concerned w i t h the r e g i s t e r of d o l e - r e c i p i e n t s 

t o anyone e l i g i b l e f o r the com dole but not i n r e c e i p t of i t . Both men 

and women can be chosen t o receive the corn/bread dole, but they have t o 

be n a t i v e t o the c i t y , and they do not receive i t automatically. Children 

could also receive i t , because of Trajan's 'alimenta'-type schemes. Van 

Berchem's e r r o r i s i n assuming t h a t a l l those w i t h 'origo' a t Rome were 

i n r e c e i p t o f the food doles (see Chapter 5 ) . 

I f one does not make low estimates when accepting van Berchem, 

one has t o suppose t h a t a m i l l i o n people were r e c e i v i n g the Corn Dole i n 

the e a r l y Empire, when the evidence suggests t h a t only 150,000 received 
52 

i t under Caesar and Augustus, w i t h a peak of 200,000 being reached by 

Septim±B Severus' time.^"^ Since the f o u r t h century Regionaries suggest 

a high p o p u l a t i o n f o r Rome, i t i s necessary t o assume t h a t there were, 

despite the evidence of numbers o f r e c i p i e n t s ( i n the e a r l y f i f t h century, 
nine years a f t e r A l a r i c ' s sack of Rome, 120,000 people were r e c e i v i n g the 

54 

bread d o l e ) , n e a r l y a m i l l i o n r e c i p i e n t s (the A l a r i c siege d i d not wipe 

out nine tenths of the c i t i z e n s , and the impact was greater on the morale 

of the Empire than on the population of the c i t y , * so the 120,000 does not 
•though there was some decline i n population i n any case 
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support van Berchem coupled w i t h a high estimate of the population i n the 

mid-fourth c e n t u r y ) , or r e j e c t van Berchem's theory. 

I f one r e j e c t s van Berchem's idea, and assumes an average of 

three dependents on every r e c i p i e n t , even the 120,000 r e c i p i e n t s of the 

bread dole o f 419 become 480,000 people to whom must be added the house

holds of s e n a t o r i a l f a m i l i e s , who were not e l i g i b l e f o r the food doles, 

and the 'peregrini' (people from other parts of the Empire resi d e n t a t 

Rome, a s i g n i f i c a n t enough m i n o r i t y t h a t people demanded t h e i r expulsion 

i n times of famine). This probably gives a f i g u r e of a t l e a s t 600,000, 

and before the siege of A l a r i c t h a t f i g u r e would probably have been 

l a r g e r . 

Even 600,000 i s nearly twice the population of any of the next 

l a r g e s t c i t i e s o f the Empire a t the s t a r t of the f o u r t h century (but 

Constantinople was w e l l on the way t o c l o s i n g the gap between Rome and 

i t s e l f by 419).^^ Rome t h e r e f o r e was extremely crowded, i n the f o u r t h 

century. As was s a i d e a r l i e r , the need t o accommodate a l l those people 

meant t h a t the Romans had t o b u i l d high even f o r t h e i r p r i v a t e b u i l d i n g s . 

Rome would have been q u i t e a s i g h t without her p u b l i c b u i l d i n g s , but i t 

i s over her p u b l i c b u i l d i n g s t h a t w r i t e r s of the f o u r t h century waxed 

l y r i c a l . For example, Ammianus Marcellinus i n h i s d e s c r i p t i o n of 

Constantius I I ' s v i s i t t o Rome i n 357 enthuses over the s i g h t s of the 

c i t y : 

"Therefore having entered Rome, the seat of empire and home 
of a l l the v i r t u e s , when.Constantius came t o the Rostra, the 
famous forum of ancient power, he was astonished, and dazzled 
by the density of wonders wherever he turned h i s eyes... 

Then among the heights of the seven h i l l s surveying the p a r t s 
of the c i t y and suburbs l a i d out over the slopes and v a l l e y s , 
whatever he saw f i r s t he hoped i t would stand out above a l l 
others: the shrine of Tarpeian Jove which stands out as things 
d i v i n e stand out over things e a r t h l y ; baths constructed t o the 
measure o f provinces; the s o l i d bulk of the amphitheatre of 
T i b u r t i n e stone; the top of which human s i g h t can scarcely 
d i s c e r n ; the Pantheon l i k e a rounded c i t y d i s t r i c t , v aulted 
over i n l o f t y beauty; the l o f t y columns w i t h platforms one 
can climb t o t h a t c arry images of e a r l i e r Emperors; and the 
Temple of the C i t y , the Forum of Peace, the Theatre of Pompey, 
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the Odeon and the Stadium and the other jewels of the 
e t e r n a l c i t y . But when he came t o the Forum of Trajan, 
the only complex of i t s k i n d i n the world, so I b e l i e v e , 
even admirable i n the s i g h t o f the gods he could not 
move f o r awe." 

(A.M. XVI.10. 13-5.)^^ 

The Ammianus passage i s supposed t o i l l u s t r a t e the p h y s i c a l 

e f f e c t of Rome on an Emperor who had spent a f a i r amount of his reign 

i n Antioch and Constantinople, although i t probably says more about 

the impact the c i t y made on Ammianus, himself from Antioch. However, 

the anecdote about Constantius wanting a copy of the equestrian statue 

of Trajan, which comes i n the t e x t soon a f t e r the passage quoted above, 

would suggest Constantius himself was not unimpressed by Rome.^^ Another 

p r o v i n c i a l impressed by Rome and i t s monuments i s the anonymous author 

o f the 'Expositio Totius Mundi': 

'...The most eminent, greatest and r o y a l c i t y whose name 
i s a byeword f o r v i r t u e , which i s c a l l e d 'Roma';... 
and so i t i s the g r e a t e s t and most adorned w i t h d i v i n e 
b u i l d i n g s ; f o r every Emperor past and present has chosen 
t o b u i l d something t h e r e , and i n d i v i d u a l l y has made something 
i n h i s name. 

For i f you wish t o r e c a l l Antoni(n)us you w i l l f i n d 
innumerable Monuments; so also there i s the Forum of Trajan, 
which has a monumental b a s i l i c a , i s named a f t e r t h a t Emperor. 
But there are also w e l l placed and r i c h l y decorated circuses." 

58 

E.T.M. LV 

Rome i n the f o u r t h century had a l a r g e r monumental centre than any other 

of the time. As the passage above mentions, many Emperors had provided 

monumental b u i l d i n g s f o r the Empire's c a p i t a l c i t y from Augustus through 

Nero, the F l a v i a n s , T r a j a n , Hadrian and the Severans, t o D i o c l e t i a n , and 

t h i s t r a d i t i o n was continued i n the f o u r t h century, i f on a less imposing 

scale. D i o c l e t i a n provided Rome w i t h her grandest set of Baths (Thermae), 

and a replacement Senate House, Maxentius w i t h the Temple of Romulus, i n 
59 

the Forum Romanum, and a Circus/Palace/mausoleum j u s t outside the c i t y , 

(The combination of Palace and Circus was i m i t a t e d i n other c a p i t a l c i t i e s 

of the Late Empire, l i k e Thessalonica, and most notably Constantinople -
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see the a r t i c l e c i t e d i n note 59 - and A n t i o c h ) , Constantine w i t h h i s 

arch (though t h a t was provided by decree of the Senate) , a b a s i l i c a (a 

secular v e r s i o n which he took over from Maxentius), and another set of 

baths; and h i s son, Constantius I I , gave the c i t y an o b e l i s k , the 

e r e c t i o n o f which i n the Circus Maximus i s described by Ammianus 

Marcel l i n u s (A.M. XVII . 4 ) . Later Emperors also c o n t r i b u t e d t o the 

monuments o f Rome, f o r example Va l e n t i n i a n I restored one of the c i t y ' s 

b r i d g e s , V a l e n t i n i a n I I b u i l t another one^^ and one or two other 

Emperors erected triumphal arches on the route t o the Vatican. 

Something i s missing from my l i s t o f Im p e r i a l benefactions 

t o Rome i n the f o u r t h century, and t h a t i s mention of t h e i r C h r i s t i a n 

foundations. This i s d e l i b e r a t e , p a r t l y because the main C h r i s t i a n 

b a s i l i c a e rose up on the o u t s k i r t s o f the c i t y , and p a r t l y because they 

were provided by the Emperors through p r i v a t e donations i n the f i r s t 

t h r e e - q u a r t e r s of the Century, u n t i l C h r i s t i a n i t y became the o f f i c i a l 

r e l i g i o n o f the Empire. The b a s i l i c a o f St. Paul outside the Walls, w i t h 

the b u i l d i n g o f which Symmachus had a c o n n e c t i o n w a s thus the f i r s t 

major C h r i s t i a n foundation a t Rome provided by an Emperor i n h i s o f f i c i a l 

c a pacity. A road was even d i v e r t e d t o f a c i l i t a t e i t s construction which 

makes c l e a r the o f f i c i a l , p i i b l i c nature o f the e n t e r p r i s e . 

Even without the i n c l u s i o n of the C h r i s t i a n B a s i l i c a e , the 

monumental zone o f f o u r t h century Rome was enormous, s t r e t c h i n g i n a wide 

band across the c i t y , running from the Circus Maximus, a t the f o o t of the 

Aventine i n the South of the c i t y t o the Campus Martius i n the North, 

w i t h i t s Baths of Agrippa, and the Mausoleum of Augustus, f o r example, 

and s t r e t c h i n g from the Tiber i n the West t o the Baths of D i o c l e t i a n 

(about h a l f way between the Tiber and the Eastern p a r t of the A u r e l i a n 

Wall) i n the East, and t a k i n g up a large p r o p o r t i o n of the c i t y w i t h i n 

the Servian Walls. Constantinople's C h r i s t i a n monuments were t o be found 

i n the c i t y c e n t r e , and she had yet t o be given the number of secular 

monuments t h a t Rome had i n the f o u r t h century. Rome's monumental centre 
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would probably have l e f t no room f o r r e s i d e n t i a l b u i l d i n g s , i f placed 
i n A lexandria, Antioch or Carthage, c e r t a i n l y not enough room f o r the 
populations those c i t i e s supported, but Rome also had monumental b u i l d i n g s 
outside i t s monumental ce n t r e , namely the C h r i s t i a n b a s i l i c a e , the l a r g e s t 
and most s i g n i f i c a n t o f which were St. Peter's, St. John Lateran, and 
St. Paul's outside the Walls. 

I n a d d i t i o n t o these, w i t h the coming of the t o l e r a t i o n of 

C h r i s t i a n i t y , a large number of martyr shrines sprang up throughout the 

c i t y , drawing large numbers of p i l g r i m s t o Rome. Prudentius mentions the 

large number of shrines i n h i s Peristephanon (On the Crowns of 

Martyrdom): 

"Scarcely i s i t known how f u l l of burie d saints 
i s Rome, how the c i t y f l o u r i s h e s r i c h i n holy 
Sepulcres." 

I I . 541 f.^2 

" I n Romulus' c i t y we see the innumerable ashes of 
the S a i n t s , O Va l e r i a n sacred t o C h r i s t . " 

I n h i s Contra Symmachum he also mentions the f a c t t h a t Rome was also 

known f o r the q u a n t i t y of i t s pagan shrines: 

* "And there are as many Temples of the gods a t Rome 
as shrines of heroes may be counted i n the r e s t 
o f the world." 

64 

I . 190-191. 

As w e l l as C h r i s t i a n B a s i l i c a e the o u t s k i r t s o f Rome contained some more 

p r a c t i c a l monuments. For example the aqueducts pierced through the 

suburbs on t h e i r way t o supply the c i t y centre (near the c i t y , on the 

Via L a t i n a three aqueducts crossed, the Aqua Marcia i n t e r s e c t i n g the 

combined Aqua Claudia and Anio Novus i n a loop, an ancient Spaghetti 

J u n c t i o n , i . I - sig h t s l i k e t h a t would t e l l the person 
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t r a v e l l i n g t o Rome f o r the f i r s t time t h a t he was nearing the c i t y where 

a l l roads lead to) , and down the roads leading out of the c i t y , e s p e c i a l l y 

the Via Appia, were the tombs o f a c i t y more than a miilenium o l d , funerary 

monuments of people of every c l a s s . Fourth century Rome was thus q u i t e 

a grand place t o i n h a b i t (although i t was by no means a comfortable place 

t o l i v e i n - see chapter 2) , and i t s p h y s i c a l impact may have c o n t r i b u t e d 

t o i t s impact as the centre o f the E n t i r e ' s p a t r i o t i s m , and may help t o 

account f o r the concern of the a u t h o r i t i e s t o keep Rome t r a n q u i l and keep 

i t s people happy. 

E a r l i e r i n t h i s chapter I mentioned t h a t Emperors were s e n s i t i v e 

about the way they t r e a t e d the people of Rome, when they caused p u b l i c 

disturbance, and r e f r a i n e d from t r y i n g t o crush them by m i l i t a r y f o r ce. 

This a t t i t u d e had a more p o s i t i v e aspect t h a t manifested i t s e l f when 

Emperors v i s i t e d the c i t y d u ring the f o u r t h century. I n h i s account of 

Constantius I I ' s v i s i t t o Rome i n 357 Ammianus draws a t t e n t i o n t o 

Constantius' t o l e r a t i o n and even enjoyment of the " d i c a c i t a s p l e b i s " , 

and the f a c t t h a t a t Rome t h i s Emperor d i d not permit contests t o be 

terminated a t h i s own d i s c r e t i o n as he normally d i d i n other c i t i e s : 

"And o f t e n when he was holding c h a r i o t races, he was 
d e l i g h t e d by the repartee of the plebs, who were 
n e i t h e r presumptuous nor d e v i a t i n g from t h e i r o l d "freedom", 
he himself also preserving the r e s t r a i n t required. For he 
d i d not (as he d i d i n other c i t i e s ) a llow the races t o be 
terminated a t h i s convenience, but (as i s the custom) 
allowed them t o run t o t h e i r various outcomes". 

66 

A.M. XVI. 10, 13-14. 

Theodosius, who ordered the massacre of Thessalonica, v i s i t e d the c i t y 

i n 389, and Claudian describes him as a c t u a l l y g i v i n g as good as he got 

from the people. 

D i o c l e t i a n , who had become used t o subservience by the time he 

v i s i t e d Rome f o r h i s V i c e n n a l i a , found the cheekiness of the plebs 

r a t h e r too much and l e f t the c i t y i n a hurr y , but he d i d not t r y t o 

suppress the people of; Rome^^, and r e a l i s e d t h a t the people of Rome had 

t o be given t h e i r head. No Emperor wanted the r e s t o f the Empire to hear 



24 

t h a t t h e i r v i s i t ( s ) to Rome had been marred by t h e i r i n a b i l i t y to mix 

with the o r d i n a r y people of the c i t y . A t r a d i t i o n e x i s t e d t h a t the 

Emperor should behave l i k e a c i t i z e n i n Rome. Thus Pacatus i n h i s 

panegyric on Theodosius, as was mentioned e a r l i e r , p r a i s e s t h i s 

a b s o l u t e monarch f o r p l a y i n g the 'princeps' (the p e r i o d from Augustus to 

the Antonines, when the Emperor was i n theory a c o n s t i t u t i o n a l monarch, 

i s sometimes c a l l e d the P r i n c i p a t e , the p e r i o d afterwards, when the 

Emperor was openly recognised as an o v e r l o r d to a l l , the Dominate), 

on h i s 389 v i s i t to Rome: 

"Because you were i n the Senate House, on the r o s t r a . . . 
how you were a p r i n c e to a l l , a senator to i n d i v i d u a l s , 
so t h a t o f t e n i n a c i v i l i a n p r o c e s s i o n you honoured not 
only p u b l i c b u i l d i n g s but a l s o p r i v a t e houses with your 
s a c r e d f o o t p r i n t s , and wi t h your m i l i t a r y guard put a s i d e 
were s a f e r i n the p r o t e c t i o n of p u b l i c a f f e c t i o n . " 

68 
P a n e g y r i c i L a t i n i I I ( X I I ) 
Pacatus 

Rome and her people were s p e c i a l , as the behaviour of 

v i s i t i n g Emperors showed, and even when not i n Rome, as was seen 

e a r l i e r i n t h i s c h apter, they were more t o l e r a n t of plebeian mis

behaviour i n Rome than i n the r e s t of the Empire. That i s not to say 

t h a t they condoned p i i b l i c d i s o r d e r , but the people of Rome were u s u a l l y 

t r e a t e d more c a r e f u l l y , as the r e s t of t h i s study should show. Valen

t i n i a n I , who had no love f o r the Senate ( t h e r e f o r e removing the motive 

of wi s h i n g to make l i f e more comfortable f o r se n a t o r s , who had to l i v e 

i n the c i t y f o r reasons of s o c i a l p r e s t i g e i f not by l a w ) , expressed 

concern f o r the t r a n q u i l l i t y of Rome i n a l e t t e r w r i t t e n to O l y b r i u s , 

the C i t y P r e f e c t of 368-70: 

"Since nothing can be more p l e a s a n t than abundance or 
peace, and i t i s the h i g h e s t fortune when these two are 
j o i n e d together your s u b l i m i t y w i l l see without doubt 
how welcome your l e t t e r was to us which announced th a t 
those who had confused the most sac r e d law with uproar 
and s e d i t i o n I had been suppressed and the corn supply of 
the common homeland of a l l was gr a d u a l l y s t a r t i n g to 
r e t u r n to i t s former s t a t e . ' 

C o l l e c t i o A v e l l a n a 10.1 '̂ ^ 
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V a l e n t i n i a n ' s language i n d e s c r i b i n g Rome i n t h a t passage i n c i d e n t a l l y 
i n d i c a t e s why Emperors t r e a t e d the people of Rome d i f f e r e n t l y from 
other i n h a b i t a n t s of the Empire. T h i s i s a Danubian soldier-Emperor, 
who p o s s i b l y never v i s i t e d the c i t y i n h i s l i f e , but who regards Rome 
as the 'communis p a t r i a ' ; and the l a t e f o u r t h century usurpers, Eugenius 
and Magnus Maximus, both i s s u e d c o i n s (an important medium of p o l i t i c a l 
propaganda before the advent o f p r i n t i n g ) t h a t mentioned the c i t y or the 
goddess Roma (the p e r s o n i f i c a t i o n of the c i t y which a l s o appears i n 
the v e r s e of C l a u d i a n , f o r example i n the G i l d o , where she pleads with 
J u p i t e r t o save her from her p l i g h t of famine i n f l i c t e d by Gildo c u t t i n g 
o f f the A f r i c a n corn s u p p l y ) . 

Rome's p r e s t i g e as the 'communis omnium p a t r i a ' was out of 

a l l p roportion to her p o l i t i c a l importance i n the fo u r t h century. As 

we have seen, the people had had no say i n the way the Empire was run 

s i n c e the L a t e R e p u b l i c , and the Senate, as a body, had l i t t l e or no 

say f o r almost as long, although both bodies could o c c a s i o n a l l y t i p the 

s c a l e s i f the s i t u a t i o n was r i g h t . For example i t was the plebs who 

caused the downfall of Commodus' f a v o u r i t e , Cleander, i n the l a t e 

second century, a n d ' i t was the Senate t h a t overthrew Maximinus Thrax, 

a f t e r the f a i l u r e of the r e v o l t of the Gordians i n A f r i c a i n 238. 

Senators as i n d i v i d u a l s could make l i f e very d i f f i c u l t for I m p e r i a l 

o f f i c i a l s , by v i r t u e of being powerful patrons who could defy them and 

get away with i t ( u n l e s s the Emperor had the time to reduce t h e i r 

i n f l u e n c e ) , Therefore Emperors might be suspected of concern f o r the 

t r a n q u i l l i t y o f Rome merely because they d i d not want to i r r i t a t e the 

powerful s e n a t o r s l i v i n g t h e r e through patent n e g l e c t , but V a l e n t i n i a n 

I showed concern f o r the t r a n q u i l l i t y of Rome even a t a time when he was 

p e r s e c u t i n g the Senate through the P r a e f e c t u s Annonae, Maximinus, so 

t h a t i t would seem t h a t h i s concern f o r Rome was indeed genuine. 

P a r t of Rome's p r e s t i g e r e s t e d on t r a d i t i o n . Although she was 
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no longer a t t h e , h e a r t of the Empire p o l i t i c a l l y , s i n c e Emperors no 

longer r e s i d e d t h e r e on a r e g u l a r b a s i s , i t was s t i l l the heart of the 

Empire i n p a t r i o t i c terms. The l a s t time t h a t Rome had been sacked had 

been i n 390 B.C. by the Gauls, and the whole of Rome's expansion north

ward can be fundamentally a t t r i b u t e d to a p o l i c y of not l e t t i n g t h a t 

happen again. The sack of Rome i n 410 A.D. by A l a r i c and the Goths was 

thus a t e r r i b l e shock to Roman morale. The a c t u a l sack had l i t t l e 

p h y s i c a l impact, s i n c e A l a r i c l e f t the c i t y a f t e r only three days, but 

i t was a severe shock to morale. The 'urbs v e n e r a b i l i s ' , as Ammianus 

c a l l e d her (see the s t a r t of the c h a p t e r ) , had f a l l e n . 

72 

People had got used to t h i n k i n g of Rome as the E t e r n a l C i t y , 

and to the pagans i t seemed as i f the gods were punishing the Empire 

f o r i t s n e g l e c t of them. The f a c t t h a t Rome was taken l e s s than twenty 

y e a r s a f t e r the o f f i c i a l p r o s c r i p t i o n of paganism added f r e s h f u e l to 

the debate between C h r i s t i a n s and Pagans. Not much of the pagan s i d e 

of the argument s u r v i v e s , but i t was strong, and Augustine f e l t i t 

n e c e s s a r y to w r i t e 22 books of 'The C i t y of God' to counter t h e i r 

arguments and r e a s s u r e C h r i s t i a n s who might have been wondering i f 

perhaps the pagans might not be r i g h t . 

C h r i s t i a n s were shocked,' even Jerome, who had l e f t the c i t y 

i n d i s g u s t twenty-five y e a r s before, l i v i n g i n a monastery i n f a r o f f 

Bethlehem was shocked, 
"then suddenly I heard of the death of Pammachius and 
M a r c e l l a , the s i e g e of the c i t y of Rome, and the ever
l a s t i n g s l e e p of many of our b r o t h e r s and s i s t e r s . I 
was so a f f e c t e d with c o n s t e r n a t i o n a t t h i s news t h a t 
f o r days and n i g h t s I could t h i n k of nothing but the s a f e t y 
of everyone and thought myself a c a p t i v e i n the hands of 
the s a i n t s and I c o u l d t a l k of nothing without f i r s t asking 
f o r more c e r t a i n news while i n my a n x i e t y I hung between 
hope and d e s p a i r and t o r t u r e myself with the woes of o t h e r s . 
A f t e r the b r i g h t e s t l i g h t of a l l the lands has been snuffed 
out, the Roman Empire has become a headless trunk, and, I 
w i l l a s s e r t more t r u l y , i n the f a l l of one c i t y the whole 
world has p e r i s h e d . " 

Jerome I n Hiezechielem 
; Prologus 

73 
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Rome's p r e s t i g e as the 'communis omnium p a t r i a ' i s almost 

c e r t a i n l y the main reason t h a t the a u t h o r i t i e s i n Rome and a t the 

I m p e r i a l Court took such c a r e to see t h a t the people of the c i t y 

should be happy, and the c i t y i t s e l f tranquil', though some of t h a t 

p r e s t i g e arose from Rome's a c t u a l magnificence compared to t h a t of 

other Greco-Roman c i t i e s . 

Whether the Emperor and h i s subordinates a t Rome were 

genuinely motivated i n t h e i r t o l e r a n c e t o , and t h e i r e f f o r t s on be h a l f 

of, the p l e b e i a n s of Rome, by p a t r i o t i s m alone or purely by the l e s s p h i l 

a nthropic purpose of maintaining p e r s o n a l p r e s t i g e i s impossible to 

judge. I n my opinion they were i n f l u e n c e d by both c o n s i d e r a t i o n s . The 

p r o v i s i o n of Games was c e r t a i n l y i n f l u e n c e d by c o n s i d e r a t i o n s of p r e s t i g e , 

whether t h a t of the Emperor h i m s e l f , i f he was the provi d e r , as i n the 

case of the Games t h a t Theodosius c o n t r i b u t e d to during Symmachus' tenure 

of the Urban P r e f e c t u r e , or t h a t of the fam i l y of the holder of Quaes-

t o r i a i ? or P r a e t o r i a n Games, i f a member of t h a t f a m i l y was s t a r t i n g h i s 

S e n a t o r i a l c a r e e r as a Quaestor or Pr a e t o r , as i n the case of Symmachus' 

son. Complaints t h a t the r i c h e r senators were spending too much on Games 

t h a t poorer se n a t o r s could not a f f o r d to put on Games t h a t the people 

would a p p r e c i a t e a l s o i n d i c a t e t h a t i n t h i s d i r e c t i o n a t l e a s t personal 

p r e s t i g e was more a f a c t o r i n the energy with which s e n a t o r i a l f a m i l i e s 
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a p p l i e d themselves to t h e i r t a s k than f e a r or e s t e e m o f the p l e b e i a n s . 

However, the p r o v i s i o n of Games seems to be the only area i n 

which the p o s i t i v e a s p e c t of seeking p r e s t i g e was unaccompanied by the 

neg a t i v e a s p e c t of the same phenomenon, namely the avoidance of l o s s of 

p r e s t i g e . The Urban P r e f e c t u r e was f o r most Senators the summit of t h e i r 

c a r e e r , bestowing g r e a t p r e s t i g e on i t s holder. A P r e f e c t was u n l i k e l y 

to wish the memory of h i s term of o f f i c e to be s u l l i e d by a record of 

popular d i s c o n t e n t , j u s t as an Emperor would not wish to be remembered 

f o r t u r n i n g troops on,the people, and so he would want to avoid need

l e s s l y provoking the populace through u n j u s t a c t i o n s (Lampadius t r i e d 



28 

to r e q u i s i t i o n b u i l d i n g m a t e r i a l s f o r h i s b u i l d i n g p r o j e c t s and a mob 

t r i e d to burn down h i s house and drove him out of the city^^ or through 

negligence; f o r example by f a i l i n g to check t h a t the machinery f o r 

b r i n g i n g corn to Rome, t u r n i n g i t i n t o bread, and d i s t r i b u t i n g i t was 

working p r o p e r l y a p r e f e c t might f a i l to prevent a famine occuring 

u n n e c e s s a r i l y , and thus cause famine r i o t s , or by f a i l i n g to be seen to 

be doing what he could to a l l e v i a t e a famine, he might a l s o cause a 

r i o t , and be r e l i e v e d of the P r e f e c t u r e when the Emperor heard of h i s 

neglig e n c e . I t was thus i n the i n t e r e s t s of the Praefectus Urbi to do 

a l l he could to prevent s i t u a t i o n s t h a t would cause r i o t s , and a l s o i n 

the i n t e r e s t s of h i s subordinates, because as P r e f e c t of the C i t y a 

l e a d i n g senator had immense powers of patronage, and i f a subordinate 

showed hi m s e l f p a r t i c u l a r l y a b l e or incompetent the P r e f e c t would n o t i c e 

and could help or hinder a j u n i o r senator's c a r e e r by drawing him to the 

a t t e n t i o n of the Emperor as worthy or xonworthy of f u r t h e r advancement. 

Thus f e a r could p l a y a r o l e i n motivating the P r e f e c t of the C i t y and 

h i s s u b o r d i n a t e s , whether f e a r f o r l i f e and limb, or merely f e a r of 

l o s i n g f a c e , to ensure t h a t s i t u a t i o n s i n which the people would r i o t 

happened as r a r e l y a s p o s s i b l e ( i f the A f r i c a n corn f a i l e d , or there 

were r i o t s between f a c t i o n s of C h r i s t i a n s , as i n 366, then there was 

l i t t l e the P r e f e c t of the C i t y could do, and he could not be held 

r e s p o n s i b l e f o r the problem, and so would not l o s e p r e s t i g e among h i s 

p e e r s ) . Those were the more p r a c t i c a l c o n s i d e r a t i o n s which i n f l u e n c e d 

the e f f o r t s of the a u t h o r i t i e s , but i t i s u n l i k e l y t h a t senators were 

so c y n i c a l t h a t p a t r i o t i s m d i d not pla y some r o l e i n t h e i r s p e c i a l 

e f f o r t s to look a f t e r the Populus Romanus, and ensure t h a t the reput

a t i o n of the c i t y was s t a i n e d by as few r i o t s as p o s s i b l e , even i f , to 
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judge from Ammianus M a r c e l l i n u s , they were not e n t i r e l y s u c c e s s f u l . 

How they achieved t h e i r aim (or f a i l e d to, and why the people were not 

t r a n q u i l ) , and what e f f o r t s they made to t h a t end - t h a t i s the in^iact of the 

Dopulace on the government of Rome - during the fourth century, w i l l 

emerge i n the f o l l o w i n g c h a p t e r s . 



CHAPTER 2 

The p o s i t i o n of the populace i n Rome 

A. T h e i r Housing 

The o r d i n a r y i n h a b i t a n t s of the c i t y of Rome l i v e d i n 

' I n s u l a e ' , tenement b l o c k s , r a t h e r than i n i n d i v i d u a l houses. An 

' i n s u l a ' , as i t s name suggests, might take up a whole block, being 

surrounded by s t r e e t s on a l l s i d e s . I n height these 'Insulae' would 

have made Rome seem to have more i n common with the modern world's 

c i t i e s than with most other c i t i e s of the a n c i e n t world, and a l l 

c i t i e s of the medieval world. Augustus e s t a b l i s h e d a height l i m i t f o r 

p r i v a t e b u i l d i n g s of s i x t y f e e t , ^ and, with the need to squeeze a 

population estimated by some to have been a m i l l i o n or more^ i n the 

e a r l y Empire (probably l e s s by the fourth century) i n t o an area of 

e i g h t square m i l e s , of which some p a r t s were occupied by the c i t y ' s 

monuments,"^ i t i s l i k e l y t h a t p r o p r i e t o r s of i n s u l a e would have tended 

to b u i l d them r i g h t up t o the l e g a l maximum height - p o s s i b l y above. 
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The f l o o r s w i t h i n the I n s u l a were d i v i d e d i n t o f l a t s ( c e n a c u l a ) , 

though the ground f l o o r u s u a l l y c o n s i s t e d of shops, or was rented out as 

a s i n g l e u n i t , i n which case t h a t f l o o r was c a l l e d a domus. There were 

a l s o f r e e standing 'domus', but because of the p r e s s u r e on space these 

were few and extremely expensive.^ 

However, t h a t i s where the s i m i l a r i t y with the high b u i l d i n g s 

of modern c i t i e s ends, because the i n h a b i t a n t s of the ' I n s u l a ' d i d not 

enjoy a l l p r e s e n t day a m e n i t i e s , or even, i n the case of the poor who 

occupied the upper s t o r e y s , a l l a n c i e n t Roman conveniences such as d r a i n s 

and piped water. The chimney would not be invented f o r a thousand years 

y e t i n our p e r i o d , and because the ' I n s u l a ' was a m u l t i - s t o r e y b u i l d i n g , 

i t was impossible to have a hole i n the roof of any f l a t , through which 

the smoke of an open f i r e could escape. Roman c e n t r a l heating was l i m i t e d 

to the ground f l o o r and then only to s i n g l e rooms used for s p e c i a l purposes, 

l i k e the caldarium (hot room) i n a s u i t e of baths. There was thus no way 

29 
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t h a t the i n h a b i t a n t s of the upper f l o o r s , and often the ground f l o o r , 

e s p e c i a l l y i f t h a t c o n s i s t e d of shops, could warm themselves, except 

with a b r a z i e r which could not give o f f much heat.^ 

The c o l d c o n d i t i o n s i n which the occupants of an ' I n s u l a ' 

l i v e d were probably made worse by the l a c k of g l a s s i n any but the 

r i c h e s t of homes.^ T h i s meant t h a t the i n h a b i t a n t of a 'cenaculum' 

must e i t h e r f r e e z e to death or put some hanging c l o t h of s k i n up to 

keep out the wind and the r a i n . T h i s l a t t e r option had two unfortunate 

s i d e e f f e c t s . F i r s t i t made the room dark and dingy, and secondly i t 

blocked the escape of fumes from the oven and/or b r a z i e r . 

S a n i t a r y c o n d i t i o n s i n ' I n s u l a e ' were not -^oad e i t h e r . 

The occupants of ground f l o o r 'domus' and f r e e standing 'domus' could 

have water piped s t r a i g h t to t h e i r homes from the l o c a l 'castellum' 

(water tank fed by an aqueduct) i f they obtained the ' i u s aquae' from 

the i m p e r i a l c o u r t , and d i d not t r y to draw more water than was allowed 

them. However, the tenants on upper f l o o r s were not so b l e s s e d . To 

make water flow u p h i l l , l e t alone v e r t i c a l l y , r e q u i r e s s u b s t a n t i a l water 

p r e s s u r e w i t h i n the pipe, and i f there i s the s l i g h t e s t crack i n the pipe, 

water w i l l p r e f e r to escape through i t r a t h e r than defy g r a v i t y . 

The two m a t e r i a l s t h a t the Romans p r e f e r r e d f o r c l o s e d system 
8 

p i p e s n e c e s s a r y to move water u p h i l l were l e a d and earthenware. Lead 

p i p e s were more expensive t o i n s t a l l than earthenware ones, l e a d being 

the more expensive m a t e r i a l and needing s p e c i a l i s t s to handle i t ( e a r t h -
9 

enware could be handled by an o r d i n a r y b r i c k l a y e r ) . No p r o p r i e t o r of 

an ' I n s u l a ' , even i f he was going to supply the upper f l o o r tenants 

with piped water, was going to p r e f e r l e a d to earthenware, purely on the 

grounds of expense, but the p r o p r i e t o r would not choose l e a d even without 

the handicap of expense. V i t r u v i u s shows t h a t the Romans knew of the 

dangers of l e a d p o i s o n i n g , and according to J . G. L a n d e l l s , Roman le a d 

p i p e s were not p a r t i c u l a r l y watertight.'^^ However, earthenware pipes 

would be l i t t l e more economic f o r the owner of an ' I n s u l a ' as they were 
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made up of s h o r t segments of pipe j o i n e d together, and water under pressure 

would t r y to work i t s way through the j o i n t s which would r e q u i r e constant 

maintenance and l a r g e q u a n t i t i e s of quicklime to be kept waterproof. 

Even i f the p r o p r i e t o r of an ' I n s u l a ' found i t economic to have 

pi p e s supplying the upper f l o o r s of h i s b u i l d i n g (and i t must have been 

uneconomic to supply the top f l o o r s , both because the energy needed to 

get the water so f a r up was g r e a t e r , and the a b i l i t y of the occupants to 

pay e x t r a r e n t f o r such s e r v i c e s was i n v e r s e to how high they l i v e d i n 

the b u i l d i n g ) t h e r e was s t i l l the matter of how to r a i s e the pressure i n 

the p i p e s to a l e v e l where i t could reach the f i r s t f l o o r , l e t alone the 

f l o o r s above t h a t . I f the water flowed downhill from the c a s t e l l u m to 

the ground f l o o r of the Insula', then, with a c l o s e d pipe system, g r a v i t y 

could do the work i f the water d i d not have to be r a i s e d f a r , but normally 

a pump would have been needed, and the c o s t of running the pump, not to 

mention buying and maintaining i t , would make the whole p r o p o s i t i o n of 

a water supply to the upper s t o r e y s of an a n c i e n t ' I n s u l a ' unworkable. 

Carcopino points to a law of the t h i r d century ordering t h a t the occupants 

of 'cenacula' should keep water ready i n t h e i r rooms to check outbreaks 

of f i r e , a t h i n g t h a t would be unnecessary i f water was piped to the 

upper f l o o r s of b u i l d i n g s . 

A f i n a l argument a g a i n s t the p i p i n g of water to upper s t o r e y s 

was the f a c t t h a t i t was impossible to tur n the water o f f . As there were 

no d r a i n s from any f l o o r s above the ground f l o o r there would have been 

nowhere f o r the overflow to go. The I n s u l a e of O s t i a show no signs of 

d r a i n s from t h e i r upper f l o o r s to the sewers, and Carcopino reasonably 

deduces from t h i s t h a t the Roman I n s u l a e were no b e t t e r on t h i s score. 

J u v e n a l , w r i t i n g i n the second century, mentions s l o p s being thrown from 
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high windows and h i t t i n g the passer-by. The tenants of the upper s t o r e y s 

had to get t h e i r water from the p u b l i c f o u n t a i n s , and there was presumably 

no d i f f i c u l t y i n ob t a i n i n g water, merely problems i n g e t t i n g i t up the 

s t a i r s to your 'cenaculum'. 
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The l a c k of water to hand and the poor l i g h t i n g of these f l a t s , 

which would hide the build-up of d i r t , probably meant t h a t these 'cenacula' 

were not kept as c l e a n as they might be, although the l a c k of drainage 

was not as s e r i o u s as i t might have been, because the tenants would have 

u s u a l l y gone to the l a v a t o r y a t the p u b l i c l a t r i n e s , which were very p u b l i c , 

o f t e n r i c h l y decorated, a c t i n g as meeting p l a c e s where people chatted and 

exchanged i n v i t a t i o n s to dinner. There were other f a c i l i t i e s f o r those 

who d i d not want to pay to go i n t o the p u b l i c l a t r i n e s and i f a tenant of 

a 'cenaculum' got caught s h o r t while i n h i s f l a t he used a chamber pot and 

threw the contents i n t o the s t r e e t . T h i s d i d no favour to the co n d i t i o n s 

of the s t r e e t although there would have been d r a i n s i n them t h a t l e d to 

the sewers. 

To i n c r e a s e the u n s a n i t a r y a s p e c t s of l i v i n g i n an ' I n s u l a ' 

t h e r e was the overcrowding. The owner of an I n s u l a might l e t the upper 

s t o r e y s of an I n s u l a to someone to s u b l e t the 'cenacula' as he wished. 

The c o s t of r e n t i n g even a 'cenaculum' was not i n s i g n i f i c a n t , and often 

the sub-tenant f u r t h e r s u b - l e t a l l the rooms i n h i s apartment t h a t he 

d i d not need h i m s e l f , j u s t to make ends meet. T h i s caused con d i t i o n s of 
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a p p a l l i n g overcrowding and i n c r e a s e d the l e v e l of d i r t i n the apartments. 

Even i f a l l c i t i z e n s went to the baths d a i l y , i t i s d i f f i c u l t to say 

whether t h i s made l i f e f o r the i n h a b i t a n t s of ' I n s u l a e ' e a s i e r . For a 

p a r t of the day the r e would have been fewer cases of sweaty bodies, 

though perhaps more sme l l of o l i v e o i l , but on the other hand the prospect 

of coming home to such a p p a l l i n g lodgings a f t e r f r e s h e n i n g up a t the Baths 

may have made the or d i n a r y c i t i z e n s of the i m p e r i a l age more discontented 

with t h e i r l o t than they would have been i f they never took a bath i n 

t h e i r l i v e s . 

B. T h e i r Sources of Income 

Employment, or the la c k of i t , i n the C i t y was important for 

two reasons. On the one hand there was the n e c e s s i t y of paying f o r 
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accommodation (and food, although those on the bread dole - which d i d 

not d i s c r i m i n a t e between the employed and unemployed - were not under 

q u i t e the same p r e s s u r e as o t h e r s ) , and other n e c e s s i t i e s and l u x u r i e s . 

On the ot h e r , t h e r e was the f a c t t h a t the unemployed had more time to 

contemplate t h e i r wretched s t a t e than those i n work, and were more 

l i k e l y to get i n v o l v e d i n p u b l i c disturbance i n t h e i r boredom. 

Those of the populace of fourth century Rome who were i n 

r e g u l a r employment, whether as craftsmen, shopkeepers, tavern keepers, 

or whatever, were r e l a t i v e l y b e t t e r o f f than the unemployed, but only 

r e l a t i v e l y . I n that! they got some income t h a t d i d not depend on the 

whims of a patron, they were b e t t e r o f f , but i f t h e i r income was low, 

or, owning t h e i r b u s i n e s s they went i n t o the red, they might s t i l l 

need a patron to help them out i n hard times, and they would be as 

hard h i t by famine as those of the ple b s who l i v e d s o l e l y on the 

ge n e r o s i t y of t h e i r p a trons, because when bread c o s t s ten s e s t e r c e s 

the low-wage earner'who can only a f f o r d to pay two i s no b e t t e r o f f 

than the unemployed man who can only pay one. I f a c i t i z e n i n Rome was 

in r e c e i p t of the bread dole, a r i s e i n the p r i c e s of f r e e market bread 

could s t i l l a f f e c t him, s i n c e he might need e x t r a bread to feed h i s 

f a m i l y . So, even f o r those i n employment, c o n d i t i o n s might s t i l l be 

wretched. 

The employed members of the populace were a l s o b e t t e r o f f i n 

t h a t t h e i r jobs might d i s t r a c t them from thoughts of the wretched 

c o n d i t i o n s which they would have to r e t u r n to a t home every n i g h t . 

Carcopino suggests t h a t shopkeepers might only have a s i n g l e room 

above t h e i r shops i n which to house t h e i r f a m i l i e s and, with a l a r g e 

f a m i l y , overcrowding might be even worse than i n the upper s t o r e y s of 

I n s u l a e , where other p l e b e i a n s , enployed and unemployed, l i v e d . 

Employment d i d not however mean t h a t the people concerned d i d not 

have time to get bored. The working day i n Rome began a t dawn and 
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there was a long s i e s t a froni noon u n t i l l a t e afternoon when bu s i n e s s 

picke d up a g a i n . . S t a r t i n g a t dawn, t h e r e f o r e , a Roman could f i t i n 

most of a modern working day before noon (averaging out the s h o r t e r 

hours of w i n t e r and the longer ones of summer) , and so the plebeian 

i n employment s t i l l had a c o n s i d e r a b l e amount of l e i s u r e time, i f not 

as much as the unemployed. Even i f he went to the baths, he would 

s t i l l have p l e n t y of time when he was not d i s t r a c t e d from the misery 

of h i s l i v i n g c o n d i t i o n s , so t h a t he was only r e l a t i v e l y b e t t e r o f f 

than h i s unemployed counterpart, and even there one has to make the 

assumption t h a t he l i k e d h i s job. 

Although the employed members of the populace perhaps 

s u f f e r e d the same misfortunes of famine, wine shortages, c o l l a p s i n g 

b u i l d i n g s and other misfortunes which sparked o f f r i o t s , as the 

unemployed pl e b s (and probably a l s o took p a r t i n such r i o t s ) but to 

a l e s s e r degree, they were v u l n e r a b l e to misfortunes to which the 

unemployed were not.' For i n s t a n c e , the P r a e f e c t u s U r b i , Lampadius 

( 3 5 6 - 6 ) , r e q u i s i t i o n e d b u i l d i n g m a t e r i a l s from t r a d e r s and d i d not pay 

f o r them. T h i s caused the i n j u r e d p a r t i e s to g fcher together i n a 

mob and t r y to burn down the P r e f e c t ' s house. 

I f employment (which had the minor advantages of a guaranteed 

income and some d i s t r a c t i o n from the a p p a l l i n g c o n d i t i o n s i n which the 

o r d i n a r y people of Rome, throughout the I m p e r i a l period, l i v e d ) was no 

bed of r o s e s , what then can unemployment have been l i k e ? 'Unemployment' 

may not be the b e s t of terms f o r the s i t u a t i o n . Some of those not i n 

r e g u l a r employment may have l i v e d wholly o f f t h e i r patrons but many may 

have taken what c a s u a l labour they could f i n d (seasonal work e t c . - see 

Chapter 5 , p ) . l ^ l | ) and r e l i e d on the support of t h e i r patrons f o r the 

r e s t of the time. There were two p o t e n t i a l sources of income f o r those 

not i n work, the c l i e n t / p a t r o n system, and begging, but the l a t t e r was 

forbidden by law f o r able-bodied persons. 



35 

I n the l a t e f o u r t h century, a t h i r d source was coming i n 

to r i v a l C l i e n t / P a t r o n a g e and t h a t was C h r i s t i a n c h a r i t y ahd almsgiving. 

T h i s c h a r i t y tended to be dispensed by r i c h l a d i e s , as the most 

prominent men i n Rome remained pagans f o r reasons of s o c i a l s t a t u s , 

a t l e a s t u n t i l the p r o s c r i p t i o n of paganism i n the West fo l l o w i n g 

the d e f e a t of the usurper Eugenius by Theodosius i n 3 9 4 . I n Jerome 

the r e i s a passage where he condemns those who trumpet t h e i r c h a r i t y : 

"They trumpet t h e i r o f f e r i n g s ; when they c a l l people 
to a f e a s t they take a h e r a l d along with them. 
Recently I saw - I w i l l not mention names l e s t you 
thin k t h i s s a t i r e - the most noble of Roman l a d i e s i n 
St . P e t e r ' s with emasculated wretches going ahead of 
her, d i s t r i b u t i n g s i n g l e c o i n s to the poor with her 
own hand, to be thought more r e l i g i o u s . Meanwhile 
as one would expect from experience - an ol d woman 
marked with her y e a r s and c l a d i n rags ran ahead to 
r e c e i v e another c o i n ; but when they came to her 
she was o f f e r e d a punch i n s t e a d of a denarius and 
she poured f o r t h blood f o r so 'great' a crime. 

Jerome L e t t e r s 
32 l i n e s 7 f f . 
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The C l i e n t / P a t r o n r e l a t i o n s h i p pervaded a l l l i f e i n the 
19 

Roman Empire. I t even extended i n t o government. The c l i e n t 

k i n g s of the E a r l y Empire, l i k e Herod the Great, were bound to Rome 

by the same o b l i g a t i o n s as the humblest tenant i n Rome was bound to 

h i s patron. The Patron provided p r o t e c t i o n and support to the c l i e n t , 

and i n r e t u r n the c l i e n t d i d sm a l l s e r v i c e s f o r h i s patron, l i k e 
* 

running e r r a n d s , and p a i d h i s r e s p e c t s to the patron every morning. 

I n the L a t e Republic the c l i e n t / p a t r o n r e l a t i o n s h i p had a p o l i t i c a l 

s i g n i f i c a n c e s i n c e the c l i e n t had h i s vote i n the assemblies to ' s e l l ' 

to h i s patron. Under the Empire the r e l a t i o n s h i p was more of a matter 

of the s o c i a l p r e s t i g e of the Patron. The g r e a t e r the number of 

c l i e n t s paying r e s p e c t to a patron, the g r e a t e r h i s p r e s t i g e . The 

problem w i t h t h i s s i t u a t i o n was t h a t the patron, having l i t t l e to 

gain from h i s c l i e n t s , except f o r t h a t p r e s t i g e , was l e s s a t t e n t i v e to 
* o b v i o u s l y not i n the case of c l i e n t kings 
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them as i n d i v i d u a l s than h i s Republican predecessors, and t h i s s t a t e of 

a f f a i r s p e r s i s t e d i n t o the f o u r t h century, as Ammianus Ma r c e l l i n u s shows 

i n h i s s a t i r i c a l passages on the people of Rome (XIV.6 & X X V I I I . 4 ) . He 

complains t h a t while a patron w i l l take great i n t e r e s t i n a newcomer, 

the newcomer w i l l be ignored the next day, and c l i e n t s who have p a i d 

c o u r t to a patron f o r years d a i l y are not missed i f they do not appear 

( t h i s i s of course s a t i r e , but s a t i r e had to have some f a c t u a l b a s i s ) . 

That merely concerned a r i c h c l i e n t ; poor c l i e n t s would have been missed 

even l e s s . Some patrons r e q u i r e d more of t h e i r c l i e n t s than merely to 

pay them a v i s i t every morning to greet them, and Ammianus s a t i r i s e s 

these too: 

"Among these some when one begins to s a l u t e them 
b r e a s t to b r e a s t t u r n t h e i r heads ( i n the manner 
of menacing b u l l s ) to be k i s s e d , o f f e r t h e i r knees 
to be k i s s e d or t h e i r hands to be k i s s e d by t h e i r 
admirers, c o n s i d e r i n g t h i s a l l they need to l i v e 
i n a b l e s s e d s t a t e . " 

X X V I I I . 4 . 10. "° 

A poorer c l i e n t might have to r e l y on a patron of t h i s s o r t 

f o r h i s income, and while a w e l l - o f f c l i e n t such as Ammianus d e s c r i b e s , 

who needed h i s patron f o r advancement and p r o t e c t i o n from more powerful 

men, could a f f o r d to be away, and would not be missed (even i f the 

apparent l a c k o f i n t e r e s t by h i s patron might be h u r t f u l to him), the 

poor c l i e n t who r e l i e d on h i s patron f o r donatives to pay h i s rent and 

buy h i s food could not a f f o r d to be absent f o r one day. Juvenal shows 

t h a t the c l i e n t had to be aware of f e l l o w c l i e n t s t u r n i n g h i s patron 

a g a i n s t him, although admittedly Juvenal i s a t t a c k i n g Greeks who t r y 

to r e s e r v e a l l t h e i r patrons' a f f e c t i o n s to themselves a t the expense of 

the o t h e r c l i e n t s , probably no longer such a problem with Rome being 

more of a backwater, and Constantinople growing r a p i d l y and becoming the 
21 

mecca f o r the s o r t s of Greeks t h a t Juvenal a t t a c k s . 

One way i n which the p l e b e i a n c l i e n t s were b e t t e r o f f i n the 

f o u r t h century than i n Juvenal's day was i n t h e i r formal dress which 
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they had to wear on the morning c a l l . Juvenal d e s c r i b e s the poor man 

as going on h i s way with a grubby toga and top coat caked i n mud - the 
22 

streetsi/were none too c l e a n - but i n the f o u r t h century the toga, an 

awkward garment t h a t was d i f f i c u l t to wear, and probably t r a i n e d on the 

ground which would be covered i n mud and s l o p s (see above), was 

l i m i t e d s o l e l y to the s e n a t o r i a l c l a s s , and the normal dress f o r the 

o r d i n a r y people became the 'Paenula', a mantle which even senators were 
23 

p e r m i t t e d to use i n p l a c e o f a toga when out i n the s t r e e t . 

I f the employed p l e b e i a n had h i s work to help him forget h i s 

l i v i n g c o n d i t i o n s , the p l e b e i a n who r e l i e d wholly on h i s patron f o r h i s 

l i v e l i h o o d had as much time to brood as h i s patron allowed him. Some 

patrons who only looked a f t e r t h e i r c l i e n t s as a s o c i a l duty probably 

only r e q u i r e d a morning c a l l of t h e i r c l i e n t s , perhaps to be accompanied 
24 

to the Baths, and i n v i t e d them fo r dinner, 'cena', from time to time, 

but other patrons who l i k e d to show o f f might r e q u i r e considerably more 

of t h e i r c l i e n t s . Ammianus d e s c r i b e s patrons o r g a n i s i n g t h e i r households 

and c l i e n t s i n t o p r o c e s s i o n s : he compares them to experienced t a c t i c i a n s 

a r r a y i n g t h e i r f o r c e s , p u t t i n g the weavers i n the vanguard, then the k i t c h e n 

s t a f f along w i t h ' o t i o s i s p l e b e i s de v i c i n i t a t e ' , and f i n a l l y the crowd of 

eunuchs. ( X I V . 6 . 1 7 ) . Such a patron probably r e q u i r e d h i s c l i e n t s to be 

around him c o n s t a n t l y , though, i f they could get h i s a t t e n t i o n , he was 

probably the most generous type of patron to have. As w e l l as paying the 

morning c a l l to h i s patron, the c l i e n t , whether he was r e q u i r e d to pay great 

or l i t t l e a t t e n t i o n to h i s patron, a l s o had the d i s t r a c i t o n of attending the 

Baths h i m s e l f ( i f he went to the Baths with h i s patron he i s u n l i k e l y 
25 

to have been able to bathe h i m s e l f ) , and of g e t t i n g h i s d a i l y d o l e s , 

but otherwise h i s l i f e must have been f a i r l y d u l l and monotonous. 

Bearing i n mind the housing c o n d i t i o n s i n which the bulk of the populace 

of Rome l i v e d , and the monotony of the l i v e s of those who were unemployed, 
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can i t be any wonder t h a t they looked forward to the Games as sources of 

excitement, and were s u f f i c i e n t l y fond of wine t h a t some of them (even 

i f they needed the ^timulus of known troublemakers l i k e Peter Valuomeres 

- A.M. XV.7) would r i o t i f a wine shortage caused the p r i c e to r i s e / 

Although the populace of Rome r e c e i v e d p r i v i l e g e s not granted 

to other c i t i e s i n the Western Empire of the Fourth Century, which w i l l 

be d e s c r i b e d i n s e c t i o n C of t h i s chapter, they needed them to make l i f e 

t o l e r a b l e . I f the i p r o v i n c i a l farmer had a hard l i f e , he d i d have h i s 

farming to keep him busy, and h i s hovel could be kept warmer than a 

c e n a c u l a i n an i n s u l a , and c l e a n e r too, while the i n h a b i t a n t s of ordinary 

towns i n the p r o v i n c e s were b e t t e r o f f than t h e i r Roman counterparts. 

T h e i r towns would riot have grown so t e r r i b l y d i s p r oportionate to the 

a r e a s they served. I f t h e i r towns were anything l i k e Ponpeii and 

Herculaneum, most of t h e i r homes would not have been above one s t o r e y 

and so they could have warmed themselves with f i r e s , l i k e the farmer i n 

h i s hovel, and they would probably have been employed, as Rome's high 

unemployment r a t e was probably due to i t s population being d i s p r o p o r t 

ionate to the need of i t s h i n t e r l a n d for s e r v i c e s . For the ordinary 

i n h a b i t a n t of Rome, l i f e could be uncomfortable even i f Rome had more 

Aqueducts, Baths and so on, than any other c i t y ; i t needed them more 

than other c i t i e s , and they were not up to supplying a c i t y of modern 

pro p o r t i o n s with even the comforts of the Roman world, such t h a t a l l 

i t s i n h a b i t a n t s could l i v e comfortable l i v e s . 

C. T h e i r P r i v i l , e g e s 

The p r i ' v i l e g e s of the people of Rome were t o a c e r t a i n e x t e n t 

r i g h t s i n p r a c t i c e . I t would have been i m p o l i t i c to have withdrawn the 

corn or bread d i s t r i b u t i o n s as i t would have caused r i o t s , and even 

d e l i v e r e d Rome i n t o the hands of any would-be usurper t a k i n g the p l i g h t 

of the people of; Rome as h i s excuse f o r r e v o l t . The attempt to extend 

D i o c l e t i a n ' s census to the c i t y gave Maxentius popular support for h i s 
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attempt on the purple i n 3 0 6 , and the f i r s t emperor, Augustus, i s s a i d 

to have c o n s i d e r e d a b o l i s h i n g the corn dole system, but changed h i s mind 

when he r e a l i s e d t h a t some l a t e r p o l i t i c i a n seeking p o p u l a r i t y would 
26 

i n e v i t a b l y r e s t o r e the f r e e d i s t r i b u t i o n s . 

The p r i v i l e g e s f a l l i n t o two c a t e g o r i e s . On the one hand 

there are the n e c e s s i t i e s , the d i s t r i b u t i o n s , while on the other there 

are the ' l u x u r i e s ) i the Games which the people enjoyed and which 

i n c r e a s e d the p r e s t i g e of those who provided them. Disturbances over 

the famines a t Rome i w i l l be d i s c u s s e d i n the next chapter, while the 

e f f o r t s of the a u t h o r i t i e s to ensure t h a t the d i s t r i b u t i o n s should not 

be i n t e r r u p t e d where they could p o s s i b l y prevent such an i n t e r r u p t i o n w i l l 

be covered i n Chapter 5 . The f r e e bread and o i l and meat and cheap wine 

a l l helped to make l i f e f o r the 'plebs' i n Rome t o l e r a b l e , while the 

'Ludi' and ' s p e c t a c u l i ' made l i f e enjoyable. 

Rome was not the only c i t y to provide Games for i t s i n h a b i t a n t s 

during the f o u r t h century, but i t s i n h a b i t a n t s were p r i v i l e g e d i n 

comparison to p r o v i n c i a l s by the number of s p e c t a c l e s they could attend 

during any year. 

I t was not t h a t other towns and c i t i e s of the Empire d i d not 

have any games and, s p e c t a c l e s ; they d i d ; but Rome had more Games than 
27 

other c i t i e s . I n 354 A.D. there were around 175 days of Games. 

The city, d w e l l e r had more time for f e s t i v a l s than farmers i n 

the country, but Rome had g r a d u a l l y accumulated more and more f e s t i v a l s , 

and, because the f e s t i v a l s were important instruments for keeping the 

people happy, l i t t l e e f f o r t was made to c u r t a i l t h e i r number unless they 

became r i d i c u l o u s l y numerous. C l a u d i u s , Vespasian, and Marcus A u r e l i u s 

d i d c u t down the number of Holidays, the l a s t reducing them to 135 days, 
28 

but, as has been seen, by 354 there may have been as many as 1 7 5 . Thus 

Rome had more than other c i t i e s , as w e l l as more than the country. 



Another f a c t o r i n t h i s was the expense of Games, which meant 

t h a t only Rome, which r e l i e d on senators to provide i t s s p e c t a c l e s , 

could a f f o r d many days of them. Whereas the senators were the r i c h e s t 

c l a s s i n the Empire, and were w i l l i n g to put on Games i n Rome, for 

reasons of s o c i a l p r e s t i g e and a s s e r t i n g power over the people, the 

town c o u n c i l l o r c l a s s of the Empire, who put on the shows for p r o v i n c i a l 

towns, found the burden of c a r r y i n g out t h e i r d u t i e s , which a l s o included 

c o l l e c t i n g taxes (they had to make up any s h o r t f a l l ) , and other jobs 
29 

which meant expense f o r them, so burdensome, and l a c k i n g i n glainour, 

t h a t numerous attempts were made to get jobs c a r r y i n g exemption from 

these d u t i e s , l i k e s e r v i n g i n the army, the c i v i l s e r v i c e , and the 

C h r i s t i a n p r i e s t h o o d . I n the western Empire of the fourth century, 

t h e r e f o r e , no c i t y c o u l d r i v a l Rome i n number of days of Games. 

Constantinople i n the E a s t e r n Empire could have supported as many 

f e s t i v a l s as Rome, but, because i t had been founded as a C h r i s t i a n 

c i t y , i t d i d not have a t r a d i t i o n of l a r g e numbers of pagan f e s t i v a l s 

to o c c a s i o n the c e l e b r a t i o n of Games. 

Another aspect of the v a r i o u s Games a t Rome was t h e i r 

magnificence. P r o v i n c i a l towns would obviously not have been able to 

r i v a l Rome i n the q u a l i t y of t h e i r shows, because the town c o u n c i l l o r 

c l a s s could not r i v a l the spending powers of Roman Senators. Occasion

a l l y towns i n the p r o v i n c e s may have b e n e f i t t e d from the generosity of 

a Senator who p r e f e r r e d to l i v e i n the p r o v i n c e s , but then Rome might 

b e n e f i t from the ge n e r o s i t y of the Emperor, who could put on Games of 

even g r e a t e r splendour than any senator. 

The Emperor a l s o h e i c i Games i n Constantinople and other 

major c i t i e s of the Empire, where he r e s i d e d . He would however be 

u n l i k e l y to make a h a b i t of p u t t i n g on S p e c t a c l e s a t c i t i e s other than 
i •• . f . 

Rome and Consta n t i n o p l e , because g> '̂̂ !!Plf(fl<\ them on was an expensive 

b u s i n e s s , and > 'hc?iJl i f i ^ - G a m e s a t i m p e r i a l expense outside the c a p i t a l s 



41 

would be an expensive t r a d i t i o n to s e t up and maintain. T h i s meant 

t h a t only Constantinople could come near to r i v a l l i n g Rome i n the 

magnificence of i t s shows, and even i f the e a s t e r n Emperor was able 

to put on b e t t e r Games than h i s western counterpart, the people of 

Rome were s t i l l b e t t e r o f f on average, because there was an upper 

l i m i t to the magnificence of s e n a t o r i a l Games a t Constantinople, but 

merely a lower l i m i t f o r the senators of Rome to observe. 

Did t h i s p r i v i l e g e of having the b e s t and the most shows 

i n the Empire compensate the people f o r t h e i r d u l l and uncomfortable 

l i v e s ? I t would seem so: the excitement with which the people greeted 

the Games of Theodosius i n the C i t y P r e f e c t u r e of Symmachus (384) i s 

evidence o f t h i s : 

"Messengers are expected d a i l y who w i l l confirm t h a t 
the promised a c t s f o r the Games are approaching the 
c i t y ; rumours of c h a r i o t e e r s and horses are sought. 
Every c a r t , every boat i s thought a p o s s i b l e c a r r i e r 
of t h e a t r i c a l a r t i s t e s . " 

Symm. R e l . 6.3."^^ 

"And t r u l y s a t e d by the Games provided by your 
i m p e r i a l munificence the people have r a p i d l y come 
to hold you i n high favour. When they heard from 
me t h a t the g i f t s of the guardians of us a l l were 
drawing near, crowds streamed out from every gate 
of the c i t y , each man reckoning h i m s e l f more 
for t u n a t e than the r e s t i f he was the f i r s t to 
see your g i f t s . " 

32 

Symm. R e l . 9 . 5 

The s a t i r i c a l passages of Ammianus M a r c e l l i n u s a l s o show the enthusiasm 

of the people f o r c h a r i o t r a c i n g (though not'for g l a d i a t o r s - f o r which, 

see Chapter 3 . I I . c ) , even i f they are s a t i r e : 
"Or t h a t which i s the g r e a t e s t of a l l devotions; from 
dawn to dusk, come r a i n or come shine they argue over 
i t , and s c r u t i n i s e to the minutest d e t a i l the best and 
worst of c h a r i o t e e r s and horses. And i t i s s t i l l a 
wonder to see the p l e b e i a n s i n uncountable number, 
t h e i r minds i n f u s e d with an ardor hanging on the 
outcome of c o n t e s t s a t the Games." 

A.M. XIV.6 . 25-6."^^ 
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I n another passage ( X X V I I I . 4 . 2 9 - 4 0 ) Ammianus c a l l s the c i r c u s the 
c e n t r e , the temple even of t h e i r hopes, and goes on to des c r i b e them 
gat h e r i n g i n l i t t l e groups a l l over the c i t y to debate about the 
c i r c u s , w i t h the o l d e r men swearing by t h e i r w r i n k l e s and white h a i r 
t h a t the s t a t e w i l l c o l l a p s e i f t h e i r team does not leap f i r s t from 
the s t a l l s , or i f t h e i r c h a r i o t f a i l s to round the tu r n i n g post i n 
the C i r c u s Maximus. 

L i f e i n fo u r t h century Rome was not cd^^fortable f o r the 

m a j o r i t y of i t s i n h a b i t a n t s but t h e i r p r i v i l e g e s made l i f e supportable 

and, i n the case of the Games, enjoyable. I n the fol l o w i n g chapter 

the causes of fo u r t h century r i o t s a t Rome and the other megalopolises 

of the p e r i o d (which are the only c i t i e s l i k e l y to have mobs comparable 

w i t h Rome, i n s i z e and composition; Antioch, A l e x a n d r i a , and 

Constantinople) are d i s c u s s e d . 
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CHAPTER 3 

RIOTING IN FOURTH CENTURY ROME - Causes 

I . I n t r o d u c t i o n 

R i o t i n g was the way i n which the People of Rome most 

d i r e c t l y made t h e i r i n f l u e n c e f e l t on the government of the c i t y . 

I n f a c t popular e x p r e s s i o n was the only way the fourth century plebs 

could make themselves f e l t i n the government. But from t h i s p u b l i c 

e x p r e s s i o n arose most of the bu s i n e s s of the c i t y a u t h o r i t i e s . The 

pl e b s c e r t a i n l y made t h e i r i n f l u e n c e f e l t i n d i r e c t l y , even i f they 

d i d not r e a l i s e t h a t they were doing so. Much of the a c t i v i t y of 

the P r a e f e c t u s Urbi and h i s subordinates was involved i n avoiding 

P l e b e i a n d i s p l e a s u r e , and c o n t a i n i n g i t i f i t should break out'. 

Although r i o t i n g was not the only way i n which the Plebs 

showed i t s f e e l i n g s , I am grouping a l l forms of Popular expression 

i n f o u r t h century Rome under the generic t i t l e of R i o t i n g f o r the 

purposes of u n i t y of theme, and because the people most a f f e c t e d by 

p l e b e i a n d i s p l e a s u r e , c i t y a u t h o r i t i e s . Senators, and P e r e g r i n i , l i k e 

Ammianus M a r c e l l i n u s , had got i n t o the h a b i t of a s s o c i a t i n g plebeian 

e x p r e s s i o n with r i o t s : 

"Under h i s (Maximus') a d m i n i s t r a t i o n the supply of 
food was abundant and the complaints of the plebs 
o f t e n accustomed to be aroused ceased." 

A.M'. XXI. 1 2 . 2 4 . ^ 

"Under t h i s Apronianus, so c o n s t a n t l y d i d the supply 
of n e c e s s i t i e s abound, t h a t not even gentle grumbling 
over shortages of food a r o s e , a problem which often 
a f f e c t s Rome." 

A.M. XXVI. 3.6. ^ 

"For, we are f e a r f u l l e s t a delay may o b s t r u c t the 
corn supply i n the meantime and a pl e b e i a n 
d i s t u r b a n c e may a r i s e . " 

Symmachus E p i s t l e s IV. 5"̂  
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I w i l l d e a l with the causes of r i o t i n g / p o p u l a r expression i n 

two p a r t s ( I I and I I I ) . I n the f i r s t p a r t I s h a l l o u t l i n e the causes 

of popular d i s t u r b a n c e i n L a t e r I m p e r i a l Rome, and give examples of 

each from t h a t p e r i o d . I n the second p a r t I s h a l l compare the causes 

of r i o t s i n f o u r t h century Rome with the causes of r i o t s i n fourth 

c e n t u r y Antioch, A l e x a n d r i a and Constantinople, the megalopolises of 

the E a s t . I n the West Carthage merits mention, but there i s l i t t l e 

source m a t e r i a l f o r the behaviour of i t s populace during the fourth 

century. I n a d d i t i o n comparison w i l l be made with the causes of r i o t s 

i n e a r l i e r p e r i o d s of Rome's h i s t o r y . The next chapter w i l l concern the 

types of r i o t and the immediate remedies a v a i l a b l e to the a u t h o r i t i e s . 

I I . Causes of P u b l i c Disturbance - Fourth Century Rome 

(a) Food and Wine 

i ) Corn Shortages - Of a l l the causes o f r i o t s t h i s was 

probably the most s e r i o u s , both because the Plebs' very l i v e s depended 

on i t , and because i t was the most d i f f i c u l t grievance of the Populus 

to a v o i d , and/or r e d r e s s . I f the r e was a Wine r i o t a few banishments 

and a b i t of p r e s s u r e on p r o f i t e e r s could remedy matters (see below), 

but the bread d i s t r i b u t i o n s were dependent on a l a r g e number of 

u n c o n t r o l l a b l e f a c t o r s , such as the weather, p o l i t i c s , and the success 

of the y e a r ' s A f r i c a n h a r v e s t , and while most y e a r s these f a c t o r s do 

not appear to have been unfavourable, i f there was a corn shortage, 

i t was not easy to arrange f o r replacement corn to be imported. 

Communications i n the Roman Empire were p a i n f u l l y slow, and messages 

could not t r a v e l f a s t e r than a g a l l o p i n g horse on land or a f a s t s h i p 

with the wind behind her by sea, so t h a t i f I m p e r i a l help was needed 

f o l l o w i n g an A f r i c a n crop f a i l u r e the Emperor had to be warned i n 

p l e n t y of time, sometimes before the f a i l u r e even happened, i f he was 

to o r g a n i s e a l t e r n a t i v e s u p p l i e s from another province. The message 

would have to t r a v e l from A f r i c a to the Emperor to the province chosen 
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by the Emperor to provide the a l t e r n a t i v e supply, before the corn could 

even s e t o f f f o r Rome, and matters might f u r t h e r be delayed i f the 

Western Emperor had to appeal to h i s Co-Emperor i n the E a s t , as seems 

to have happened i n 3 8 4 (see below) . More often the P r e f e c t of the 

C i t y appealed to the Senate, but of t h a t more i n the s e c t i o n on s h o r t -

term s o l u t i o n s . 

There i s l i t e r a r y evidence f o r up to twelve Corn shortages a t 

Rome between 3 0 6 and 4 0 0 . They were 3 0 8 ( 4 ) , 3 5 9 ( 5 ) ,' 361 and 3 6 8 ( 6 ) , 

3 7 6 ( 7 ) , 3 8 3 ( 8 ) , 3 8 4 ( 9 ) , 3 8 8 ( 1 0 ) , 3 9 4 / 5 ( 1 1 ) , 3 9 5 / 6 ( 1 2 ) , 3 9 7 / 8 ( 1 3 ) , 

and 3 9 9 ( 1 4 ) . The f i f t y y e ar gap between the 3 0 8 famine and the 3 5 9 

famine may mean nothing more than t h a t the few l i t e r a r y sources f o r the 

f i r s t h a l f of the f o u r t h century cannot be bothered to mention any famines 

a t Rome during t h a t p e r i o d , but i t could a l s o mean t h a t there were none. 

Consider: the 3 0 8 famine and 3 6 1 famine were due to p o l i t i c s , and the 3 5 9 

famine was merely due to the weather preventing the A f r i c a n Corn f l e e t 
* 

from e n t e r i n g Portus, the p o r t of Rome; there i s th e r e f o r e no d e f i n i t e 

mention of an A f r i c a n crop f a i l u r e before the r e i g n of G r a t i a n , and we 

know so l i t t l e about the 3 7 6 famine a t Rome t h a t the f i r s t d e f i n i t e l y 

recorded A f r i c a n crop f a i l u r e t h a t century i s i n 3 8 3 . The 361 famine was 

due to the i n c i p i e n t c i v i l war between J u l i a n and Constantius I I , and was 

merely due to a d i v e r s i o n of the A f r i c a n f l e e t to Constantinople. 

Having s a i d t h a t , why should there have been no n o n - p o l i t i c a l 

famines i n the f i r s t t hree q u a r t e r s of a century, except the 3 5 9 one? 

I f t h e r e were none, the answer probably l i e s on the banks of the N i l e . 

U n t i l C onstantine dedicated Constantinople as a r i v a l to Rome, and 

earmarked the Egyptian Corn f o r h i s new c i t y , Egypt was a constant source 

of g r a i n f o r the E t e r n a l C i t y , except i n times of p o l i t i c a l t e n s i o n , as 

during the r e v o l t of Maxentius, and probably the wars between L i c i n i u s 

and Maximin Daia, and L i c i n i u s and Constantine. I f a crop f a i l u r e 

*and the p o s s i b i l i t y of a 3 6 8 famine r e s t s merely on a l e t t e r of V a l e n t i n i a n 
I e x p r e s s i n g r e l i e f t h a t the Corn supply i s normal again; there i s no 
i n d i c a t i o n how b i g the s h o r t f a l l was, and what caused i t . 
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ocurred i n A f r i c a during 3 2 4 when Constantine was engaged i n f i g h t i n g 

L i c i n i u s , t h e r e might be another reason f o r the cool reception Constantine 

got i n Rome i n 3 2 6 b e s i d e s the C r i s p u s a f f a i r . The corn t h a t Rome 

r e c e i v e d from Egypt may not have been as much as i n previous c e n t u r i e s 

because D i o c l e t i a n had i n s t i t u t e d a com/bread d i s t r i b u t i o n for the Plebs 

of A l e x a n d r i a , and Egyptian corn was probably used to support the army 

i n wars a g a i n s t P e r s i a . I t was c e r t a i n l y used f o r t h a t purpose by the 

middle of the century (see below). 

The d i v e r s i o n of the Egyptian corn to Constantinople d i d not 

have an immediate e f f e c t on Ron«. Constantinople d i d not immediately 

f i l l up and as i t was not u n t i l the 380s t h a t Constantinople outgrew 

Con s t a n t i n e ' s w a l l s , f o r a long time there was a healthy surplus of 

Egyptian corn, which could be sent to Rome, or to support the E a s t e r n 

Army a g a i n s t the P e r s i a n s . A f r i c a , S i c i l y , and S a r d i n i a were probably 

a b l e to c a t e r f o r most of Rome's corn needs, but Egypt seems to have 

been sending corn to the E t e r n a l C i t y u n t i l G r a t i a n ' s r e i g n and 

Symmachus i n R e l a t i o 37 seems to think Egypt should s t i l l be supplying 

Rome l e g a l l y though not p r a c t i c a l l y . I t was probably an i n s i g n i f i c a n t 

amount, though probably enough to give a C i t y P r e f e c t breathing space 

u n t i l l o s s of any y e a r ' s A f r i c a n corn supply could be made up for e l s e 

where. The E x p o s i t i o t o t i u s mundi does not mention Rome as one of 

Egypt's b e n e f i c i a r i e s , but mentions Egyptian corn supplying the Eastern 

p r o v i n c e s during C o n s t a n t i u s ' P e r s i a n War: 

"For Constantinople i n Thrace i s h e a v i l y dependent 
on i t f o r food; s i m i l a r l y a l s o the E a s t r e l i e s on 
Egypt, p a r t i c u l a r l y because of the Emperor's army 
and the P e r s i a n War. Therefore, no other province 
can s u f f i c e i f not d i v i n e Egypt." 

15 

E.T.M. XXXVI 

Egypt should have been c o n t r i b u t i n g corn to Rome even a f t e r 

G r a t i a n ' s r e i g n , but was not. The probable reason f o r t h i s was t h a t i t s 

corn was needed elsewhere. Elsewhere was Constantinople, which would 
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suddenly have r e q u i r e d a l o t more Egyptian corn. There were two reasons 

f o r t h i s . One was t h a t i f Constantinople had been r e l y i n g on any of 

the Black Sea corn t h a t had supported the Greek c i t i e s of eig h t c e n t u r i e s 

before, she was c u t o f f from t h a t source of corn and others i n Thrace by 

the Gothic r e v o l t which l e d to Hadrianople. The other reason for her 

sudden need of Egypt's t o t a l g r a i n resources was that apart from her 

gradual f i l l i n g up s i n c e Constantine, she must have r e c e i v e d a l o t of 

refugees from the Gothic r e v o l t ; hence her f i l l i n g up to the Constant-

i n i a n Wall by the e a r l y 380s, although the worst of the r e v o l t would 

have been over by then. 

Famine may have been one cause of r i o t i n g , but there was more 

than one cause of famines i n Rome. The most easy cause to i d e n t i f y 

i s of course the c u t t i n g o f f of the Roman corn supply for p o l i t i c a l 

r easons. For other causes of famine i n fourth century Rome we are 

fo r t u n a t e to have Ammianus and Symmachus, but p o l i t i c a l famines tend to 

get mentioned, and i t i s l i t t l e s u r p r i s e t h a t the only known Roman 

famine i n the f i r s t n a i f of the century was a p o l i t i c a l famine. The 

p o l i t i c a l famines of the f o u r t h century were 308 (caused by Domitius 

Alexander r e v o l t i n g a g a i n s t Maxentius and c u t t i n g o f f Rome's corn 

s u p p l y ) , 361 (the A f r i c a n Corn F l e e t was d i v e r t e d to Constantinople to 

prevent i t f a l l i n g i n t o J u l i a n ' s hands - a move probably i n i t i a t e d by 

Gaudentius, the agent C o n s t a n t i u s had sent to secure A f r i c a f o r him) 

and 397 (Gildo withheld Rome's Corn s u p p l ^ j _ _Symmac_hus persuaded the 

Senate to d e c l a r e G i l d o a p u b l i c enemy f o r t h i s , but was driven from Rome 

by the enraged Plebs blaming the Senate's decree f o r Gil d o ' s c u t t i n g 

o f f the Corn supply, and only r e a l i s i n g they had rev e r s e d cause and 

e f f e c t l a t e r , when they c a l l e d f o r Symmachus' r e t u r n ) . 

Another cause of famine a t Rome was the weather, as exempli

f i e d i n 359 during the p r e f e c t u r e o f T e r t u l l u s , when bad weather stopped 

the Corn s h i p s e n t e r i n g Portus. T h i s and the G i l d o episode a r e both 

examples of the i r r a t i o n a l i t y of mobs, because the blame f o r the bad 
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i t merely shows the p l e b e i a n s were not very w e l l informed and d i d not 

know the cause of t h e i r t r o u b l e , j u s t t a k i n g up a rumour t h a t the 

P r e f e c t of the. C i t y was to blame, behaving as i n the bad o l d days of 

T a c i t u s . 

The t h i r d type of famine caused i s a d m i n i s t r a t i v e i n e f f i c i e n c y . 

Examples of t h i s a r e l e s s c e r t a i n because what looks l i k e slowness of 

despatch of corn from A f r i c a may look l i k e a d m i n i s t r a t i v e i n e f f i c i e n c y 

to s e n a t o r s i n Rome, but i n f a c t be a symptom of something e l s e . 3 9 9 

seems a genuine example and there i s a Theodosian Code law of 3 9 7 , 

s h o r t l y before G i l d o c u t the corn supply (C.Th. X I I I , 5 . 2 7 ) which orders 

the despatch of a t h i r d of the y e a r ' s corn supply a t the s t a r t of the 

n a v i g a t i o n season, aiid s aying t h a t the P r a e t o r i a n P r e f e c t w i l l see to 

the r e s t o r a t i o n of o l d and c o l l a p s e d f l e e t s of corn s h i p s . The famine 

of 3 8 4 appears a t f i r s t s i g h t to be due to a d m i n i s t r a t i v e i n e f f i c i e n c y . 

Symmachus i n R e l a t i o 18 complains t h a t 'aestate provecta cum ex A f r i c a n i s 

p o r t i b u s minimum devehatur, non i n a n i tangimur metu, ne r e s annonaria 

i n graves cogatur a n g u s t i a s ' (Symm., R e l . , 1 8 . 2 ) . The way he complains 

about the l a c k of corn coming out of the A f r i c a n p o r t s seems to suggest 

t h a t he i s not aware of a famine i n A f r i c a , and so, t h a t i t i s due to 

poor a d m i n i s t r a t i o n . There i s , however, a more probable explanation 

f o r the l a c k of corn from A f r i c a n p o r t s . There had been a very severe 

crop f a i l u r e i n A f r i c a i n 3 8 3 , ^ ^ with the peasants having to eat acorns, 

and i t seems h i g h l y l i k e l y t h a t there would not be a l o t of seed corn 

around f o r p l a n t i n g to produce the 384 h a r v e s t (crops i n A f r i c a were 

grown during the wet w i n t e r s e a s o n ) . T h e r e f o r e the 3 8 4 h a r v e s t would 

not be l a r g e enough to support the i n h a b i t a n t s of the North A f r i c a n 

p r o v i n c e s , and have a s u r p l u s over to send to Rome. I t seems l i k e l y 

t h a t the I m p e r i a l a u t h o r i t i e s were aware of t h i s , and l i g h t e n e d 
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A f r i c a ' s t r i b u t e f o r the y e a r , making arrangements f o r Egyptian corn to 

be sent to Rome, apparently f a i l i n g to warn the'praefectus Urbi' of what 

was happening. The evidence f o r t h i s i s the speed with which the 

Egyptian corn a r r i v e d i n Rome f o l l o w i n g Symmachus' R e l a t i o 18. 

From the Theodosian Code we can gather t h a t S a l l u s t i u s Aventius, 

Symmachus' predece s s o r , was s t i l l P r a e f e c t u s Urbi i n June 384, and t h a t 

Symmachus took up o f f i c e by J u l y . The end of the naviga t i o n season was 

i n mid-October. There were t h e r e f o r e only three and a h a l f months 

between the e a r l i e s t p o s s i b l e time Symmachus could have w r i t t e n R e l a t i o 

18 and the l a t e s t t h a t anything could be done i n response. That i s 

b a r e l y enough time f o r a l t e r n a t i v e s u p p l i e s from Egypt to be organised 

and sent to Rome. 

F i r s t the R e l a t i o has to reach V a l e n t i n i a n I I , then V a l e n t i n i a n 

has to appeal f o r help to Theodosius and t h a t would take a week or two 

a t the very l e a s t , and then Theodosius has to l e t the r e l e v a n t o f f i c i a l s 

i n Egypt know, and e x t r a s h i p s have to be gathered i n Alexandria to 

c a r r y corn to Rome, something which Symmachus complained i n R e l a t i o 37 

had not been done i n the l a s t y e a r s - which i m p l i e s t h a t the a d m i n i s t r a 

t i v e machinery f o r sending corn to Rome would not have been up to s c r a t c h , 

due to neglect. T h i s would cause f u r t h e r delays a t Alexandria. Once 

A l e x a n d r i a has despatched the Egyptian Corn i t w i l l take two to three 

months f o r the g r a i n s h i p s to reach Portus, a t the mouth of the T i b e r , 

p o s s i b l y more; the Alexandria-Rome run was no longer such a r e g u l a r event 

as i t had been i n pr e v i o u s c e n t u r i e s , so there i s no guarantee t h a t the 

crews of the e x t r a s h i p s needed on t h i s o c c a s i o n would be as s k i l l e d a t 

f i g h t i n g a head wind a l l the way between Alexandria and S i c i l y as t h e i r 

f o r e b e a r s . By the time they reached Rome the winter storms would be 

s t a r t i n g . 

However, the r e l i e f corn from Egypt (see R e l a t i o 9, where 

Symmachus thanks Theodosius f o r h i s g i f t of corn and c o n t r i b u t i o n s to 
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the Games j u s t h e l d i n Rome) d i d a r r i v e on time, and before the end of 

the n a v i g a t i o n season, because Symmachus i s abl e to complain t h a t , now 

t h a t the corn famine has been a v e r t e d , the slowness with which o i l i s 

being s e n t from the A f r i c a n p o r t s i s d i s t u r b i n g him ( R e l a t i o 35) , 

because he had warned the r e l e v a n t a u t h o r i t i e s of h i s needs some time 

before. I t h i n k t h e r e f o r e t h a t arrangements f o r d i v e r t i n g the Egyptian 

corn to Rome had been made before Symmachus entered h i s Pre f e c t u r e (and 

t h a t somehow Symmachus was only informed of t h i s a f t e r he had w r i t t e n 

R e l a t i o 18 and R e l a t i o 37)^ t h a t the Egyptian Corn f l e e t was already 

bound f o r Rome when Symmachus wrote R e l a t i o 18 and t h a t the I n k i e r i a l 

a u t h o r i t i e s intended A f r i c a to send what l i t t l e i t could to keep the 

c i t y u n t i l the Egyptian f l e e t could a r r i v e . 

The f i n a l cause of famine a t Rome was of course famine i n 

A f r i c a , and t h i s seems to have happened i n 3 8 8 , when Theodosius 
18 

arranged f o r Macedonian corn to be shipped to Rome. There was of 

course famine i n 3 8 3 , but i t i s not easy to a s c e r t a i n i f Rome i t s e l f 

s u f f e r e d t h a t year. I n R e l a t i o 3 , on the A l t a r of V i c t o r y , Symmachus 

makes a l o t of the s u f f e r i n g s of the p r o v i n c i a l s during the famine, but 

says v i r t u a l l y nothing about what happened a t Rome. I t i s not impossible 

t h a t arrangements had been made f o r the p r o v i s i o n i n g of Rome: 
"Therefore with g r e a t need you have warned of a shortage 
i n the coming y e a r . For what hope i s there when i n the 
pro v i n c e s of A f r i c a the crop w i l l not equal even the 
sm a l l sustenance needs, and seed w i l l be imported next 
year from other lands? With j u s t i c e t h e r e f o r e the concern 
of the p r o v i n c i a l s f l i e s to the providence of the e t e r n a l 
emperors." 19 

Symm. Ep. IV. 74 

J . R. Palanque i n 'Famines a Rome a l a f i n de l a IVe s i e c l e ' 

d ates the above e p i s t l e of Symmachus to E u s i g n i u s , the then Proconsul of 

A f r i c a ^ t o l a t e 3 8 2 , u n l i k e Seeck i n the M.G.H. e d i t i o n of Symmachus' works, 

who puts i t i n 3 8 3 . I f Palanque i s r i g h t there would have been time to 

a v e r t famine a t Rome an 3 8 3 . However, Ambrose i n E p i s t l e 18 says t h a t 
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the corn f l e e t m o b i l i s e d a f t e r the death of Gr a t i a n was unable to ass u r e 
20 

the corn supply. S i m i l a r t h i n g s may have happened i n the 390s. I f 

there was a famine a t Rome i n 394/5 (see note 11) , then there may have 

been a rep e a t of the events of 382-4. What suggests t h i s i s th a t o i l 

shortages f o l l o w both the 384 and 395/6 famines a t Rome, t h a t i s , both 

second year famines. 

While famines probably always caused some s o r t of disturbance 

among the people, t h e r e i s not always c o n c l u s i v e evidence t h a t such 

d i s t u r b a n c e s took p l a c e , and what form the plebs' a c t i o n took. 

I n 308 the people r i o t e d a g a i n s t Maxentius, because the A f r i c a n corn 

supply had been c u t o f f by the r e v o l t of Domitius Alexander i n A f r i c a . 

T h i s and the 359 T e r t u l l u s r i o t were j u s t a sking f o r something to be 

done by those who were i n charge. I n 361 we do not have the Plebeian 

r e a c t i o n to the d i v e r s i o n of the A f r i c a n corn f l e e t to Constantinople, 
21 

but Mamertinus i n h i s Panegyric of J u l i a n says t h a t the Senators, 

angered by t h i s d i v e r s i o n , came to J u l i a n to ask f o r help, and t h i s 

anger probably arose from f e a r of what t h i s a c t i o n would do to t h e i r 

r e l a t i o n s with the p l e b s , i f the r e had not a l r e a d y been popular p r o t e s t . 

Sometimes the p l e b s r i o t e d demanding the expulsion of the 

P e r e g r i n i , people from anywhere o u t s i d e the C i t y who could not c l a i m 

'origo' i n Rome. T h i s happened on a t l e a s t two occasions i n the fourth 

century. Ambrose mentions them both i n h i s De O f f i c i i s { I . i i i . c h . 7 
22 

45-51) . I n the f i r s t ( i n 376) a C h r i s t i a n P r a e f e c t u s Urbi stood up 
to the Plebs' demands and appeased them by other means. I n the second 

23 

case a pagan p r e f e c t ( g e n e r a l l y assumed to be Symmachus) did expel 

the P e r e g r i n i although there i s no f i r m evidence t h a t the plebs demanded 

t h i s , and Symmachus i n a l e t t e r to Nichomachus F l a v i a n u s s e n i o r (Ep. 

I I . 7.3) which was probably w r i t t e n i n 384 says t h a t he f e a r s an expulsion 

of p e r e g r i n i . I t seems u n l i k e l y t h a t any other expulsions i n the 3BOs 

and 390s would have escaped mention i n the l e t t e r s of Symmachus, so t h i s 
24 

i s probably the one mentioned i n Ammianus M a r c e l l i n u s . Ammianus notes 
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t h a t while the other p e r e g r i n i were e x p e l l e d , the dancing g i r l s were 
allowed to remain. Symmachus does not mention any a g i t a t i o n f o r an 
ex p u l s i o n , so i t i s d i f f i c u l t to know i f the plebs a g i t a t e d other than 
i n 3 7 6 . 

A f t e r 3 8 4 there i s only evidence of whether there was plebeian 

r i o t i n g a c t u a l or expected. I n 3 8 3 Symmachus, who i s obviously absent 

from Rome, says 'frequens serrao e s t , t e n u i v i c t u i n turbas plebem moveri' 

(Ep. I I . 6 . 2 ) which f i n a l l y d i s p r o v e s my idea above t h a t Rome might have 

been u n a f f e c t e d by the 3 8 3 famine. There was a l s o r i o t i n g i n the 3 9 5 / 6 

famine (Symm. Ep. IV. 1 8 . 3 , V I . 1 3 , and I X . 1 2 4 ) and i n 3 9 7 / 8 Symmachus 

t e l l s S t i l i c h o ' i n metu enim sumus ne. . . p e r t u r b a t i o p l e b i s o r i a t u r ' 

(Ep. I V . 5 ) . T h i s d i d i n f a c t happen, as Symmachus was driven out of 

Rome and only came back a f t e r the G i l d o n i c war when the plebs r e g r e t t e d 

t h e i r a c t i o n and demanded h i s r e t u r n (Ep.VI. 6 6 ) . An i n t e r e s t i n g f e a t u r e 

of the 3 9 4 / 5 famine ( i f i t happened, otherwise 3 9 5 / 6 ) i s t h a t while we 

may not know i f the r e was r i o t i n g we have evidence of another expression 

of p u b l i c opinion: Nicomachus F l a v i a n u s j u n i o r had s u c c e s s f u l l y managed 

the corn supply as c i t y p r e f e c t of Eugenius. When Eugenius was defeated, 

he became unpopular, but when i n the f o l l o w i n g winter there was a famine 

a t Rome under one of h i s s u c c e s s o r s , h i s p r e f e c t u r e came to be seen as 

a golden age by the p l e b s and they showed t h e i r d i s f a v o u r with the 

c u r r e n t a u t h o r i t i e s by t h e i r favour to F l a v i a n u s . 

i i ) O i l Shortages - O i l shortages a r e not known to have caused 

any r i o t s i n the f o u r t h century, but Symmachus, who i s the only evidence 

f o r the o i l shortages known to have occurred i n the period, seems concerned. 

Even i f R e l a t i o 3 5 might be dis m i s s e d as Symmachus doing h i s job as 

'praefectus U r b i , E p i s t l e I V . 1 8 about the 3 9 6 o i l shortage i s w r i t t e n by 

Symmachus as a p r i v a t e c i t i z e n , although he might be a patron of the 

owners of 'Mensae O l e a r i a e ' . The o i l d i s t r i b u t i o n which dated back to 

Septimiu£Severus, according to the Augustan H i s t o r y , was e v i d e n t l y 
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25 p r o f i t a b l e f o r the owners by Constantine's r e i g n because a law of 328 
shows t h a t people were s u f f i c i e n t l y eager to own o i l t a b l e s t h a t the 
government f e l t a b l e to charge 20 f o l l e s f o r a vacant t a b l e , i n s t e a d of 
having to dragoon some co r p o r a t i o n i n t o owning the t a b l e s by force of 
law. T herefore the plebs must have been paying some t i p to the owners 
when they c o l l e c t e d t h e i r r a t i o n (see Chapter 5. I I I . l . ) 

The o i l would have been used for l i g h t i n g , cooking, and as 

soap f o r washing, but as i t was not a matter of l i f e and death, u n l i k e 

corn shortages, the people may not have f e l t the need to p r o t e s t v i o l 

e n t l y about not g e t t i n g t h e i r o i l , whereas s c h o l a r s working in t o the nigh t 

and upper c l a s s dandies who l i k e d spending too much time i n the Thermae, 

may have f e l t the absence of o i l r a t h e r more i n t e n s e l y than the plebs. 

T h i s i s not to say the plebs d i d not l i k e bathing, but i n t h e i r g a r r e t s 

they may not have n o t i c e d they needed a bath as much as t h e i r r i c h 

contemporaries i n t h e i r marble h a l l s . 

i i i ) . Wine shortages - There were three wine r i o t s i n the 

f o u r t h century t h a t we have d e f i n i t e r ecord of. The f i r s t was i n the 

f i r s t p r e f e c t u r e of O r f i t u s (353-355) and the wine s c a r c i t y which 

Ammianus M a r c e l l i n u s mentions as being the cause of the r i o t s may w e l l 
26 

have a r i s e n i n connection w i t h the Area V i n a r i a s c a n d a l . Ammianus 

comments t h e r e a f t e r t h a t the people are eager f o r the un r e s t r a i n e d use 

of wine and are roused to frequent and v i o l e n t d i s t u r b a n c e s f o r i t 

(A.M. XIV. 6.1) and i n the f o l l o w i n g s a t i r i c a l passage on the i n h a b i t 

a n t s o f Rome suggests t h a t some ple b s l i v e d t h e i r l i v e s i n the wineshops 

(he a c t u a l l y says 'spent the whole nig h t i n the wineshops', not a l l d a y ) . 

As the passage about the frequency of wine r i o t s comes j u s t 

b efore the s a t i r i c a l passage, i t becomes s l i g h t l y suspect, and there are 

only t h r e e mentions of wine r i o t s happening, i n the whole of Ammianus', 

a p a r t from a l e t t e r of Symmachus r e f e r r i n g to the r e c a l l of h i s f a t h e r 
27 

i n 375 a f t e r the t h i r d of the wine r i o t s mentioned i n Ammianus no other 
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mentions of wine r i o t s a t Rome occur i n the l a t e f o u rth century. There 

i s no evidence f o r the e a r l y p a r t of the century. I t may j u s t be t h a t , 

a p a r t from Ammianus, most w r i t e r s d i d not think to mention wine r i o t s , 

but i t seems more l i k e l y t h a t there were few d i s t u r b a n c e s , connected 

with wine shortages, t h a t were l a r g e enough to be noteworthy - i n XVII.11. 

Ammianus h i m s e l f says there were mutinous d i s t u r b a n c e s under the 

'Praefectus U r b i , l u n i u s Bassus, but does not say what they were about. 

The second r i o t i n Ammianus i s under the P r e f e c t L e o n t i u s , 

and i s the Valuomeres r i o t , and i s an i n d i c a t i o n t h a t the plebs may not 

have f e l t they had a j u s t cause when r i o t i n g over the s c a r c i t y of wine. 

Le o n t i u s got away w i t h i n t i m i d a t i n g them and they vanished q u i c k l y 

enough a f t e r the a r r e s t of Valuomeres to suggest t h a t they were s l i g h t l y 

ashamed and they d i d not want the n o t o r i e t y of being a r r e s t e d and marked 

out a s troublemakers i n the s i g h t of t h e i r f e l l o w c i t i z e n s . I n a 

famine r i o t i t i s doubtful t h a t they would have had such qualms. 

The t h i r d r i o t i s the one i n 375 which drove Symmachus' fa t h e r 

out of Rome f o l l o w i n g a rumour t h a t he would r a t h e r use h i s wine to mix 

concrete than s e l l i t cheaply to the p l e b s . T h i s wine would have been 

s o l d on the free-market i n Rome, probably through the wineshops and 

c a b a r e t s , and the importance of the free-market p r i c e to the Plebeians 

was t h a t the p r i c e of the cheap wine they r e c e i v e d was l i n k e d to the 

market p r i c e and had been s i n c e a t l e a s t the r e i g n of V a l e n t i n i a n I , 

who put the p r i c e of the cheap wine a t three q u a r t e r s of the market p r i c e 

a t Rome. The wording of the law (C.Th.XI.2.2) i s s u e d i n 364 suggests 

t h a t the cheap wine was normally p a i d f o r by the plebs before t h a t date 

and t h a t V a l e n t i n i a n i s j u s t t r y i n g to make the p r i c e f a i r and economic. 

The money thus r a i s e d went to paying the t r a n s p o r t c o s t s of the prop

r i e t o r s of I t a l y who were expected to t r a n s p o r t t h e i r wine t r i b u t e to 

the c i t y i n person, and towards the c i t y ' s b u i l d i n g fund. The percentage 

l i n k between the p r i c e of cheap wine and other wine meant of course t h a t 

a r i s e i n the l a t t e r ' s p r i c e l e d to the cheap wine no longer being cheap, 
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so t h a t C i t y P r e f e c t s had to step i n to keep down the market p r i c e i f 

a wine shortage occurred. 

i v ) Meat shortages - t h e r e i s no recorded shortage of pork, 

which was the meat r a t i o n i n the f o u r t h century, during the century, 

and there are no r i o t s r e g arding the pork r a t i o n recorded. The pork 

r a t i o n which may have been f r e e i n the e a r l y p a r t of the century 

(Zosimus I I . 9 ) and was probably f r e e a t the end of the century, i f the 

s i t u a t i o n i n 3 9 6 was anything to go by, was not a very s u b s t a n t i a l 

p a r t of the p l e b e i a n d i e t . For f i v e months of the year they r e c e i v e d 

51bs of pork a month from the S u a r i i , who spent the other seven months 

2 8 

c o l l e c t i n g the swine from I t a l i a n p r o p r i e t o r s to provide the pork. 

There were indeed no r i o t s i n the f o u r t h century, but i n 3 9 6 the meat 

r a t i o n was used to p l a c a t e the plebs i n a corn famine, which suggests 
the r a t i o n was f r e e : 

"For 20 days t h i s expenditure promises a l i t t l e food to 
the c i t y . I n a d d i t i o n a second r e s o l u t i o n of our most 
i l l u s t r i o u s Senate w i l l c o n t r i b u t e to s e c u r i t y . The 
d i s t r i b u t i o n of meat has a l s o nonetheless comforted 
the s p i r i t s of the Roman People." 

2 9 
Symm. Ep. V I . 2 6 

b) R e l i g i o n 
r * 

I n the absence of any impact the Populus Romanus might have, 

a p a r t from r i o t s , to make sure t h a t those with p o l i t i c a l power did not 

n e g l e c t t h e i r food supply, i t t r i e d to make sure i t s members' a f t e r l i v e s 

would be assured by g e t t i n g i n v olved i n r e l i g i o n and r e l i g i o u s p o l i t i c s . 

Even when they were pagans they had shown themselves concerned with 

r e l i g i o n . They gained a r e p u t a t i o n f o r being s u p e r s t i t i o u s , as i s shown 

by the s t o r y of Marcus A u r e l i u s and the c h a r l a t a n who climbed i n t o a 

t r e e and r e l e a s e d a s t o r k from h i s c l o t h i n g as he f e l l out of the t r e e 

to make the p l e b s t h i n k there had been a m i r a c l e . A l a r g e number of 

E a s t e r n c u l t s such ,as I s i s worship and Mithraism f i r s t gained currency 

a t Rome among the plebs before the upper c l a s s e s accepted them a l t o g e t h e r . 

An example of the pagan p l e b e i a n s ' f e e l i n g s on r e l i g i o n i n the fourth 
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century i s provided during the r e i g n of Maxentius. Zosimus ( 1 1 . 1 3 ) 

t e l l s us t h a t when the Temple of Fortuna was on f i r e and the people were 

r u s h i n g to save i t , a s o l d i e r shouted out blasphemies cibout providence. 

He was turned on by the people and k i l l e d , and only Maxentius prevented 

the P r a e t o r i a n s t a k i n g revenge. L a t e r on the people showed j u s t as much 

enthusiasm i n t h e i r p u r s u i t of C h r i s t i a n i t y . 

Before d e a l i n g w i t h C h r i s t i a n d i s p u t e s as a cause of r i o t i n g 

a t Rome i t would be as w e l l to d i s c u s s the numbers of C h r i s t i a n s i n Rome 

i n the f o u r t h century. Eusebius i n h i s E c c l e s i a s t i c a l H i s t o r y says t h a t 

i n 2 5 1 there were 4 6 p r i e s t s , 7 deacons, 7 sub-deacons, 4 2 a c o l y t e s , 

and 5 2 e x o r c i s t s , l e c t o r s , and doorkeepers employed by the C h r i s t i a n s i n 

Rome, who supported 1 5 0 0 widows and beggars. T. D. Barnes"^^ suggests 

t h a t from these f i g u r e s a t o t a l number of Roman C h r i s t i a n s i n excess of 

3 0 , 0 0 0 can be i m p l i e d . By the Great P e r s e c u t i o n of D i o c l e t i a n t h i s 

number must have grown as there was no s e r i o u s p e r s e c u t i o n between 

V a l e r i a n and D i o c l e t i a n ( i . e . 2 6 0 - 3 0 1 ) , and a f t e r the D i o c l e t i a n i c 

p e r s e c u t i o n , under Maxentius, the q u a r r e l s between those who had stood 

f i r m i n the f a c e of the Great P e r s e c u t i o n and those who had not and 

wished to be r e c e i v e d back i n t o the Church were a s e r i o u s enough t h r e a t 

to p u b l i c order t h a t Maxentius sent two Popes and a f a c t i o n leader i n t o 
3 2 

e x i l e , a c t s which C o n s t a n t i n i a n propagandists, such as the source of 

the L i b e r P o n t i f i c a l i s , were abl e to misrepresent as pagan persecution 

of C h r i s t i a n i t y to Maxentius' d i s c r e d i t . 

By the middle of the f o u r t h century the C h r i s t i a n s were 

d e f i n i t e l y numerous enough t h a t , when they r i o t e d i n the Damasus/Ursinus 

papfill e l e c t i o n , the pagans among the p l e b e i a n s , i f there s t i l l were any, 

d i d not t r y to i n t e r v e n e and stop the f i g h t i n g between t h e i r C h r i s t i a n 

neighbours, which must have been making Rome a very uncomfortable p l a c e 

to be f o r the innocent bystander. By the end of the century Rome was 

probably l a r g e l y C h r i s t i a n , although Ammianus M a r c e l l i n u s , who was i n 
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Rome during the l a s t two decades of the century, does speak of the 

annual p r o c e s s i o n of the Mother of the Gods i n the present tense, and 

i t would be a : d i ̂ Cippc>vdlfi^ spectacle i f there were only a few pagan 

l o r d s i n v o l v e d , and the r e was no plebeian involvement.^"^ 

What then were the r e l i g i o u s r i o t s of the fourth century and 

t h e i r c a u s e s ? Despite the enthusiasm of the people of Rome f o r t h e i r 

newfound r e l i g i o n , they seem to have confined t h e i r disturbances on 

r e l i g i o u s matters to d i s p u t e s w i t h i n C h r i s t i a n i t y , and there i s not 

the same evidence of C h r i s t i a n s a t t a c k i n g pagans i n Rome as i n , say, 

Al e x a n d r i a . The only h i n t s t h a t there may have been attempts to p u l l 

down pagan temples i n Rome are i n a law of Constans addressed to the 

P r a e f e c t u s U r b i i n 3 4 2 (C.Th. XVI. 1 0 . 3 ) , where the Emperor orders the 

p r e s e r v a t i o n of pagan temples from which the people's entertainments 

begin. Perhaps there had been attempts to p u l l down some pagan temples, 

but the f a c t t h a t i t was the people's i n t e r e s t t h a t Constans had i n 

mind, suggests t h a t i f such a c t i v i t y was happening, i t was not with 

popular support, and i t seems more l i k e l y t h a t the temples were a t 

most being allowed to decay, and pagan p r e f e c t s of the c i t y sometimes 

r e s t o r e d them; f o r example Pr a e t e x t a t u s s e p a r a t i n g the w a l l s of p r i v a t e 

houses i r r e v e r e n t l y b u i l t up a g a i n s t 'aedibus s a c r i s ' (A.M. X X V I I . 9 . 1 0 ) , 

and C l a u d i u s i n 3 7 4 / 5 r e s t o r i n g the P o r t i c o of Good Outcome ( X X I X . 6 . 1 9 ) . 

I t may be merely a matter of la c k of evidence t h a t we hear 

l i t t l e of C h r i s t i a n / P a g a n r i o t s , but i t i s probable t h a t they did not 

happen. Paganism a t Rome had some very powerful p r o t e c t o r s , t h a t i s 

the pagan s e n a t o r s of the time who, l i k e P r a e t e x t a t u s and Symmachus, 

tended to be the most powerful and i n f l u e n t i a l members of the Senate, 

o f t e n t a k i n g the l e a d a t Rome, because the most able C h r i s t i a n laymen 

of the time tended to hold p o s i t i o n s a t Court,' l i k e Petronius Probus, 

a l e a d i n g C h r i s t i a n a r i s t o c r a t from Rome, of whom Ammanius says t h a t 

he was l i k e a f i s h out of water, i f he was not holding p r e f e c t u r e s 
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(A.M. XXVII.11.3). The pagan senators were the top of the C l i e n t / 

Patronage t r e e , and so i t would not have been wise f o r C h r i s t i a n plebs 

to a t t a c k pagan temples when t h e i r w e l f a r e may have derived from the 

very p r o t e c t o r s of them. 

On the other s i d e of the c o i n , the pagan plebeians probably 

had no grudge a g a i n s t t h e i r C h r i s t i a n neighbours, as they probably took 

advantage of C h r i s t i a n c h a r i t y , a s e x e m p l i f i e d by the great C h r i s t i a n 
34 

noble l a d i e s d i s p e n s i n g l a r g e s s e a t S t . P e t e r ' s . J u l i a n the Apostate 

was put out t h a t the C h r i s t i a n s not only looked a f t e r t h e i r own people 

but a l s o a f t e r the needy among the pagans. "̂ ^ Anti-pagan a c t i o n tended 

to take the form of C h r i s t i a n p r e f e c t s of the c i t y removing c u l t s t a t u e s 

from pagan s h r i n e s and p u t t i n g them i n the p u b l i c baths where they were 

^ 36 

merely works of a r t . 

Even i f the C h r i s t i a n p l e b e i a n s d i d not choose or dare to 

a t t a c k pagans, they were l e s s r e s t r a i n e d i n t h e i r a t t a c k s on the Jews. 

During the r e i g n of the usurper Magnus Maximus a synagogue a t Rome was 

s e t on f i r e by a mob, and Maximus punished the Roman people for t h i s . 

( T h i s i s one of the p o i n t s on which S t . Ambrose ( E p i s t l e 40) a t t a c k s 

Theodosius, who punished some C h r i s t i a n s who had burnt down a synagogue 

a t C a l l i n i c u m i n the E a s t e r n Empire, i n t h a t Theodosius can be equated 

with the usurper he had defeated i n 388 by h i s behaviour.) 

The d i s p u t e s w i t h i n C h r i s t i a n i t y i n Rome during the fourth 

c e n t u r y were two, concerning two d i f f e r e n t problems, but otherwise 

very s i m i l a r . They came about two generations a p a r t , but involved 

s i m i l a r types of people i n the opposing f a c t i o n s . The f i r s t dispute 

arose a f t e r the Great P e r s e c u t i o n of D i o c l e t i a n , and concerned the 

problem of whether those who had lapsed i n the Persecution should be 

readmitted i n t o the Church. On the one s i d e were those who f e l t they 

should readmit s u i t a b l y p e n i t e n t apostates back i n t o C h r i s t i a n i t y , on 

the other were the extreme r i g o r i s t s who had not lapsed, and had some-
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times gone to p r i s o n f o r t h e i r r e f u s a l to kow-tow, and who regarded 

even ' T r a d i t o r e s ' (people who had handed over the s c r i p t u r e s to the 

a u t h o r i t i e s on the grounds t h a t what mattered was the contents of the 

books and not the a c t u a l paper i t s e l f ^ and had not a c t u a l l y s a c r i f i c e d ) 

as a p o s t a t e s . I t was Rome's eq u i v a l e n t of A f r i c a ' s Donatist c r i s i s , 

fought over f o r e x a c t l y the same i s s u e s . However, while there were 

r i o t s i n Rome,'^^ the Roman c r i s i s seems to have been resolved; the 

D o n a t i s t c r i s i s was not. Maxentius banished Pope Marcellus, the f i r s t 

bishop of Rome to be e l e c t e d during h i s r e i g n . That the banishment was 

as a r e s u l t of a d i s p u t e between C h r i s t i a n s i s shown by the epitaph 

Damasus had put on M a r c e l l u s ' tomb, which says of him: 'crimen ob 

a l t e r i u s Christum q u i i n pace ne g a v i t f i n i b u s expulsus p a t r i a e ' (I.L.C.V. 

1.962). M a r c e l l u s was t h e r e f o r e a r i g o r i s t , and may have t r i e d to 

expunge the name of h i s predecessor, the T r a d i t o r M a r c e l l i n u s , from the 
38 

l i s t of popes. There followed a l a p s e i n the See of Rome u n t i l about 

308, when Maxentius, who had j u s t broken with h i s f a t h e r Maximian, was 

i n need of a l l the support he could get, i n c l u d i n g C h r i s t i a n support. 

E l e c t i o n s were h e l d . There were r i o t s and Eusebius, the s u c c e s s f u l 

candidate (not the C o n s t a n t i n i a n E u s e b i u s ) , and H e r a c l i u s , leader of the 
39 

r i g o r i s t f a c t i o n , were both e x i l e d . 

Pope M i l t i a d e s was e l e c t e d i n the l a s t y e a r s of Maxentius' 

r e i g n and was sent by the Emperor to organise the r e t u r n of Church 

p r o p e r t y to the C h r i s t i a n s i n A f r i c a . E v i d e n t l y the r i g o r i s t s and the 

p a r t y of the l a p s e d had made up t h e i r d i f f e r e n c e s , as M i l t i a d e s s u r v i v e d 

i n t o C o n s t a n t i n e ' s r e i g n , and there were obviously no p u b l i c disturbances 

to o c c a s i o n a c t i o n by the c i v i l a u t h o r i t i e s . The r i g o r i s t s may have won 

the argument, because Pope Eusebius i s not mentioned i n the L i b e r P o n t i -

f i c a l i s (a l i s t of the e a r l y popes with l a r g e l y f i c t i t i o u s accounts of 

t h e i r doings) , but Damasus put an Epigram on h i s tomb (I.L.C.V. 963) as 

he had on the tomb of M a r c e l l u s . 
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T h i s l e a d s on to the second d i s p u t e , on a d i f f e r e n t matter, 

but i n which Damasus s i g n i f i c a n t l y seems to have been a leader of the 

moderate p a r t y , a s Eusebius had been i n the f i r s t d i spute. This second 

d i s p u t e arose from the Emperor Constantius I I ' s Arianism (a heresy t h a t 

denied the d i v i n i t y of C h r i s t , and caused an immense amount of trouble 

i n the Greek speaking p a r t of the Church i n the fourth century - L a t i n 

had y e t to be r e f i n e d i n t o a language f o r debating the f i n e r p o i n t s of 

theology) and h i s banishment of Pope L i b e r i u s f o r a matter connected 

w i t h the Arianism/Orthodox controversy. 

T h i s d i s p u t e a t Rome arose i n 355, and Ammianus Marc e l l i n u s 

e x p l a i n s i t s o r i g i n . He does not f u l l y understand the s i t u a t i o n , because 

he only s t a t e s the o f f i c i a l charges made a g a i n s t S t . Athanasius by h i s 

enemies, t h a t i s , s o r c e r y and d i v i n a t i o n , and he shows no knowledge of 

the a c t u a l reason f o r the C h r i s t i a n d i s p u t e : the A r i a n heresy. Constant

i u s had managed to get two synods of the Church, one of the eastern 

bishops, one of the western bishops, to condemn the champion of the 

orthodox c r e e d , S t . Athanasius, c a t h o l i c / o r t h o d o x bishop of Alexandria, 

and we gather from Aramianus (XV.7.5-10) t h a t L i b e r i u s was one of those 

who supported those who condemned the b e l i e f s of Athanasius a t the synod 

which deposed Athanasius from h i s b i s h o p r i c . 

L i b e r i u s d i d not, t h e r e f o r e , support the Athanasian party i n 

the Church, and h i s stand a g a i n s t Constantius was t h e r e f o r e not a matter 

of d o c t r i n e but d i s c i p l i n e , a f a c t borne out by Ammianus, who says t h a t 

L i b e r i u s , when asked to depose Athanasius from the priesthood a l t o g e t h e r 

(which shows the importance of the pope i n the whole church, a t t h a t 

time - t h a t C o n s t a n t i u s should f e e l the support of the bishop of Rome 

was n e c e s s a r y i n the d e p o s i t i o n of a churchman), r e f u s e d to allow a man 

to be condemned unseen and unheard. T h i s was the cause of L i b e r i u s ' 

e x i l e . He was not a r i g o r i s t and he e v e n t u a l l y gave i n to Constantius, 

and when he ret u r n e d to Rome the L i b e r P o n t i f i c a l i s , suspect source 

though i t i s , says of him "Non tamen r e b a p t i z a t u s e s t L i b e r i u s , sed 
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consensum p r a e b u i t " (L.P. XXXVII). 

The Ammianus passage (XV.7.10) i s a l s o important i n showing 

t h a t bishops of Rome could r a l l y enough support from the people t h a t 

the P r e f e c t of the C i t y had to smuggle L i b e r i u s out of the c i t y a t the 

dead of n i g h t . I t i s an i n d i c a t i o n of how e n t h u s i a s t i c the people 

c o u l d be about t h e i r r e l i g i o u s l e a d e r s . 

I t a l s o sliows t h a t the people were capable of great l o y a l t y 

to people they l i k e d , and t h i s l o y a l t y continued to be shown. Both 

Theodoret and the C o l l e c t i o A v e l l a n a agree t h a t the people showed d i s d a i n 

f o r F e l i x , the pro-Constantian bishop, who repl a c e d L i b e r i u s : "Felicem 

archidiaconum ordinatum i n loco L i b e r i i episcopum susceperunt. quod 

factum u n i v e r s e populo d i s p l i c u i t e t se ab e i u s processione suspendit" 

(C.A.1.2). Theodoret says t h a t the people would not enter a church 

where F e l i x was p r a y i n g . 

When C o n s t a n t i u s v i s i t e d Rome i n 357, the r e t u r n of L i b e r i u s 

was requested. The C o l l e c t i o A v e l l a n a says the people demanded h i s 

r e t u r n , but Theodoret says t h a t i t was some C h r i s t i a n a r i s t o c r a t i c 

l a d i e s . However Theodoret a l s o records the 'acclamatio' of the people 

on h e a r i n g the news t h a t L i b e r i u s was to be returned to them. T h i s 

'acclamatio' (the p l e b e i a n s demonstrating t h e i r f e e l i n g s on a piece of 

news announced to them, a t the C i r c u s ) and the boycotting of F e l i x show 

t h a t r e l i g i o n could cause other forms of popular expression than merely 

r i o t s . 

L i b e r i u s returned from e x i l e , probably more popular than ever, 

and he 'consensum p r a e b u i t ' , t h a t i s showed moderation to the supporters 

of F e l i x . When he di e d and there were r i o t s over who should succeed 

him, h i s memory was so dear t h a t the r i g o r i s t s who wrote the f i r s t 

document i n the C o l l e c t i o A v e l l a n a d i d not a s s a i l L i b e r i u s ' surrender to 

C o n s t a n t i u s , i n f a c t i g n o r i n g i t . They even admit t h a t L i b e r i u s took p i t y 

on those who supported F e l i x (C.A. 1.3), but they then t r y to «.p_:'p.Gâ ''i'*̂ ^ 
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L i b e r i u s ' memory fo r t h e i r own fCayiS^SS-. 

These r i g o r i s t s are c l e a r l y the U r s i n i a n s , and the a n t i -

Damasan p r e j u d i c e they show does not match with the forgiveness of 

L i b e r i u s f o r h i s opponents, although they c l a i m to have been the only 

people to have stayed l o y a l to him i n h i s e x i l e . The l e t t e r t h a t i s 

the second document of the C o l l e c t i o A v e l l a n a i s a l s o w r i t t e n by 

r i g o r i s t s appealing to the clemency of the Emperors of 383-4, and i t 

goes back over the h i s t o r y of the A r i a n / r i g o r i s t d i s p u t e s s i n c e about 

the time of Cons t a n t i n e . I t t r i e s to show, by examples of God i n t e r 

vening a g a i n s t those who had submitted to C o n s t a n t i u s , the ' P r a e v a r i -

c a t o r e s ' , and i n favour of the r i g o r i s t p o s i t i o n , t h a t those who have 

p r e v a r i c a t e d should not be readmitted to the c a t h o l i c church. L i b e r i u s 

i s s i g n i f i c a n t l y not mentioned as a p r e v a r i c a t o r , although Ammianus 

shows he h e l d a n t i - A t h a n a s i a n views (see above) and went in t o e x i l e f o r 

n o n - d o c t r i n a l reasons. 

Damasus, however, i s c l a s s i f i e d as an enemy of the 

r i g o r i s t L u c i f e r i a n s , whom l a t e r r i g o r i s t s regard as on the s i d e of 

the a n g e l s . ( L u c i f e r was e x i l e d a t the same time as Athanasius and 

L i b e r i u s , and was so extremely a g a i n s t f o r g i v i n g those who had e r r e d 

i n t o A r i a n i s m under Gonstantius t h a t he came to be a s c h i s m a t i c himself.) 

I n the Damasus and Ursi n u s r i o t s the supporters of Damasus were t h e r e f o r e 

the moderate p a r t y who favoured pardoning those who had repented of 

being A r i a n s , and were i n the f o r g i v i n g s p i r i t of L i b e r i u s , while the 

U r s i n i a n s , who claimed to have remained l o y a l to L i b e r i u s , were r i g o r i s t s , 

and not i n the s p i r i t of L i b e r i u s . The r i g o r i s t supporters of Damasus' 

r i v a l f o r the See of Rome, U r s i n u s , were the 'sancta p l e b s ' according to 

the f i r s t document of the C o l l e c t i o A v e l l a n a , and Damasus' supporters 

are d i s m i s s e d as c h a r i o t e e r s , g l a d i a t o r s , and gravediggers. Ammianus 

(XXVII.3. 12f) does not say what the s o c i a l composition of the two s i d e s 

was, and i t seems l i k e l y t h a t we have something s i m i l a r to the usu a l 
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d i s m i s s a l of the other s i d e as being of low repute (for example C a t i l i n e ' s 

supporters i n C i c e r o ' s C a t i l i n e speeches). 

The people had probably l i k e d L i b e r i u s f o r h i s generosity 

of s p i r i t , and i t i s l i k e l y the U r s i n i a n s ' s e l f - r i g h t e o u s n e s s , which 

oozes out of C o l l e c t i o A v e l l a n a I , would mean t h a t the U r s i n i a n s were a 

s m a l l enough mi n o r i t y of c i t i z e n s t h a t P r a e t e x t a t u s had no trouble i n 

d e c i d i n g t h a t he should support the Damasans to r e s t o r e p u b l i c order. 

I t was only the f a n a t i c i s m of the U r s i n i a n s t h a t caused them to be so 

p e r s i s t e n t i n the face of such overwhelming odds, and i f Ursinus had 

been a t a l l popular w i t h the plebs there would not have been peace i n 

the C i t y once the l e a d i n g U r s i n i a n s had been e x i l e d . The way the 

p l e b e i a n s showed support f o r L i b e r i u s i n h i s e x i l e shows t h a t Ursinus 

d i d not enjoy popular support i n h i s absence, and when Damasus died, and 

h i s s u c c e s s o r was e l e c t e d unanimously, there was an a c c l a m a t i o a g a i n s t 

U r s i n u s : "proinde quoniam r e l i g i o s u m S i r i c i u m a n t i s t e m s a n c t i t a t i s s i c 

p r a e e s s e s a c e r d o t i o voluerunt, ut Ursinum improbum acclamationibus 

v i o l a r e n t " (Collectio A v e l l a n a 4)., 

R e l i g i o n then was an a c t i v e i n t e r e s t of the Populus Romanus, 

and the main cause of r e l i g i o u s r i o t was not pagan-Christian r e l a t i o n s , 

but the problems caused by p e r s e c u t i o n , f i r s t of C h r i s t i a n s i n g e n e r a l , 

under D i o c l e t i a n and the T e t r a r c h y , l a t e r of people opposed to the 

r e l i g i o u s p o l i c y of the A r i a n Constantius I I i n the 350s. These p e r s e 

c u t i o n s l e d to r i o t s between those who had stood up to the p e r s e c u t i o n s 

and those who were ready to f o r g i v e those who had not stood up to 

p e r s e c u t i o n ( r i g o r i s t s v. moderates). I t a l s o l e d to expressions of 

popular support as expressed i n the acclamationes for L i b e r i u s , and 

popular o p p o s i t i o n as expressed i n other 'acclamationes' and i n the boy

c o t t of F e l i x . The keenness w i t h which the people of Rome took p a r t i n 

r e l i g i o u s debates i s shown by t h e i r lynching of the s o l d i e r who b l a s 

phemed a g a i n s t providence, when they were s t i l l pagan under Maxentius, 

and the massacre of 137 (169 according to the C o l l e c t i o Avellana I ) 
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U r s i n i a n s i n the B a s i l i c a of S i c i n i n u s (A.M. x x v i i . 3.13), during the 

e l e c t i o n of Pope Damasus. 

c) Entertainments and Largesse 

While r i o t s over entertainment and l a r g e s s e i n the fourth 

century are not recorded, the people were s t i l l very keen on the 
40 

c i r c e n s e s p a r t of Ju v e n a l ' s 'Panem e t c i r c e n s e s ' . They were e x c i t e d 

a t the prospect of Games, and i n 384 Symmachus i n R e l a t i o 6 asked the 

Emperor to c a r r y out the promise of Games a t I m p e r i a l expense (see 

Chapter 2, p.41) c l a i m i n g t h e i r enthusiasm was due to l o y a l t y to the 

Emperor, not greed. I n other words the people were expecting a l o t from 

I m p e r i a l Games, and they were l i k e l y to r i o t i f the Games were not given. 

By R e l a t i o 9 Symmachus i s able to send thanks to the 

Emperors f o r the Games. The P r a e t o r s and Quaestors had the duty of 

p r o v i d i n g the annual Games and g l a d i a t o r i a l combats, and the i n s i s t e n c e 

of laws on t h i s s u b j e c t shows t h a t the Emperors took the need to keep 

the people happy very s e r i o u s l y (see chapter 5 ) . As Games had to be 

arranged w e l l i n advance to get a l l the m a t e r i a l s together, i f a 

Senator d e f a u l t e d on h i s duty the a u t h o r i t i e s would know w e l l i n advance 

and some s o r t of entertainment could be arranged, so t h a t i t i s l i k e l y 

t h a t the p l e b e i a n s were never e n t i r e l y disappointed, and so never 
41 

p r o t e s t e d about l a c k 'of Games. 

R i o t s over the l a c k of p u b l i c Games may have always been 

avoided, but p u b l i c f e e l i n g was often d i s p l a y e d i n connection with them. 

The performers i n p u b l i c entertainments could cause t r o u b l e . To give 

one example, the f i r s t r i o t i n the p r e f e c t u r e of Leontius i n 355 t h a t 

Ammianus mentions i s the one over the a r r e s t of the people's d a r l i n g , 

Philoromus the c h a r i o t e e r (XV.7). 

Another i n t e r e s t i n g example of the p l e b s ' enthusiasm f o r 

performers i s the f a c t t h a t when the 'Peregrini' were e x p e l l e d from Rome 

during a corn shortage, according to Ammianus (XIV.10.19), while the 

few who p r a c t i s e d the l i b e r a l a r t s were a l l e x p e l l e d , a t t a i d a n t s of 
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mimes, and three thousand dancing g i r l s , and an equal number of dancing 

masters were allowed to remain i n the c i t y , although Ammianus puts t h i s 

passage i n a c r i t i c , i s m of the r i c h i n Rome, so t h a t he may be h i n t i n g 

a t v e s t e d i n t e r e s t s ; p r o t e c t i n g t h e i r e n t e r t a i n e r s , r a t h e r than the c i t y 

a u t h o r i t i e s fearing; p l e b e i a n b a c k l a s h . 

Such' demonstrations on b e h a l f of performers took place 

o u t s i d e the Games, iiut the p l a c e the people r e a l l y showed t h e i r f e e l i n g s 

both about performers, and matters t o t a l l y unconnected, l i k e r e l i g i o n , 

was a t the Games, whether i n the C i r c u s ( f o r c h a r i o t r a c i n g ) , the Theatre 

( f o r mimes, pantomimes, and A t e l l a n f a r c e s , Roman Comedy having dwindled 

away i n the E a r l y Empire) o r i n the Amphitheatre ( f o r Beast and G l a d i 

a t o r i a l f i g h t s ) . The atmosphere of a f o o t b a l l crowd i s s i m i l a r to the 

atmosphere of ancien^: audiences a t the Games, and the people r e v e l l e d i n 

the anonymity of the crowd, becoming f r e e r of speech, and showed the 

' D i c a c i t a s ' t h a t Ammianus says d e l i g h t e d Constantius (XVI.10). 

The t h e a t r e s i n Rome were c o n s i d e r a b l y smaller than the 

Colosseum and the C i r c u s Maximus, and together probably held fewer than 

the Colosseum, which i t s e l f was only a f i f t h the estimated s i z e of the 

C i r c u s Maximus (50,0()0* : 250,000*) i n s e a t i n g c a p a c i t y . Therefore the 

o u t b u r s t s of the people i n the t h e a t r e s were not as important 'Acclama

t i o n e s ' as those i n the Amphitheatre and C i r c u s , not merely because of 

the s m a l l e r numbers in v o l v e d , but because the t h e a t r e s were small enough 

f o r an 'Acclamatio' to be rigged, but the other b u i l d i n g s were too l a r g e 

f o r t h i s to be done e a s i l y , and f o r t h i s reason the a u t h o r i t i e s allowed 

freedom of speech i n the C i r c u s , and the amphitheatre, so t h a t they 

c o u l d get a reasonably t r u e estimate of popular opinion, and they t o l e r 

a ted r a t h e r more uproar than they normally would. 

Another c o n t r i b u t o r y f a c t o r to the freedom of speech 

p r a c t i s e d by the people a t the Games was the need to l e t o f f steam. 

They could not a f f o r d t h e p l e a s u r e s o f the r i c h and needed somewhere to 

g e t t h e i r excitement, which was p r o b a b l y why G l a d i a t o r i a l combat su r v i v e d 

*Balsdon: L i f e and L e i s u r e i n A n c i e n t Rome (1969) 
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as long as i t d i d . I t gave a tremendous sense of s i g n i f i c a n c e to have 

the power of l i f e and death over a man, and from t h i s arose some of the 

people's s e l f - c o n f i d e n c e to speak f r e e l y a t the Amphitheatre.'^^ There 

was no l e s s excitement a t the C i r c u s , because c h a r i o t r a c i n g was a 

dangerous s p o r t , and the p l e b e i a n s ' enthusiasm f o r i t went so f a r t h a t 

Ammianus s a t i r i s e s iplebeians who d e c l a r e d t h a t the s t a t e would f a l l i f 

t h e i r c h a r i o t f a i l e d to win the r a c e : 

"Among whom those who have l i v e d a good long time, 
more i n f l u e n t i a l through t h e i r aged a u t h o r i t y , 
o f t e n clamour by t h e i r white h a i r s and w r i n k l e s t h a t 
the s t a t e cannot stand, i f i n the coming race the 
team; each backs does not leap f i r s t from the 
s t a r t i n g s t a l l s , or with i n a u s p i c i o u s 
horses rounds the t u r n i n g post poorly held together." 
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( X X V I I I . 4.30) 

Apart from the matter of freedom of speech a r i s i n g i n such s i t u a t i o n s , 

the a u t h o r i t i e s did. w e l l to l e t the p l e b e i a n s l e t o f f steam i n the 

excitement of the r a c e s , r a t h e r than on the s t r e e t s . I n f a c t i t would 

have been d i f f i c u l t | to keep the plebs i n order a l l the time. I t was only 

worthwhile i f dangerous l e v e l s of v i o l e n c e , which would lead to d i s a s t e r , 

a r o s e . The power of the atmosphere a t the amphitheatre can be shown by 

the s t o r y of Augustine's f r i e n d , A l y p i u s (Aug. Confessions 6.8), who 

a r r i v e d i n Rome, and when asked by some f r i e n d s to accompany them to a 

G l a d i a t o r i a l combat.determined to c o n t r o l h i m s e l f , but when the moment 

came when the g l a d i a t o r must be k i l l e d or spared, and he c l o s e d h i s eyes, 

the r o a r from the crowd caused him to open them again and he found him

s e l f shouting w i t h the r e s t . He had l o s t h i s i n d i v i d u a l i t y i n the crowd. 

The r e l a t i v e p o p u l a r i t y of the amphitheatre a g a i n s t c i r c u s 

i s not easy to gauge, i n the f o u r t h century. Ammianus makes no mention 

of p l e b e i a n enthusia'sm f o r anything except c h a r i o t r a c i n g , but Prudentius, 

w r i t i n g a t the s t a r t ; of the f i f t h century, about the time t h a t g l a d i a t o r i a l 

combat and s i m i l a r amphitheatre entertainments were banned, says a l o t 

a g a i n s t g l a d i a t o r i a l combats (Contra Symm.I. 379f, and i n the l a t e r p a r t 



; 6'' of Book I I ) implying t h a t g l a d i a t o r s were s t i l l popular. T h i s may not be 

a c o n t r a d i c t i o n . According to J.P.V.D. Balsdon only a tenth of the 

Coirosseum was open to the 'Plebs Frumentaria' (those r e c e i v i n g the Corn 

dole) , so t h a t i t may be u n s u r p r i s i n g t h a t the Plebs t h a t Ammianus s a t i r i s e s 

i n XIV.6 and X X V I l i . 4 were keen on c h a r i o t r a c i n g , and showed l i t t l e 
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i n t e r e s t i n g l a d i a t o r s . 

The s u b j e c t s of 'Acclamationes' were many. They f a l l i n t o two 

c a t e g o r i e s . On the one hand there were matters d i r e c t l y concerned with the 

entertainments themselves and the l a r g e s s e concerned with them; on the other 

hand matters unconnected, e i t h e r g r i e v a n c e s , or announcements made, l i k e the 

announcement t h a t l l i ^ e r i u s would be returned to Rome. Matters to do with 

the Games themselvei's could be demanding l a r g e s s e f o r t h e i r f a v o u r i t e 

performers, even i f they d i d not deserve i t . Ammianus g i v e s the example of 

Lampadius, who, when Pr a e t o r , was so i r r i t a t e d by the i n s i s t e n t demands of the 

people f o r rewards 'to be given to t h e i r f a v o u r i t e s t h a t he c a l l e d some beggars 

from the V a t i c a n , a'nd gave the g i f t s to them, to get h i s own back a t the plebs 

(XXVII. 3.6). Acco;rding to Ammianus, a c t o r s , mimes e t c . who f a i l e d to b r i b e the 

pl e b s i n the t h e a t r e might be h i s s e d o f f the stage ( X X V I I I . 4.32), and the 

t h i r d s o r t o f uproar concerned w i t h p u b l i c shows was cheekiness. A passage 

of Ammianus (XXVII.|4.33) d e s c r i b e s the audience a t s p e c t a c l e s of any kind 

b a r r a c k i n g performers, judges, and even l a d i e s with c r i e s of 'Let them l e a r n 

from you' , though Ammianus cannot f i n d anyone who can e x p l a i n what i t i s 

they should l e a r n . 

These s o r t s of popular e x p r e s s i o n were not, of course, 'Acclamationes' 

p r o p e r l y speaking, of the s o r t t h a t the Emperor wished to know. The 

'Acclamationes' concerned matters not connected with the Games. The s o r t s 

of s u b j e c t s t h a t these might be about are as f o l l o w s . F i r s t l y there were 

demonstrations f o r and a g a i n s t people. Thus when Praet e x t a t u s died a t the 

end o f 384 th e r e were 'Acclamationes' of g r i e f and/or s t u p e f a c t i o n . A c t u a l l y , 

a c c o r d i n g to Symmachus, the 'Acclamationes' 
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were i n the nature of a vote w i t h the f e e t : 

"For when f i r s t the sad rumour (of P r a e t e x t a t u s ' 
death) was heard i n Rome, the people r e f u s e d the 
f e s t i v e ^pleasures of the t h e a t r e , and gave 
wi t n e s s ,to h i s i l l u s t r i o u s memory w i t h many 
acclamations, t a k i n g the news with g r i e f , because 
he had got them the favour of renowned Emperors." 

: R e l . 10 ^5 

He a l s o mentions a| straightforward'acclamatio' there as w e l l . Even 

Jerome, who c o n t r a s t s P r a e t e x t a t u s burning i n h e l l with the v i r g i n Lea 

i n heaven, has to admit the death of P r a e t e x t a t u s j u s t before he was 

due to inaugurate h i s Ordinary (the one t h a t would l a b e l the year) 
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C o n s u l s h i p caused tremendous shock i n the c i t y . Another example of 

a p e r s o n a l Acclamatio", unfavourable t h i s time, was the r e j e c t i o n o f 

U r s i n u s a t the e l e c t i o n of Damasus' su c c e s s o r , 5".'rfc'/'uS"- (^^^ above). 
There were a l s o 'Acclamationes' about gr i e v a n c e s , and the best 

example of t h i s i s !the p l e b e i a n s asking Constantius to r e s t o r e Pope 
i 

L i b e r i u s to them (C,.A. 1.3) , and the 'Acclamatio' of joy on the news t h a t 

t h e i r request was: to be granted i s an example of an Acclamatio a t an 

a c t i o n by o t h e r s . The plebs could a l s o give Acclamationes of r e g r e t 

fo r an a c t i o n they have done: 

"The people's mood has changed fo r the b e t t e r so t h a t 
together they c a l l e d f o r the punishment of the r i n g l e a d e r s 
and now the i n s o l e n t dogs have bared t h e i r backs to the 
l a s h . " 

Symm. Ep. 11.38 about the 47 
e x i l e of Symmachus' f a t h e r 

" I have been away f o r only a s h o r t time and the people 
have c a l l e d f o r my r e t u r n during . t h e a t r i c a l Games." 

- about Symmachus' own e x i l e , and the f a c t t h a t i t was i n the t h e a t r e 

may mean the Acclamatio was r i g g e d (Ep. VI.66.") 

d) I n j u s t i c e and attempts to t a x 

What t h i s s e c t i o n covers i s misbehaviour by the a u t h o r i t i e s , 

and attempts by the c e n t r a l government to impose new burdens on the 

Populus Romanus. What i t does not cover i s c o r r u p t i o n of the c i t y ' s 

c i v i l s e r v a n t s , which was probably so endemic t h a t the people di d not 
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regard i t as a reason f o r r i o t i n g , only o b j e c t i n g to new burdens being 

p l a c e d on them. ijf they d i d r i o t about corrupt p r a c t i c e , there i s no 

l i t e r a r y evidence,, j u s t the i n f e r e n c e from some laws i n the Theodosian 

Code, which show cpncern to avoid corruption, which would presumably 
i 

cause r i o t s , such as i n matters to do with the corn supply. But more 

about t h a t later,- j f i r s t we must consider i n j u s t i c e by the a u t h o r i t i e s 

i n Rome. 

There i s ! o n l y evidence of one P r a e f e c t u s Urbi of the fourth 

c e n t u r y ever having been f o o l i s h enough to enrage the plebs by u n j u s t l y 

t r e a t i n g them. Other p r e f e c t s of Rome may have come i n t o d i s f a v o u r for 

reasons beyond t h e i r c o n t r o l , an e x - p r e f e c t may have been chased from 

the c i t y f o r r e f u s i n g to s e l l h i s wine cheaply (Symmachus' f a t h e r ) , but 

only Lampadius i s a t t e s t e d to have a c t u a l l y s e t out to plunder from the 

people. To provide b u i l d i n g m a t e r i a l s f o r h i s b u i l d i n g p r o j e c t s he 

r e q u i s i t i o n e d m a t e r i a l s from tradesmen of the r e l e v a n t t r a d e s , and t h i s 

was f a i r enough p r a c t i c e , but then he r e f u s e d to pay f o r the a r t i c l e s he 

had r e q u i s i t i o n e d , and i t was t h i s t h a t sent a mob to h i s house i n t e n t 

on burning i t down,' and q u i t e probably planning to t e a r him apart i f he 

had not f l e d to the M i l v i a n Bridge. The mob would probably not have 

been of unemployed p l e b e i a n s , but of the next grade up, the minor t r a d e s 

men, who had s u s t a i n e d the l o s s e s , although doubtless some unemployed 

troublemakers came ;along f o r the r i d e (A.M. XXVII.3.8-10). 

I f P r a e f e c t i Urbi were u s u a l l y more s e n s i b l e than Lampadius 

the f o u r t h century Emperors only once ever made the mistake of t r y i n g 

to impose r e g u l a r d i r e c t t a x on the People of Rome. I n 306, G a l e r i u s 
I 

s e n t Census-takers to Rome to e n r o l l the people of the c i t y i n the 

empire-wide census which had been s t a r t e d i n D i o c l e t i a n ' s r e i g n to put 

t a x a t i o n on a more e q u i t a b l e b a s i s . The r e s u l t of sending the census-

t a k e r s to Rome was Jthe R e v o l t of Maxentius, son of the Emperor Maximian 

(286-305), who had been passed over i n the I m p e r i a l Succession, as had 

Con st an ti ne , who a l s o got h i m s e l f proclaimed Emperor i n 306. Neither 
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the account of L a c t a n t i u s (De Mortibus Persecutorum 26) or t h a t of 

Zosimus ( H i s t o r i a Nova I I . 9 ) mention e x p l i c i t involvement of the people 

i n the r e v o l t , but; L a c t a n t i u s a t t r i b u t e s the r e v o l t to the sending of 

the c e n s u s - t a k e r s , as w e l l as the removal of a l a r g e p a r t of the 

P r a e t o r i a n Guard. I t was the remainder of the Guard t h a t proclaimed 

Maxentius, b r i b e d ^o do so, according to Zosimus. However, s e l f 

i n t e r e s t by the P r a e t o r i a n s , who d i d not wish to be t r a n s f e r r e d from 

the comforts of Rome, may have meant t h a t they d i d not need too much 

pe r s u a s i o n from Maxentius. 

More important i s the p a r t or l a c k of a p a r t of the people. 

L a c t a n t i u s s a y s the people e n t h u s i a s t i c a l l y supported the r e v o l t . He 

does not say whether t h a t support was a c t i v e , or not, but even p a s s i v e 

support would be important. The plebs could probably have opposed the 

r e v o l t , s i n c e the P r a e t o r i a n s had probably been reduced to numbers too 

s m a l l to p r e v a i l i n the face of o p p o s i t i o n , but with popular support 

no one could r e s i s t the r e v o l t of Maxentius i n Rome. No Emperor made 

the same mistake again, and i n the E a s t some urban populations, which 

had been i n c l u d e d i n the general census, were given exemption from tax, 

by Maximin Daia, one of the E a s t e r n Emperors and r i v a l of L i c i n i u s i n 

312/3 ( L a c t a n t i u s 36.1). 

Granting exemption from tax to urban populations was obviously 

so u s e f u l an instrument of p o l i c y f o r usurpers t h a t no l e g i t i m a t e 

Emperor would dare t o t r y to i n c l u d e urban populations i n r e g u l a r d i r e c t 

t a x a t i o n , and provide a usurper w i t h a means of g e t t i n g popular support. 

The people of Rome may have opposed r e g u l a r annual p o l l tax, but there 

seems to have been no o b j e c t i o n to Constantine's l u s t r a l ( f i v e - y e a r l y ) 

t a x i n gold and s i l v e r on tradesmen. T h i s was probably because t r a d e s 

men could pay the tax, by p u t t i n g t h e i r p r i c e s up a l i t t l e , but a p o l l 

t a x h i t s everyone, even the unemployed, who cannot pay i t , and i s 

consequently i n t o l e r a b l e f o r l a r g e urban c e n t r e s l i k e fourth century Rome, 
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There i s a l s o the q u e s t i o n of t r a d i t i o n . For hundreds of years the Plebs 

of Rome had not had to pay d i r e c t tax, but i t had p a i d i n d i r e c t t a x e s . 

The people could regard the l u s t r a l tax as an i n d i r e c t tax, on those who 

had a chance of a f f o r d i n g i t , but they could not regard G a l e r i u s ' attempt 

to impose the p o l l tax as anything but an a t t a c k on them. 

e) Other 

Besides the four main causes of r i o t s l i s t e d above f o r which 

th e r e i s p l e n t y or a t l e a s t more than minimal evidence, there are a l s o 

a few causes of p u b l i c d i s t u r b a n c e , which are unusual, or f o r which 

th e r e i s very l i t t l e evidence i n the fourth century. An example of t h i s 

i s the c o l l a p s e of b u i l d i n g s . The only evidence we have f o r t h i s i s a 

l e t t e r of Symmachus: 

"There i s l i t t l e to w r i t e of p u b l i c a f f a i r s except 
t h a t i n the Square of T r a j a n the c o l l a p s e of an 
apartment block has crushed the occupants; t h i s so turned 
popular f e e l i n g to the d e s t r u c t i o n of the p r e f e c t ' s 
c a r r i a g e t h a t i t now has a p r i v a t e owner." 
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(Ep. VI.37) 

T h i s c o l l a p s e of a b u i l d i n g d i d indeed cause a r i o t , but i t i s d i f f i c u l t 

to t e l l how frequent such c o l l a p s e s were by the f o u r t h century. I n the 

second century J u v e n a l had s a i d : "nos urbem colimus t e n u i t i b i c i n e 

f ultam magna p a r t e s u i ; nam s i c labentibus o b s t a t v i l i c u s e t , v e t e r i s 

rimae cum t e x i t hiatum, securos pendente iubet dormire r u i n a " ( S a t . 

I I I . 193/4). Why should t h i s have changed? I t may not have. However, 

a few f a c t o r s may have changed s i n c e then. The population may have 

dropped s i n c e the second century, causing l e s s p r e s s u r e on the housing 

market, and g i v i n g l e s s opportunity f o r j e r r y - b u i l d i n g . Another f a c t o r 

t h a t might have changed was the frequency of f i r e s i n the C i t y . While 

people s t i l l t r i e d to avoid the f i r e r e g u l a t i o n s , so t h a t p r e f e c t s 

o c c a s i o n a l l y had to demolish the b a l c o n i e s and l e a n - t o s t h a t impinged 

on the r e g u l a t i o n minimum d i s t a n c e between b u i l d i n g s , as for example 

P r a e t e x t a t u s (A.M. XXVII. 9.10), even two and a h a l f c e n t u r i e s a f t e r Nero 
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the a u t h o r i t i e s r e a l i s e d t h e i r importance, as the example of Praetex
t a t u s shows. The importance of f i r e s was t h a t even i f they d i d not 
d e s t r o y a b u i l d i n g , they could s e r i o u s l y weaken i t s s t r u c t u r e . 
T r a v e r t i n e stone crumbles i n the c o n d i t i o n s of a f i r e , ^ ^ and one of the 
f a c t o r s which reduced c o l l a p s e s a f t e r the Great F i r e of 64 was the use 
of b r i c k f a c e d concrete f o r the lower s t o r e y s of b u i l d i n g s . Another 
f a c t o r i n f i r e p r e v e n t i o n (and consequently of reducing the number of 
c o l l a p s i n g b u i l d i n g s ) ; b y the f o u r t h century, was the bread d i s t r i b u t i o n 
t a k i n g the p l a c e of the corn d i s t r i b u t i o n s i n the t h i r d century. T h i s 
reduced the amount of \ cooking t h a t the poor had to do a t home, where 
the people had to use ,stoves f o r cooking, because there were no chimneys 
i n the ' I n s u l a e ' f o r tlhem to use other means of cooking. These stoves 
would probably s e t a tenement block on f i r e e a s i l y . The l a c k of mention 
of both f i r e (only Ammianus and Zosimus mention them a t Rome and i n both 
c a s e s i n connection wi^ih temples c a t c h i n g firef^ - and c o l l a p s e of 
b u i l d i n g s (Symmachus i s the only f o u r t h century author to mention them -
see above) may merely mecin t h a t there were few s i g n i f i c a n t c a s e s of 
e i t h e r t h a t were worth; mentioning (a Theodosian Code law does make 
p r o v i s i o n f o r the r e b u i l d i n g of b u i l d i n g s t h a t have c o l l a p s e d without 
r e c o u r s e to i m p e r i a l p e r m i s s i o n , as was the case with new b u i l d i n g s -
C.Th.XVI. 19) , but i t may mean t h a t there were a c t u a l l y fewer f i r e s and 
b u i l d i n g c o l l a p s e s i n the f o u r t h century. One or two ' i n s u l a e ' a t Rome 

were sturdy enough to s u r v i v e i n t o the t w e n t i e t h century, encased i n 
52 

other b u i l d i n g s , and s u b s t a n t i a l remains of ' i n s u l a e ' are s t i l l standing 

a t O s t i a . 

F i r e and B u i l d i n g C o l l a p s e are causes f o r popular disturbance 

t h a t have l i t t l e evidence i n the f o u r t h centtrry to show they were 

p e r s i s t i n g , which they undoubtedly were. Flood was another p o s s i b l e cause 

of R i o t , but t h e r e i s only one f l o o d a t Rome recorded t h a t century, and 

t h a t does hot appear to .have caused a r i o t (A.M. XXIX.6 17-18). L e t us 

now t u r n to unusual i n c i d e n t s causing popular disturbance i n the fourth 
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century. ' 

These unusual i n c i d e n t s might be l a b e l l e d as p o l i t i c a l i n c i d e n t s , 

and concerned the Emperor, or a t l e a s t the I m p e r i a l throne. I n the second 

century, J u v e n a l s a i d | o f the p l e b e i a n s , a t a time when the Emperors l i v e d 

i n Rome and so s t i l l looked f o r popular support: 

"Long s i n c e j now t h a t we have no votes to s e l l , they shoved 
o f f t h e i r c a r e s ; f o r the people t h a t used to give m i l i t a r y 
power, the F a s c e s , l e g i o n s , e v e r y t h i n g , now hold t h e i r 
peace and d e s i r e only two t h i n g s : bread and c i r c u s games." 
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Sat. 10. 77f f . 

I n the f o u r t h century the Emperor was an absolute monarch, and l i v e d 

away from Rome, no longer needing the support of the Plebs Romana, 

so we should expect J u v e n a l ' s comments to apply even more; but we 

have a l r e a d y seen t h a t the people cared about t h e i r r e l i g i o n i n the 

f o u r t h century, and they were not averse to showing t h e i r p o l i t i c a l 

f e e l i n g s when the Emperor was v i s i t i n g the C i t y , or i f there was a 

usurpa t i o n based on Rome. Thus, i n the former c a s e s , they cheered 
54 

Constantine when he l i b e r a t e d Rome i n 312 and i n 389, according to 

Cl a u d i a n ^ ^ Theodosius, having j u s t conquered the usurper Magnus 

Maximus, v i s i t e d Rome, and got on w e l l with the people, but i n 326, 

when Constantine had executed h i s e l d e s t son, C r i s p u s , j u s t before 

a v i s i t t o Rome to c e l e b r a t e h i s V i c e n n a l i a , he had such an uncomfortable 

r e c e p t i o n i n the c i t y t h a t he never returned. I t may be t h a t the 

r e c e p t i o n was connected with the p a g a n / C h r i s t i a n debate, but while 

Zosimus p l a c e d h i s r e f u s a l t o mount the C a p i t o l i n 326, i t i s more 

l i k e l y t h a t t h i s happened i n 315,^^ so t h a t f e e l i n g s would have 

had ten y e a r s to co o l down. I t seems more l i k e l y t h a t the uncomfortable 

r e c e p t i o n t h a t Constantine got i n 326 was over the C r i s p u s / F a u s t a 

a f f a i r . Another i n t e r e s t i n g ' p o l i t i c a l ' a c t i n v o l v i n g the people of 

Rome was S t i l i c h o handing over the supporters of Gi l d o i n 398 to 

the Senate and People of Rome to judge, the f i r s t time i n c e n t u r i e s 

t h a t the people had been given say i n a law case. I t was a t o t a l l y 
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a n a c h r o n i s t i c a c t i o n on S t i l i c h o ' s p a r t , and was i n f a c t p o l i t i c a l . 

He was i n a shaky p o s i t i o n as semi-barbarian regent f o r the Emperor 

Honorius, eind he wished to s h i f t any odium f o r condemning Gildo's 

supporters to the Senate and People of Rome, who were only too w i l l i n g 

to o b l i g e S t i l i c h o , having s u f f e r e d a t G i l d o ' s hands. 

I n the case;of popular r e a c t i o n to f o u r t h century 

u s u r p a t i o n s s t a r t i n g a t Rome, the p o s i t i o n i s confused. There are 

two such u s u r p a t i o n s , ; t h e r e v o l t of Maxentius, and the r e v o l t of 

Nepotianus a g a i n s t Magnentius. I n the former case the people of Rome 

supported the r e v o l t f o r reasons other than p o l i t i c a l , but there may 

have been some f e e l i n g f o r Maxentius because he had been passed over 

i n the I m p e r i a l s u c c e s s i o n , and g r a t i t u d e f o r saving them from the 

ce n s u s - t a k e r s may havd buoyed Maxentius up when he bribed the armies 

s e n t a g a i n s t him (by S,everus the Te t r a r c h ) from behind the high w a l l s 

of Rome. Even a f t e r he turned the P r a e t o r i a n s on the plebs during a 

corn r i o t (see above, s e c t i o n ' a ' ) , they t o l e r a t e d him, u n t i l the 

i n v a s i o n of I t a l y by Cbnstantine, when they took the very p o l i t i c a l 

a c t of r i o t i n g when Maxentius showed s i g n s of t r y i n g to pla y the 

w a i t i n g game he had s u c c e s s f u l l y played a g a i n s t Severus and G a l e r i u s . 

They were t i r e d of being under s i e g e and wanted a r e s u l t . I f Maxentius 

beat C o n s t a n t i n e , and thereby gained the western provinces of the 

Empire, with t h e i r r e s o u r c e s , and ended t h a t s i e g e , they would be 

happy. I f Constantine won, they would be happy, but they wanted to 

cease being a f o o t b a l l ; o f i m p e r i a l p o l i t i c s . 

The opinions of the people about Maxentius were f a i r l y 

unanimous and not e s p e c i a l l y h o s t i l e . They j u s t wanted to ret u r n to 

l i v i n g i n a p r i v i l e g e d i b a c k w a t e r , w i t h those i n charge looking to see 

t h a t they got a l l t h e i r a m e n i t i e s . They d i d have p o l i t i c a l f e e l i n g s , 

i f only the wish not to be i n v o l v e d . But the r e v o l t of J u l i u s Nepotianus 

seems to show t h a t the ;Plebs d i d have some p o l i t i c a l d i v i s i o n s , but 

th e r e i s so l i t t l e information about the whole episode t h a t i t i s 
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impossible t o decide how p o l i t i c a l the d i v i s i o n s were. I n 350, 
I 

Magnentius overthrew the Emperor, Constans, and some leading Senators, 

who had served as Praetorian and C i t y Prefects e a r l i e r i n Constans' 

r e i g n , brought the Senate over t o him, and w i t h i t Rome. A few months 

l a t e r J u l i u s Nepotianus, a nephew o f Constantine, took advantage of 

the confusion i n t o which the western provinces had been thrown by the 

overthrow of Constans> t o t r y and stage a usurpation i n I t a l y . The 

two accounts of the usurpation d i f f e r . Zosimus (11.43) says t h a t 

Nepotianus gathered together "a mob of lawless men, who had abandoned 

themselves t o brigandage and vagrancy, and approached Rome." 

Magnentius' Praetorian P r e f e c t , Anicetus, armed some o f the plebs and 

l e d them out t o face tihe invader. The Romans were defeated, and, 

because the C i t y Prefect had closed the gates of the c i t y t o save i t 

when he saw them flee,' they were slaughtered. Aurelius V i c t o r ' s 

account i s d i f f e r e n t , and imp l i e s t h a t Nepotianus was a t Rome when 
he attempted h i s usurpation: 

"Meanwhile a t Rome, p a r t l y because he had bought 
the Plebs, p a r t l y because they hated Magnentius, 
Nepotianus, a r e l a t i v e o f the f a m i l y of Constantine 
through h i s mother, rose up, arming a band o f 
g l a d i a t o r s , and k i l l i n g the Prefect of the C i t y , * 
and became Emperor. His crude nature was such a cause 
of doom t o plebeian and p a t r i c i a n a l i k e t h a t everywhere 
homes, market-places, s t r e e t s and temples flowed w i t h 
blood and weire as f u l l o f corpses as a cemetery." 

: 42. 6-7 " 

Zosimus makes i t seem as i f the r e v o l t involves an outside 

a t t a c k on the c i t y . Perhaps h i s brigands are V i c t o r ' s band of 

G l a d i a t o r s , but the people p l a y much more p a r t i n the V i c t o r account. 

The carnage i s set-piece l i t e r a r y d e s c r i p t i o n , as i n Tacitus H i s t o r i e s 

I I I . 8 3 , but Ammianus introduces h i s passage on the Maximinus massacre 

of Senators by the words 'anno sexto decimo e t eo d i u t i u s post Nepotiani 

e x i t i u m , saeviens per urbem aeternam, urebat cuncta Bellona", so a 

massacre d i d happen. iVictor d i s t i n g u i s h e s between the 'vulgus' 

*Aurelius V i c t o r mistaken here - should be p r a e t o r i a n p r e f e c t -
see A. Chastagnol Fas,tes. . . (1962) p. 110. 
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and the plebs Romana, which s u f f e r s i n the massacre, the usual 'them' 

t o 'us' categories, but i t i s not possible t o guess who of the plebs 

supported Nepotianus and who d i d not. I t i s perhaps s i g n i f i c a n t 

t h a t Nepotianus was o f the f a m i l y o f Constantine. This may represent 

the 'vulgus' as having a l o y a l t y t o the I m p e r i a l dynasty. The 

Plebeians who s u f f e r e d may have been c l i e n t s o f the pro-Magnentian 

Senators. The r e v o l t o f Nepotianus happened only three or four months 

a f t e r the overthrow o f Constans, so t h a t f o r Magnentius t o have earned 

the hatred of the plebs on h i s own account there was not time. I t 

would seem more l i k e l y t h a t i t was a matter of dynastic l o y a l t y , t h a t 

the plebs hated him. I t i s possible t h a t Constans was popular w i t h 

the Plebs. According t o Chastagnol ( Pastes... ) the two Prefects 

o f the C i t y , who were also Praetorian Prefects, who served Constans 

before the r e v o l t o f Magnentius, were senators of Constantinople. 

This must i n d i c a t e bad r e l a t i o n s w i t h the Senate. I n the e a r l y Empire, 
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the Plebs had loved Emperors l i k e Nero, who hum i l i a t e d Senators. 

The b l u s t e r i n g nobles t h a t Ammianus s a t i r i s e s i n XIV.6 and XXVIII.4 

probably endeared themselves no more than t h e i r ancestors t o the 

people who were t h e i r c l i e n t s . Even i f Nepotianus' g l a d i a t o r s d i d 

a l o t o f the massacring, i t i s u n l i k e l y t h a t a l l the plebs held back. 

Those were the causes of p u b l i c disturbances i n f o u r t h 

century Rome. Let us see whether s i m i l a r causes were a c t i v e i n other 

times, and other places. 
I l l . Fourth century disturbances i n other c i t i e s and e a r l i e r 

disturbances a t Rome 

a) Fourth century disturbances i n other c i t i e s . 

To put the s i t u a t i o n a t Rome i n context i t i s now necessary 

t o conpare the causes of r i o t i n g i n Rome w i t h the causes of r i o t i n g i n 

other conurbations o f the Roman world, Antioch, Alexandria and 

Constantinople. Carthage, the second c i t y of the Western Empire, was 
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also a conurbation but there i s l i t t l e record of what i t s populace was 

l i k e i n the f o u r t h century compared w i t h the other c i t i e s . Ammianus 

mentions a Proconsul of A f r i c a s e l l i n g the Carthaginians corn intended 

f o r Rome because they were exhausted by famine (A.M. XXVIII.1.17) but 

does not mention any p u b l i c disturbances i n connection w i t h t h i s episode, 

and problems such as Romanus (on whom Ammianus places much of the 

blame f o r A f r i c a ' s i l l s d u r i n g V a l e n t i n i a n I's r e i g n ) , Donatist 

b i r c u m c e l l i o n e s ' , and t r i b a l r e v o l t , tended t o a f f e c t the whole of North 

A f r i c a r a t h e r than j u s t Carthage and the province of ' A f r i c a ' , Con

sequently we must concentrate on the three major c i t i e s of the East t o 

draw any comparisons w i t h Rome. 

As f a r as causes of r i o t s are concerned the c i t y which most 

resembled Rome was Antioch, even a f t e r Constantinople became the second 

c a p i t a l o f the Empire w i t h p r i v i l e g e s s i m i l a r t o Rome. Fourth century 

r i o t s a t Constantinople and Alexandria tended t o be over r e l i g i o u s 

issues, but Antioch, l i k e Rome, had p o l i t i c a l r i o t s and famine r i o t s . 

To i l l u s t r a t e t h i s more c l e a r l y l e t us examine which causes of d i s t 

urbance a t Rome also a p p l i e d i n the other three c i t i e s i n the order 

i n which they were covered i n the f i r s t p a r t of t h i s chapter, namely. 

Famine, R e l i g i o n , Entertainment, and I n j u s t i c e and p o l i t i c s . 

1) Famine 

Egypt, of which Alexandria was a p a r t , and on which Constant

i n o p l e r e l i e d f o r i t s g r a i n supply, was a steady and abundant corn 
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producer. Consequently, d u r i n g the f o u r t h century, any d i f f i c u l t i e s 

Alexandria and Constantinople had w i t h t h e i r corn supply were not due 

to crop f a i l u r e s . Indeed Alexandria was only a f f e c t e d by p o l i t i c s , 

w h i l e Constantinople could only be a f f e c t e d by p o l i t i c s or l o g i s t i c a l 

problems. I n 355 Constantius I I threatened t o cut o f f the bread supply 

to the c i t i z e n s of Alexandria i f they continued to support Athanasius, 

t h e i r orthodox bishop, and Constantinople a c t u a l l y was punished by, i n 

one case, the h a l v i n g of the bread dole, and i n a second, by the t o t a l 
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suspension of the h i s t r i b u t i o n s f o r a day. The f i r s t case was, under 
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Constantius I I , f o l l o w i n g the murder of the 'Magister Equitum' 

Hermogenes who had', been sent t o q u e l l r i o t i n g between C h r i s t i a n f a c t i o n s 

i n the c i t y i n 3421 The second case was the r e s u l t of the lynching of a 

Goth d u r i n g the r e i g n of Theodosius.^^ Another p o l i t i c a l event which 

may have caused the people o f the eastern c a p i t a l t o lack corn was the 

attempted usurpation o f Procopius i n 365-6. Themistius i n a discourse 
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t o Valens, the Emperor who suppressed Procopius, seems t o imply t h a t 

Procopius stopped tihe d i s t r i b u t i o n s a t Constantinople, and given t h a t 

the usurper had l i t t l e i n f l u e n c e away from Constantinople i t i s l i k e l y 

t h a t he was unsure of h i s corn supply and u n w i l l i n g t o d i s t r i b u t e i t . 

L o g i s t i c a l problems were the other cause o f Constantinople 

f a c i n g c o n d i t i o n s o f famine. Sopater, a pagan f r i e n d and adviser of 

Constantine, was executed i n the face o f accusations t h a t he had been 

using magic t o f e t t e r the winds and cause a f a m i n e ^ I n 409, a 
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shortage was caused jby a lack of ships t o carry the com t o the c i t y . 
I n c o n t r a s t t o Alexandria and Constantinople, Antioch d i d 

I 

s u f f e r from famines ,due t o crop f a i l u r e , and also speculation by some 

of i t s more unscrupulous c i t i z e n s , and these famines occasioned r i o t i n g . 

I n 354 Gallus, Qonstantius I I had appointed as a j u n i o r emperor t o 

govern the East i n h i s absence, caused Theophilus, the governor of 

S y r i a (based i n Antipch) , t o be t o r n apart by a mob when during a famine 

there he s h i f t e d the^ blame f o r the p l i g h t of the l o c a l s on t o the 
unfortunate governor' w i t h a remark implying t h a t Theophilus d e l i b e r a t e l y 

65 
caused the famine. 

Nine years l a t e r another food shortage i n Antioch was aggravated 

because the emperor J u l i a n had chosen t o muster the forces f o r h i s Persian 

Expedition t h e r e ^ ^ . ;Julian found h i s stay i n Antioch extremely d i s 

a p p o i n t i n g . He had expected t o f i n d a c i t y f u l l of pagan H e l l e n i s t s 

l i k e L i b a n i u s , but found a l a r g e l y C h r i s t i a n c i t y where the temples were 

neglected, and a populace and a r i s t o c r a c y t h a t became less and less 
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f r i e n d l y the longer he stayed. When he returned from v i s i t i n g Daphne, 

a suburb o f the c i t y , he was met by a popular demonstration about the 

food shortages, and h i s e f f o r t s t o keep p r i c e s down by means of a 

maximum l i m i t only served t o d r i v e g r a i n o f f the market and en±)itter 

the l o c a l landowners against him. 

I n 382 there was a famine which l e d t o the bakers having a 

d i f f i c u l t time. At f i r s t a l o c a l senate was the focus of popular 

resentment. Then corn was demanded from neighbouring areas, but the 

p r i c e o f bread continued t o r i s e . The Count of the Orient then i n t e r 

vened, asking the bakers t o cut t h e i r p r i c e s ; but they d i d not, and the 

Count became the o b j e c t o f abuse, so t h a t he then ordered the bakers 

seized and beaten. The o r a t o r Libanius intervened on behalf of the 
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bakers and saved them from f u r t h e r seizures. 

Two or three years l a t e r another famine l e d t o t h r e a t s t o 

burn down the houses o f Libanius and h i s supporters. Harsh orders from 

the Count of the East l e d t o the bakers' stopping production and f l e e i n g 

t o the h i l l s o u t side the c i t y . The w e a l t h i e r c i t i z e n s also l e f t and i n 

Antioch the strong fought and the weak starved. S t a b i l i t y only returned 

a f t e r Libanius intervened w i t h the Count of the East t o have the orders 
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against the bakers repealed, and they returned home. 

There i s a c o n t r a s t t o Rome i n the r e l a t i o n s between the 

plebeians and the respective Senates o f the two c i t i e s . I n Antioch during 

famines popular f e e l i n g was vented against the whole upper class, whereas 

a t Rome i t was focused on i n d i v i d u a l s , Symmachus the Elder because he was 

rumoured t o have said t h a t he would r a t h e r use h i s wine t o make concrete 

f o r fishponds, and Symmachus the Younger f o r persuading the Senate t o 

declare G i l d o , who c o n t r o l l e d A f r i c a , and thus the corn supply, a p u b l i c 

enemy. Perhaps the r e s p o n s i b i l i t y o f s e n a t o r i a l f a m i l i e s t o see t o the 

ho l d i n g of Games, i n which they could make themselves popular, reduced 

i l l f e e l i n g between r i c h and poor a t Rome, while at Antioch the a r i s t o c r a t s 
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could not ease tensions i n the same way, since Emperors kept less c o n t r o l 
on spending on Games a t Rome by a r i s t o c r a t s than elsewhere (see Chapter 5) . 
i i ) R e l i g i o n 

I n respect o f r e l i g i o u s disturbances the area most s i m i l a r 

t o Rome was A f r i c a , and the c i t y most u n l i k e Rome was Alexandria. Rome 

and A f r i c a both s u f f e r e d from disputes over the surrender of s c r i p t u r e 
•5 

t o the a u t h o r i t i e s iduring the persecution of D i o c l e t i a n . The bishops 

of Rome and Carthage had allowed t h i s t o happen, and when C h r i s t i a n i t y 

was l e g i t i m i s e d by Maxentius i n Rome and Constantine i n the Empire i n 

general the f a c t i o n s o f those who had stood f i r m and those who had 

compromised over the surrender of s c r i p t u r e b i t t e r l y disputed the 

succession i n these sees. I n Rome the problem was resolved by the time 

Constantine defeated Maxentius a t the M i l v i a n Bridge i n 312. I n A f r i c a , 

however, even a r b i t r a t i o n by Constantine himself could not resolve the 

dispute and the r i g o r i s t Donatists broke away from the church. Bands 

of 'circumcelliones', arose from the more m i l i t a n t Donatists and attacked 

church p r o p e r t y i n A f r i c a , and continued t o be a nuisance f o r the r e s t 
of Roman r u l e i n the' North A f r i c a . 

F o r t u n a t e l y f o r the West the L a t i n language d i d not allow the 

f u l l importance o f the Arian heresy t o be apparent, so t h a t i t was spared 

from the controversy which t o r e the eastern church apart and led t o r i o t s 

i n Alexandria, Constantinople, and, t o a lesser e x t e n t , Antioch. Rome's 

involvement through the e x i l e o f L i b e r i u s , was more due t o L i b e r i u s ' 

stand on church-state r e l a t i o n s than any appreciation by the western 

churchmen of the Arian-Orthodox controversy. 

During the f o u r t h century Antioch only s u f f e r e d from the Arian 

serious c o n f l i c t on one occasion, i n 328, when the people were d i v i d e d 

between the deposed bishop Eustathius and Eusebius t o the p o i n t of violence 
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u n t i l Eusebius' r e f u s a l o f the b i s h o p r i c defused the tensions. 

Alexandria's experience of the Arian/orthodox controversy was centred on 

three persons. F i r s t of a l l there was Arius himself, who s t a r t e d h i s heresy 
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i n Egypt, and a f t e r h i s death came the running dispute between the 

orthodox bishop o f Alexandria, Athanasius, and the moderately Arian 

emperor, Constantius I I . Athanasius was e x i l e d i n 338, and on h i s 

r e t u r n i n 346 the people o f Alexandria demonstrated t h e i r favour t o 

him, p a r t i c u l a t l y because the Arian bishop Gregory had used i n t i m i d a t i o n 

against the orthodox t o promote h i s own creed. I n 355 Constantius again 

drove Athanasius i n t o e x i l e b ut met much more resistance than before. 

He sent two c i v i l servants ( N o t a r i i ) t o Alexandria w i t h i n s t r u c t i o n s f o r 

the m i l i t a r y commander and a l e t t e r o r d e r i n g the people t o drive t h e i r 

bishop out of the c i t y , or be considered enemies of the Emperor. The 

'Notarii' f a i l e d i n t h e i r task and there was a m i l i t a r y attack on one 

of the main churches of Alexandria before the'populus'could r e p l y and 

Athanasius had t o go i n t o h i d i n g . I t was Constantius' attempt t o get the 

bishops of East and West t o support h i s condemnation of Athanasius a t 

t h i s time t h a t brought him i n t o c o n f l i c t w i t h Pope L i b e r i u s ^ ^ . He sent 

a second l e t t e r t o Alexandria t h r e a t e n i n g t o cut o f f the bread supply 

and ( i n v o l v i n g the pagans i n a C h r i s t i a n dispute) overturn the i d o l s i f 

Athanasius was not surrendered t o the a u t h o r i t i e s . Possibly t o encourage 

the C h r i s t i a n s t o obey, p o s s i b l y overzealously, one of the Notaries w i t h 

the assistance o f the Prefect of Egypt i n c i t e d the pagans t o attack a 

C h r i s t i a n church. 

One can note here the c o n t r a s t w i t h the expulsion of Pope 

L i b e r i u s from Rome which was c a r r i e d out f a r more d i s c r e e t l y and w i t h f a r 

more care not t o cause f a c t i o n a l f i g h t i n g i n Rome. However t h i s i s only 

a minor d i f f e r e n c e between the r e l i g i o u s r i o t s and disturbances i n the 

c i t i e s of Alexandria and Rome. For the r e s t of the century Alexandria 

was a f f e c t e d by Pagan-Christian r i o t s whereas no record has come down of 

such r i o t s i n f o u r t h century Rome, and Constantinople and Antioch (except 

f o r the demonstrations against J u l i a n the Apostate, which were also 

caused by other f a c t o r s ) were also f r e e of Pagan-Christian r i o t i n g . 
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Before l o o k i n g a t the Pagan-Christian r i o t s o f Alexandria 

i t would be as w e l l t o look a t the e f f e c t s o f the Arian heresy on 

Constantinople and complete the survey of the r i o t s connected w i t h the 

controversy. Constantinople, as Eastern c a p i t a l , was more a f f e c t e d by 

disturbances connected w i t h Arianism and Orthodoxy than even Alexandria, 

where the l a s t r i o t s about the matter were a f a c t o r i n the decision of 

Valens, another Arian Emperor, t o withdraw h i s order f o r the e x i l e o f 

Athanasius t h a t he had issued on coming t o power i n 364. Constantinople 

f i r s t s u f f e r e d r i o t s on the subject when Arius himself came to the c i t y 

i n 336. The bishop o f Constantinople refused t o greet him and there were 

clashes which were put t o an end by the sudden death o f the heresiarch. 

Two years l a t e r the see became vacant and there were r i o t s 

a t the episcopal e l e c t i o n s f o l l o w i n g which the orthodox leader Paul was 

e x i l e d and the Arian Eusebius of Nicomedia became bishop. The f a c t 

t h a t Constantinople was i n the p a r t of the Empire t h a t Constantius I I 

i n h e r i t e d from Constantine explains the choice of the Arian. 

I n 342 another e l e c t i o n l e d t o more r i o t s , t h i s time between 

Paul's supporters and the supporters of the Arian Macedonius. This l e d 

t o Constantius sending i n Hermogenes who was murdered w i t h the r e s u l t s 

mentioned on page 7Q, Constantius came t o the c i t y and restored order 

w i t h no more loss of l i f e , e x i l i n g Paul t o Emesa but not making 

Macedonius bishop^^. Paul was allowed t o r e t u r n t o Constantinople i n 344 

but there were more clashes and he was e x i l e d again i n 345. Macedonius 

was now consecrated bishop, but i n e s t a b l i s h i n g h i s a u t h o r i t y 3150 l i v e s 

were l o s t , a number which makes the hundreds k i l l e d i n Rome during the 

Damasus-Ursinus r i o t s pale i n t o i n s i g n i f i c a n c e , and shows how comparatively 

moderate the people of Rome were i n r e l i g i o u s a f f a i r s . This massacre, 

however, was not the l a s t o f the woes t h a t Macedonius brought upon the 

c i t y . I n 359 he had the audacity t o t r y t o move the bones of Constantine 

t o an Arian church. There was a r i o t i n which several people were k i l l e d . 
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and Constantius I I , although himself an A r i a n , was offended by 

Macedonius' im p i e t y t o h i s f a t h e r , such t h a t he deposed and banished 
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the miscreant bishop 

I n 370 Eudoxius, the Arian bishop of Constantinople died, and 

the Emperor Valens f e l t i t necessary t o s t a t i o n troops i n the c i t y when 
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he e x i l e d the orthodox bishop . By the end of the century orthodoxy 

had p r e v a i l e d , except t h a t the Goths had been converted t o an Arian 

form of C h r i s t i a n i t y , and t h i s increased i l l f e e l i n g between the 

c i t i z e n s of Constantinople and Gothic federates i n the Roman Army during 

Theodosius I's r e i g n (A.D. 379-395). Libanius mentions the murder of 

a Gothic s o l d i e r , who was lynched by the people of the c i t y and thrown 

i n the sea .(see note 61) . Constantinople was not t r o u b l e d by the s t r i f e 

of C h r i s t i a n f a c t i o n s again u n t i l the f o l l o w i n g century and the r i s e o f 

M^T^ophysitism. 

I t i s now necessary t o r e t u r n t o r i o t s between C h r i s t i a n s and 

non-Christians. The Jews were involved i n a r i o t i n the e a r l y f i f t h 
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century, which had been s t i r r e d up by dancers a t Alexandria, and there 

may have been a r i o t a t Constantinople i n 395 or 396 i n which a synagogue 

was b u r n t down a f t e r C h r i s t i a n complaints about i t s c o n s t r u c t i o n were 

ignored by a pagan Prefect of Constantinople, but otherwise they were 

not the recorded v i c t i m s or i n c i t e r s o f r i o t s i n the great urban centres 

e i t h e r i n the East or the West (Rome as mentioned e a r l i e r only had one 

serious a n t i - s e m i t i c disturbance i n the f o u r t h c e n t u r y ) . 

The issue o f C h r i s t i a n i t y versus Paganism s p i l t l i t t l e blood 

i n Rome, Constantinople or Antioch a f t e r the end o f the Great Persecution 

(305 i n the West where i t had never been pursued w i t h f u l l vigour, and 

314 i n the East w i t h the defeat of Maximin I I Daia). Constantinople 

was founded as a l a r g e l y C h r i s t i a n c i t y ; Antioch was used as an i m p e r i a l 

c a p i t a l by Constantius I I i n h i s Persian Wars, and was an e a r l y home of 

C h r i s t i a n i t y , so t h a t the fashion of t a k i n g the Emperor's f a i t h and 
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the long t r a d i t i o n o f C h r i s t i a n i t y mean t h a t i t i s unsurprising t h a t i n 
362 J u l i a n found a c i t y which neglected the o l d gods - C h r i s t i a n s were 
too dominant f o r pagans t o r i o t , or f o r C h r i s t i a n s t o worry about paganism 
so as t o r i o t about i t ; Rome was also f r e e from Pagan-Christian r i o t s 
p o s s i b l y because o f the i n f l u e n c e of the S e n a t o r i a l class which even 
though s p l i t between Pagans and C h r i s t i a n s held together - Pope Damasus 
defended the pagan Pref e c t of the C i t y Symmachus against charges of 
persecuting C h r i s t i a n s . S o c i a l alignments a t Rome were stronger than 
r e l i g i o u s d i f f e r e n c e s . Alexandria however was not blessed w i t h such 
moderating i n f l u e n c e s . 

The A r i a n bishop George who replaced Athanasius a f t e r the 

events of 355 was k i l l e d by a pagan mob e a r l y i n the r e i g n of J u l i a n 

a f t e r some C h r i s t i a n s had mocked some pagan r e l i c s found i n the remains 

of a temple t h a t had been p u l l e d down. Such was the hatred of the o r t h o 

dox C h r i s t i a n s f o r him t h a t no one made any attempt t o save him^^. I n 387 

when Cynegius, P r a e t o r i a n P r e f e c t of the East, shut down the temples and 

ended pagan f e s t i v a l s , there may have been demonstrations against the 
76 ^ regime of Theodosius I even going so f a r as ft o l openlyf support the 

western usurper Magnus Maximus. Four years l a t e r f o l l o w i n g a s i m i l a r 

i n c i d e n t t o t h a t which caused the r i o t i n which George was murdered 

there was a c i v i l war i n the c i t y i n which the Pagans made the Temple of 

Serapis t h e i r headquarters and executed C h r i s t i a n prisoners f o r r e f u s a l 

t o s a c r i f i c e . Theodosius intervened, p u t t i n g down the r e v o l t , sparing 

a l l p a r t i e s and o r d e r i n g the Temples razed t o the ground. 

i i i ) Entertainments. 

As i n Rome, i n the East entertainment was a focus f o r demon

s t r a t i o n s o f popular f e e l i n g , e s p e c i a l l y as the government used acclam

a t i o n s concerning governors and o f f i c i a l s t o assess t h e i r performance. 

Although the c i r c u s f a c t i o n s of Byzantium were a t h i n g of l a t e r c e n t u r i e s , 

i n the f o u r t h century the i n g r e d i e n t s of a c t i v e violence were coming 
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together. F i r s t o f a l l i n t e r e s t i n c h a r i o t r a c i n g was increasing i n 

78 

the East as i n t e r e s t i n the Gymnasium and g l a d i a t o r s declined 

Secondly the c h a r i o t races i n the Hippodrome a t Constantinople were 

already arousing passions by the time the Expositio Totius Mundi 
was w r i t t e n i n the 350's.' 

"And there the Circus Games are watched most 
savagely indeed ( w i t h p ernicious and v i o l e n t 
c o n t e n t i o n ) " . 
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E.T.M. 50 

The element t h a t had s t i l l t o be introduced t o t u r n the 

c i r c u s crowd of the E x p o s i t i o i n t o the v i o l e n t f a c t i o n s of the 

Byzantine Empire was also present i n the f o u r t h century, but not i n 

c h a r i o t r a c i n g , where the fo u r f a c t i o n s o f Constantinople were the 

same peaceful r a c i n g stable organisations t h a t Rome h e r s e l f had. The 

missing element was the claquer, who could i n f l u e n c e those gathered 

f o r a spectacle t o p r a i s e or t o decry i n t h e i r acclamations whether 

they r e a l l y wished t o or not. The claquers of the f o u r t h century were 

a c t i v e i n the t h e a t r e , where i t was much easier t o dominate an audience 

than i n massive b u i l d i n g s l i k e the Hippodromes of Constantinople, or 

Antioch, or the Circus Maximus i n Rome. They o r i g i n a t e d as the paid 

supporters of the 'Pantomimi' ( v i r t u o s o actors) who could influence 

audiences t o applaud or t o j e e r ( i f they were not paid enough). The 

i m p e r i a l i n t e r e s t i n acclamations of l o c a l o f f i c i a l s gave these claquers 
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the power t o bl a c k m a i l o f f i c i a l s and made claquers i n t o popular leaders. 

The prime example o f a demonstration i n v o l v i n g t h e a t r i c a l 

claquers i s the 'Riot of the Statues' i n Antioch i n 387. Although i t s 

m o t i v a t i o n was unconnected w i t h the world of the Games, i t was t o the 

claquers t h a t the ' c u r i a l e s ' (town c o u n c i l l o r class) turned when they 

wished t o stage a popular demonstration against a new tax burden being 

imposed by Theodosius. The demonstration i n f a c t became un c o n t r o l l a b l e 

and the statues of the I m p e r i a l f a m i l y were overturned, but the use of 



86 
claquers t o arouse the people foreshadows the f a c t i o n s of the Byzantine 
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world . The i n c l u s i o n o f other entertainments i n the f a c t i o n system, 

i n c l u d i n g the t h e a t r e , as the Empire took over r e s p o n s i b i l i t y f o r 

p r o v i d i n g entertainments from the l o c a l a u t h o r i t i e s , b r o u g h t the 
claquers i n t o the f a c t i o n s and l e d t o the developments a t Constant-
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m ople 

There were r i o t s about the c i r c u s i n other places than Rome, 

the one a t Thessalonika i n 390, i n which the leader of the g a r r i s o n 

was murdered when he had a cha r i o t e e r a r r e s t e d , and which led t o the 

massacre, being an important example. However, the m a j o r i t y of 

disturbances a t Games i n Rome and the East were about other matters, 

p o l i t i c a l and r e l i g i o u s . 

i v ) P o l i t i c s and I n j u s t i c e . 

The p o l i t i c s of the Empire a t large d i d not o f t e n spur the 

plebeians o f any of the great c i t i e s o f the Empire t o r i o t . I n the 

East there were r i o t s a t Constantinople (when a rumour suggested t h a t 

Theodosius had l o s t a b a t t l e against the western usurper Magnus Maximus 

i n the l a t e 380s) and Alexandria ( i n favour of Maximus) of a p o l i t i c a l 
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nature, though the l a t t e r may have r e l i g i o u s connotations. I n 378 

the people of Constantinople demanded arms t o p r o t e c t the c i t y , i n the 

event o f Valens l o s i n g the war against the Goths, but Valens was f u r i o u s 

a t t h e i r lack of confidence i n him, and refused; h i s defeat a t 
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Adrianople l e f t the c i t y exposed t o - a t t a c k . I n 400 the Goth Gainas, 

wishing t o have the same status i n the East as the regent S t i l i c h o i n 

the West, staged a Coup d'Etat i n Constantinople and occupied Constant

i n o p l e w i t h h i s 'Federate' troops (barbarian u n i t s of the Roman army 

commanded by ba r b a r i a n s ) . I n a manner reminiscent of the expulsion of 

the Tarquins from Rome, when Gainas was outside the c i t y the c i t i z e n s shut 

the gates, and disposed of h i s supporters w i t h i n the w a l l s , t h w a r t i n g h i s 

ambitions. 
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The usurpation of Procopius a t Constantinople provides a 

p a r a l l e l t o the usurpation o f Maxentius a t Rome. The people, 

according t o Ammianus, were i n d i f f e r e n t t o Procopius but gave him 

some support because o f the depradations of Valens' uncle Petronius 

which were souring r e l a t i o n s between the l e g i t i m a t e Emperor and the 

c i t i z e n s . Dynastic sentiment also played i t s p a r t i n both cases. 

Maxentius played on h i s grievance a t being passed over i n the 

succession t o the t e t r a r c h y although the son of the Emperor Maximian, 

and Procopius used the i n f a n t daughter of Constantius I I t o remind the 

people of the r e l a t i o n s h i p between himself and the Constantinian 

dynasty. 

The c i t i z e n s o f Antioch d i d not emerge from t h e i r most 

s i g n i f i c a n t p o l i t i c a l r i o t , the Riot of the Statues of 387, w i t h c r e d i t 

compared t o those of Constantinople i n the i n c i d e n t s o u t l i n e d above. 

The Byzantines showed concern f o r t h e i r c i t y or a t l e a s t apathy. The 

Antiochenes openly committed high treason by overt u r n i n g the Emperor's 

statue when t h e i r p r o t e s t against a tax i m p o s i t i o n got out of c o n t r o l . 

Both i n Rome and the major c i t i e s of the East the people were 

not p o l i t i c a l l y conscious, and t h e i r p o l i t i c a l disturbances were 

responses t o i n j u s t i c e or demonstrations of l o y a l t y t o the Emperors and 

t h e i r dynasties. 

To conclude t h i s s ection on the causes of r i o t s i n other 

f o u r t h century c i t i e s , Rome shared the problems which caused r i o t s w i t h 

the other great c i t i e s o f the time, but l o c a l f a c t o r s i n each c i t y 

decided what f a c t o r would cause most disturbances and also the f e r o c i t y 

of v iolence i n v o l v e d . Thus Rome and Antioch were p a r t i c u l a r l y involved 

i n the Arian/Orthodox dispute. The f a c t o r s t h a t made Rome p e c u l i a r t o 

i t s e l f i n the range of r i o t causes, and the i n t e n s i t y of violence (or 

r a t h e r lack of i n t e n s i t y ) become apparent by comparison t o the other 

c i t i e s . S o c i a l t i e s were very strong i n Rome, strong enough t o overcome 



88 

r e l i g i o u s d i f f e r e n c e s between C h r i s t i a n s and Pagans and spare the c i t y 
from the r i o t s t h a t a f f i c t e d Alexandria. The absence of monks and others 
independent o f s o c i a l patronage also helped Rome, because the s o c i a l t i e s 
t h a t u n i t e d the upper class pagans and C h r i s t i a n s could influence the 
lower classes i n t o not s e t t l i n g d i f f e r e n c e s by r i o t , u n l i k e Alexandria. 
The f a c t t h a t the a r i s t o c r a c y i n Rome was landed, and not t e r r i b l y 
i n t e r e s t e d i n i m p e r i a l posts (compared t o the Antiochenes, despite 
Libanius' e f f o r t s ) ^ made t h a t a r i s t o c r a c y s t a b l e and gave i t the time t o 
develop i t s s o c i a l p r e s t i g e by means o f the Patron/Client r e l a t i o n s h i p . 
This gave i t much greater i n f l u e n c e over the lower classes than the 
merchant a r i s t o c r a c y of Antioch had over i t s plebeians, and made i t more 
popular than the Antiochene nobles a t the same time. Thus the Antiochenes 
showed more enmity t o t h e i r leaders i n time of famine than the Romans 
showed t o the s e n a t o r i a l class i n s i m i l a r circumstances. The Constantino-
p o l i t a n senators were too new a class i n the f o u r t h century t o have the 
power o f t h e i r Roman counterparts. Another f a c t o r t h a t spared Rome from 
the worst excesses of r e l i g i o u s r i o t s between C h r i s t i a n sects was a lack 
of i n t e r e s t i n d o c t r i n a l disputes on the p a r t of the populace. Part of 
t h i s may have been due t o the f a c t t h a t L a t i n was a less precise language 
than Greek a t the time, and the Orthodox/Arian dispute over the Nicene 
Creed turned on the d i s t i n c t i o n between two words of Greek t h a t L a t i n 
used the same word f o r i n t r a n s l a t i o n (so t h a t L a t i n speakers could not 
f o l l o w the causes of Arianism or Orthodoxy w i t h the passion of Greek 
speakers, because they could not understand what was under dispute). 

Rome was a p o l i t i c a l p r i z e i n the i m p e r i a l p o l i t i c s of the 

f o u r t h century; more so than Alexandria or Antioch, but less than Constant

i n o p l e . This was because Constantinople was a s t r a t e g i c p r i z e i n i t s own 

r i g h t , whereas the other three c i t i e s would not a f f e c t the defence o f the 

whole Empire i f l o s t . Rome ex c e l l e d the other two because i t was the 

seat of the Senate, and western usurpers would t u r n t o t h a t body f o r moral 
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support') but the sack of Rome by A l a r i c i n 410 in d i c a t e s t h a t i t was 

unimportant m i l i t a r i l y , since the c e n t r a l a d m i n i s t r a t i o n of the Empire 

was no longer concentrated i n the c i t y , and the Empire survived f o r 

another h a l f century. This importance determined which c i t i e s were 

l i k e l y t o be the centres f o r usurpation attempts, and therefore p o l i t i c a l 

disturbances. 

b) E a r l i e r Disturbances a t Rome 

Comparing the violence of f o u r t h century Rome and i t s causes 

w i t h violence i n the c i t y i n e a r l i e r periods i s not easy. To begin with/ 

there i s no source comparable t o Ammianus Marcellinus, c h r o n i c l i n g each 

Prefect of the C i t y ' s tenure of o f f i c e and mentioning any r i o t s t h a t 

took place regardless of t h e i r p o l i t i c a l s i g n i f i c a n c e (or i n s i g n i f i c a n c e ) . 

Then there i s the matter o f whether one can compare the violence of the 

f o u r t h century t o t h a t of the Late Republic and say which was more 

serious when the only s u p e r f i c i a l s i m i l a r i t y between the periods i s the 

absence o f a Praetorian Guard t o crush the r i o t s . The violence of the 

50's B.C. f o r example was caused by p o l i t i c a n s such as Clodius, Caesar, 

Pompey and Crassus s t r u g g l i n g f o r power, and using mobs not necessarily 

composed of the or d i n a r y urban plebeians, whereas the r i o t s of the 350's 

A.D. were caused by shortages and the a r r e s t o f a chari o t e e r . While i t 

i s t r u e t h a t the people o f the Republic complained about shortages and 

other a f f l i c t i o n s , i t i s also the case t h a t such grievances were 

aggravated by p o l i t i c a n s f o r t h e i r own ends. Therefore t h i s section of 

the chapter must assess the d e t e r r e n t e f f e c t of the Praetorian Guard 

under the Empire and r a i s e the question of whether other f a c t o r s , such 

as the assured supply of corn i n the pre-Constantinian period made t h a t 

a more peaceful time f o r the c i t y than the l a t e f o u r t h century. Although 

there i s no counterpart t o Ammianus f o r the Early Empire, Dio Cassius 

and Herodian do mention plebeian reactions t o various events from the 

r e i g n of Commodus t o the accession of Gordian I I I i n 238; so l e t us 
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compare t h i s p e r i o d t o the f o u r t h century and draw conclusions from i t , 

w i t h a few excursions t o other periods f o r p o i n t s not covered i n the 

conparison. 

I n the p e r i o d covered by Herodian and Dio there were no 

disturbances over n a t u r a l corn famines and i t i s necessary t o go back 

t o the Julio-Claudians t o f i n d a spectacular r i o t , w i t h a mob p e l t i n g 
8 7 

Claudius w i t h bread i n the Forum. However, i t i s i n t e r e s t i n g t o 

note t h a t the f i r s t (unsuccessful) attempt t o overthrow Pertinax was 

made when he was a t the coast i n s p e c t i n g the arrangements f o r the corn 

supply. Even i n times of p l e n t y the a u t h o r i t i e s had t o ensure a l l 

was w e l l . 

R e l i g i o n a lso caused l i t t l e t r o u b l e a t the t u r n of the t h i r d 

century. This i s u n l i k e l y t o be due t o the presence of troops, since 

there were troops i n Constantinople during the f o u r t h century r e l i g i o u s 

r i o t s . I t i s more l i k e l y t o have been due t o the absence of c h r i s t i a n 

d i s p u t e s , the pagans being f a i r l y t o l e r a n t of each other. There was 

some r e l i g i o u s f e e l i n g , and when Maximinus Thrax was plundering the 

'annona and the ornaments from p u b l i c b u i l d i n g s t o r a i s e funds f o r h i s 

campaigns on the Rhine/Danube f r o n t i e r the people mounted a guard on 
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the c i t y ' s temples t o p r o t e c t them. E a r l i e r i n 217/218 the populace 

ignored the claims t o the purple of Macrinus while a t the Games and 

acclaimed J u p i t e r as t h e i r Augustus, while senators and Equites had 
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t o support the new regime. Neither author records the plebeian 

r e a c t i o n t o Elagabalus' r e l i g i o u s experiments. 

Although r e l i g i o u s r i v a l r y caused no d i f f i c u l t i e s i n the 

Early Enpire the l o y a l t i e s of the plebeians were already there, concen

t r a t i n g on Emperors r a t h e r than Bishops of Rome. Despite the prejudices 

of the Roman upper class about the capriciousness of the mob i n Rome, 
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the plebeians were f a i r l y c o n s i s t e n t i n t h e i r f a v o u r i t e s , though a bad 

Emperor could o f f e n d them and t u r n support t o hate. Thus Commodus and 
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the sons of Severus were cheered on t h e i r f i r s t e n t r i e s i n t o the c i t y , 

but by the end of t h e i r reigns Commodus and Caracalla were both feared 

and hated. Dio says t h a t a t the end of Commodus' r e i g n , while the 

s e n a t o r i a l class had t o at t e n d the g l a d i a t o r i a l displays of the Emperor, 

the more anonymous plebeians were avoiding the ampitheatre i n fear of 
91 91 him, and f o r f e a r of a disturbance the ashes of Caracalla had t o be 

smuggled i n t o the tomb of the Antonine Emperors by n i g h t (compare the 
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abduction of L i b e r i u s i n the f o u r t h c e n t u r y ) . 

Dynastic l o y a l t y was q u i t e important, so t h a t the two Emperors 

mentioned j u s t above had a c t i v e l y t o harm the plebs t o a l i e n a t e i t , and 

i n the case of Commodus, the people were ready to blame a l l t h e i r i l l s 

i n the e a r l y p a r t of the r e i g n on Cleander, h i s unpopular m i n i s t e r , 
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r a t h e r than blame the Emperor . The people for c e d the Senate t o choose 
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Gordian I I I as w e l l as i t s own candidates from a s o r t of dynastic l o y a l t y . 

The f i r s t two Gordians had s t a r t e d the r e v o l t against Maximinus Thrax, 

even i f they had been defeated, and t h i s may have prompted Plebeians t o 

demand r e c o g n i t i o n of the s u r v i v i n g member of t h e i r f a m i l y . They may 

also have had an eye t o the A f r i c a n com supply, but since Maximinus' 

supporters had crushed the A f r i c a n r e v o l t by the time of the proclamation 

of Maximus, Balbinus, and Gordian I I I , t h i s seems u n l i k e l y . An 

i n t e r e s t i n g l o y a l t y they displayed was t o Pertinax. He may have won 

t h e i r l o y a l t y by being a good c i t y Prefect; i t has already been noted 

t h a t he inspected the corn supply arrangements a t Ostia, so t h a t he may 

have won i t t h i s way. However, Pertinax had worked h i s way from the 

bottom of so c i e t y t o the t o p , and i t may be t h a t he embodied plebeian 

hopes. He was from a freedman background and even i f he d i d not come 

from among the plebeians of Rome he had much more i n common w i t h them 

than the grim Maximinus Thrax, the next Emperor from a lowly o r i g i n , who 

although never v i s i t i n g Rome earned plebeian hatred, such t h a t on the 

l a t t e r ' s overthrow statues, p i c t u r e s , and h o n o r i f i c dedications were t o r n 
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down and the agents of h i s b r u t a l i t y were lynched. With Pertinax, on 
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the other hand, they sought h i s murderers i n revenge, and they had 

supported h i s accession as w e l l . Commodus' assassins took advantage of 

the S a t u r n a l i a when the Praetorians were unarmed, and the people also 

used these circumstances t o f o r c e the Guard t o accept Pertinax. They 

crowded i n t o the Camp and hemmed i n the unarmed s o l d i e r s so t h a t they 

could not rearm or r a i s e a counter-cry against Pertinax. 

The c i r c u s was the o u t l e t of popular opinion long before 

the f o u r t h century^^. A f t e r the auction of the Empire t o Didius 

Julianus the people took themselves o f f t o the Circus Maximus and c a l l e d 
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on Pescennius Niger, the governor of S y r i a , t o come and save them. I t 

was a t the Circus t h a t the people claimed t h a t J u p i t e r was t h e i r 

Augustus r a t h e r than Macrinus (see note 89). Herodian compares the rush 

of the populace t o the Circus a f t e r the defeat of Maximinus Thrax t o a 
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rush t o a p o l i t i c a l assembly. The Circus was also where the people 
p r o t e s t e d against the c i v i l war between Septimius Severus and Clodius 
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Albinus . However, the most spectacular example of a popular demon

s t r a t i o n a t the Circus came i n Commodus' r e i g n . A woman appeared i n 

the Circus and blamed a com shortage engineered by the Praefectus 

Annonae, on the Emperor's f a v o u r i t e Cleander. There was a march on the 

palace and the Emperor gave them Cleander's k^'^'A ... However, although 

the Circus was an o u t l e t f o r popular f e e l i n g , Dio and Herodian, i n the 

p e r i o d they cover together, mention no r i o t s about the a r r e s t of 

c h a r i o t e e r s and s i m i l a r ' v i l i t a t e s ' , as Ammianus would have c a l l e d such 

events. This may mean t h a t the populace was more d o c i l e than i n the 

f o u r t h century, or t h a t Dio and Herodian thought them unworthy of mention 

unless they i n v o l v e d p o l i t i c s , or t h a t the Praetorian Guard was an 

e f f e c t i v e d e t e r r e n t . The s i l e n c e of sources before the f o u r t h century 

on matters of t h i s k i n d makes i t d i f f i c u l t t o put the f o u r t h century 

populace's a c t i v i t i e s i n t o context. 

The e f f e c t of p o l i t i c s and i n j u s t i c e on the behavour of the 

people of Rome i n the Severan peri o d i s also d i f f i c u l t t o judge. The 
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presence of the Emperor i n Rome tended t o add a p o l i t i c a l aspect t o 
popular demonstrations which, as has been seen e a r l i e r , r e a l l y f o r e 
shadowed l o y a l t y t o bishops of Rome i n the f o u r t h century, as opposed 
t o favour of the Emperor as p o l i t i c i a n ; they were i n t e r e s t e d i n 
p e r s o n a l i t i e s , not issues. As i n the f o u r t h century the plebeians 
d i d not i n i t i a t e p o l i t i c a l c r i s i s , but d i d inf l u e n c e them, and react t o 
them. They a i r e d t h e i r grievances and t h e i r approval t o the Emperor as 
the highest a u t h o r i t y , b ut d i d not seek power f o r themselves. P o l i t i c a l 
events, not p o l i t i c a l ambition, caused t h e i r demonstrations, so t h a t i t 
i s hazardous t o t a l k o f p o l i t i c a l r i o t s happening i n the e a r l y t h i r d 
century but not i n the f o u r t h . Both here and i n the e a r l y p a r t of 
t h i s chapter t h e r e f o r e p o l i t i c s as a cause of disturbances means the 
people being caught up i n the p o l i t i c a l c r i s e s of t h e i r day (whether the 
f a l l of Pertinax or the r e v o l t of Maxentius) not r e v o l u t i o n a r y causes, 
s t i r r i n g the p r o l e t a r i a t . I n the Herodian/Dio per i o d the Praetorian 
Guard seems t o have had a d e t e r r e n t e f f e c t on disturbances p r o t e s t i n g 
a t i n j u s t i c e when there were no p o l i t i c a l c r i s e s . . There are few examples 
of such disturbances. Cleander f e l l because the Urban Cohorts took the 
side of the populace when they marched on the palace where Commodus was 
a t the time, but otherwise the combination o f strong Emperor and Praetorian 
Guard kept the populace q u i e t . On the other hand the Emperor was usually 
s e n s i t i v e enough t o p u b l i c opinion not t o outrage i t t o the p o i n t of 
provoking v i o l e n c e , and Caracalla had t o cover up h i s p a r t i n the attempted 
murder of h i s advisor C i l o on the Via Sacra by executing the s o l d i e r s he 
had sent t o do the e v i l deed as i f they had done i t on t h e i r own 
i n i t i a t i v e . 

During p o l i t i c a l c r i s e s the people were not deterred by the 

Praetorians and sometimes the Praetorians even assisted the plebeians: 

on the f a l l o f Elagabalus the people and s o l d i e r s t o r e Aurelius Eubulus, 

who had been i n charge of the 'Fiscus' (Treasury), t o p i e c e s l ^ ^ Some

times they d i d not: when the Senate and people r e v o l t e d against Maximinus 
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102 Thrax, s o l d i e r s , the agents of h i s b r u t a l i t i e s , were lynched. The 
lack of a strong Emperor prompted the people t o challenge the s o l d i e r s 
of the Guard on f o u r separate occasions from the death of Commodus t o 
the overthrow of Maximinus. F i r s t o f a l l was the invasion of the 
Prae t o r i a n Camp t o fo r c e the choice of Pertinax. Then a f t e r the murder 
of Pertinax and the auction of the Empire the Guard had t o hold t h e i r 
s h i e l d s up as they escorted Didius Julianus t o p r o t e c t themselves and 
him from any t i l e s h u r l e d from the r o o f t o p s . 

The other two events are so s i m i l a r i n character t h a t one 

might doubt t h e i r separateness. According t o Dio, during the Praetorian 

Prefecture of the j u r i s t Ulpian the people and the Praetorians fought 

one another f o r t h r e e days, and the s o l d i e r s , f i n d i n g t h a t they were 

l o s i n g , set f i r e t o b u i l d i n g s u n t i l the populace came t o terms. '̂̂"̂  I n 

238 Herodian describes remarkably s i m i l a r events. The guard, or 

s o l d i e r s l o y a l t o Maximinus Thrax, barrjcaded themselves i n the 

Praetorian Camp a f t e r a few of t h e i r number were k i l l e d f o r stumbling 

i n t o the closed senate meeting which was held t o choose s e n a t o r i a l candi

dates f o r the throne - since the f a i l u r e o f the r e v o l t of the Gordians 

i n A f r i c a had l e f t the Senate and People of Rome i n r e v o l t against 

Maximinus Thrax on t h e i r own. The camp was bes}€ged by plebeians armed 

f o r the occasion, and the aqueduct supplying the camp was cut. The 

s o l d i e r s i n desperation made a s a l l y and on being set upon w i t h b r i c k s 

and t i l e s thrown from r o o f t o p s set f i r e t o the b u i l d i n g s , devastating 
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a l a r g e r area of the c i t y than any other c i t y covered. 

I n conclusion the Praetorians d i d have a deterren t e f f e c t on 

disturbances. I t i s u n l i k e l y the Emperors of the e a r l y t h i r d century 

would have t o l e r a t e d the contest between Damasus and Ursinus t a k i n g place 

i n the c i t y where they l i v e d , and casual r i o t s over wine and charioteers 

do not seem t o have happened. On the other hand when r i o t s d i d take place 

they tended t o be more serious than i n the f o u r t h century, except of course 
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where necessity ( f o r example famine) drove the people t o p r o t e s t i n any 

pe r i o d . Also the presence of an acknowledged Emperor behind the Guard 

gave i t much of i t s d e t e r r e n t f o r c e . The plebeians respected t h e i r 

Emperors and expected them t o p r o t e c t them from the Guard as w e l l as 

set i t on them. When the Praetorians acted on t h e i r own i n i t i a t i v e 

the populace dared t o oppose them. I n the f o u r t h century Emperor and 

Guard were no longer present, and i t was the absence of both, r a t h e r 

than o f the Praetorians alone^ which permitted more disturbances. At the 

same time, the i n t e n s i t y of f e e l i n g i n f o u r t h century disturbances was 

less than i n previous c e n t u r i e s , except of course where r e l i g i o n was 

involved. 
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SHORT TERM SOLUTIONS TO RIOTING 

1) I n t r o d u c t i o n 

I n t h i s chapter I s h a l l o u t l i n e the types of r i o t s , and 

other expressions of p u b l i c f e e l i n g , and the immediate, short-term 

r e a c t i o n s and remedies used by the a u t h o r i t i e s ; i n other words, i f i t 

was a r i o t , the d i f f e r e n t methods the Prefect of the C i t y would use 

depending on the cause of a r i o t t o contain the disturbance, or i f i t was 

some other form of p u b l i c expression, l i k e a spontaneous outburst a t 

the C i r c u s , how the a u t h o r i t i e s regarded i t . I w i l l t r y also t o show 

the development o f the Pref e c t of the C i t y ' s a b i l i t y t o cope w i t h a 

r i o t , from the beginning of the century, when the Praetorian Guard, the 

V i g i l e s , the Urban Cohorts, and probably the Legio I I Parthica were 

s t i l l a t the disposal of the C i t y , t o the end of the f o u r t h century, 

when a l l the Praefectus Urbi seems t o have i s a m i l i t a r i s e d c i v i l service 

a t h i s d i s p o s a l . I n c o n t r a s t t o the short term s o l u t i o n s are the long 

term s o l u t i o n s t o r i o t i n g , those measures taken t o ensure the people 

had no cause t o r i o t , or a t l e a s t t h a t p o t e n t i a l r i o t s were spotted and 

contained before they could develop. P o l i c i n g and s u r v e i l l a n c e were 

needed t o prevent nascent r i o t s g e t t i n g s t a r t e d , but t o remove the causes 

of r i o t s the people had t o be fed and entertained. Chapter 5 w i l l 

concern these long term s o l u t i o n s ; p o l i c i n g , the measures taken t o 

ensure t h a t the machinery of the d i s t r i b u t i o n s was run as e f f i c i e n t l y 

and i n c o r r u p t l y as was possible a t the time, and the e f f o r t s t o ensure 

t h a t S e n a t o r i a l f a m i l i e s met t h e i r o b l i g a t i o n s t o hold Games and 

G l a d i a t o r i a l combats. 

2) Why the Pr e f e c t of the C i t y or the Emperor (when resi d e n t i n Rome) 

bore the b r u n t of the Plebeian Displeasure 

When the Emperors resided i n Rome they were the people t o whom 

the populace turned when they had a grievance, such as lack of Corn, and 

took i t out on, i n as f a r as the Praetorian Guard and the Urban Cohorts 
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allowed them t o . Thus Claudius was attacked i n the Forum during a Corn 
c r i s i s and b a r e l y escaped w i t h h i s l i f e . ^ However, the people could see 
the flaws of an Eroperor who l i v e d i n Rome, and perhaps r e a l i s e d t h a t the 
Emperor was not a l l - p o w e r f u l w i t h god-like powers (the idea, played up 
i n the provinces by the I n ^ j e r i a l C u l t , was played down i n Rome), and 
accepted h i s shortcomings. However, during the t h i r d century. Emperors 
were u s u a l l y away from Rome on campaign, and the people would have come 
to blame t h e i r i l l s on the absence of the Emperor. They would s t a r t t o 
look on the times when Emperors l i v e d i n the c i t y as the good o l d days 
and t h i s probably l e d t o an exaggeration of the powers of Emperors and 
t h e i r a b i l i t i e s f o r g e t t i n g t h i n g s done i n the minds of the Populus 
Romanus. By the f o u r t h century t h i s view of the Emperors c o n t r i b u t e d t o 
the enthusiasm of the people f o r I n p e r i a l v i s i t s t o Rome, and unless the 
Emperor showed himself o v e r - s e n s i t i v e , l i k e D i o c l e t i a n , or offended 
the people's r e l i g i o u s s e n s i b i l i t i e s , or t h e i r ideas of J u s t i c e , as 
Constantine may have done ( r e f u s i n g t o mount the C a p i t o l t o s a c r i f i c e , 
and executing C r i s p u s ) , he was l i k e l y t o be popular f o r the whole of 
hi s v i s i t . This exaggerated view of the Emperor's a b i l i t i e s c o n t r i b u t e d 
considerably t o Maxentius' i n i t i a l p o p u l a r i t y . I t was too long since an 
au t o c r a t had resided f o r a long time a t Rome f o r the population t o 
remember the disadvantages of an Emperor's presence, and they had t h i s 
exaggerated b e l i e f t h a t the Emperor was a l l - p o w e r f u l . Thus Maxentius was 
a disappointment t o them, but t h e i r continued f a i t h i n autocrats d i d not 
d i e , and they welcomed Constantine i n 312 w i t h as much enthusiasm as they 
had welcomed Maxentius s i x years before. A f t e r Maxentius no f o u r t h century 
Emperor l i v e d a t Rome, and the people were f r e e t o go back t o b e l i e v i n g 
t h a t the Emperor could,do no wrong. The plebeian r i o t s over the corn 
shortage caused by the r e v o l t of Domjtius Alexander i n A f r i c a show t h a t 
they held the Emperor responsible f o r not doing anything about i t . I t 
also shows t h e i r f a i t h i n the supposed a b i l i t i e s of Maxentius t o solve 
the c r i s i s . 



98 

With the Emperor no longer r e s i d e n t i n the C i t y i t was the 
Praefectus n-rh,i who became the r e c i p i e n t of the people's complaints, 
and t h e i r f a i t h i n the p r e f e c t ' s a b i l i t y t o set th i n g s t o r i g h t s 
probably derived from t h e i r enthusiasm about the Emperor's a b i l i t i e s . 
The Pre f e c t of the C i t y o f Rome was a viceroy on a par w i t h the 
Praeto r i a n Prefects i n d i g n i t y , i f not i n sphere of i n f l u e n c e . 
He was chosen d i r e c t l y by the Emperor, and served anything from three 
or f o u r months t o three o r f o u r years depending on the Emperor' s wish; 
and because he was the Emperor's choice the people t r a n s f e r r e d t h e i r 
f a i t h i n the Emperor's a b i l i t i e s t o the p r e f e c t , and they tended t o 
blame him f o r th i n g s t h a t went wrong, even i f they were not h i s f a u l t , 
as i n the case of Tert«llus, who was assailed by the people when winds 
were stopping corn ships e n t e r i n g Portus (A.M. XIX. 10). Another f a c t o r 
i n the people's r e s o r t t o the Prefect was the tendency f o r the Emperor 
to appoint a leading Senator as Prefect. The leading Senators should 
be able t o persuade the Senate t o d i p i n t o t h e i r resources i n the event 
of a Corn Famine. The f i n a l f a c t o r i n the people's choice of the 

2 

Praefectus U r b i t o complain t o was the f a c t t h a t a f t e r 331 the Praefectus 

Urbi Romae became the head of a l l services i n the C i t y from p o l i c i n g 

(which he had always been i n charge o f ) t o the Corn Supply (the Praefectus 

Annonae only now became h i s subordinate). Most of these services were 

looked a f t e r by h i s subordinates but he became u l t i m a t e l y responsible f o r 

eve r y t h i n g . 

3) Q u e l l i n g Riots - when the Enperor l i v e d i n Rome 

This s e c t i o n and the f o l l o w i n g two sections w i l l deal w i t h 

the problem of how the a u t h o r i t i e s d e a l t w i t h p u b l i c disturbance i n 

the short term, t h a t i s , the q u e l l i n g of r i o t s by f o r c e , or the defusing 

of such r i o t s as were d i f f i c u l t t o deal w i t h by f o r c e , e i t h e r f o r 

di p l o m a t i c reasons (Section 5) or f o r lack of manpower ( t h i s s e c t i o n ) . 

The only f o u r t h century Emperor t o l i v e a t Rome was, as we have seen, 
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Maxentius, and he s u f f e r e d from two recorded r i o t s . I n one a s o l d i e r 
was t o r n t o pieces by a mob enraged by h i s blasphemy against providence, 
and as the r i o t ended as soon as the s o l d i e r was k i l l e d , and Maxentius 
held the Praetorian Guard o f f , t o prevent them t a k i n g revenge on the 
people, i t i s r e a l l y a matter f o r Section 5 (handling j u s t i f i e d mobs). 

The second r i o t was the one over the com shortage caused 

by the r e v o l t o f Domitius Alexander i n A f r i c a , and t h i s too involved 

s o l d i e r s q u e l l i n g the people, except t h a t on t h i s occasion Maxentius d i d 

.-. not hold back the Praetorians, but turned them on the people. 

This marks o f f the r e i g n of Maxentius from the r e s t of the f o u r t h century. 

By the time we next hear of r i o t s i n the century, t h a t i s i n Ammianus, 

de a l i n g w i t h a r i o t by fo r c e consisted of a few a r r e s t s (A.M. XIV.6 & 

XV. 7) - the f i r s t reference only mentions r i o t s happening and not the 

treatment, but the second reference i s t o r i o t s only two years a f t e r 

the f i r s t , so i t i s l i k e l y the treatment was s i m i l a r ) , and not t u r n i n g 

masses of troops on the plebs. 

Throughout the century the m i l i t a r y forces a t the disposal 

of the a u t h o r i t i e s i n Rome were diminished, except i n s o f a r as a t some 

p o i n t i n the f o u r t h century the c i v i l servants of the Officium Urbanum' 

became m i l i t a r i s e d , and some c i v i l servants became a corps of p o l i c e , 

c a l l e d the 'Contubernales'. Even a t the s t a r t of Maxentius' r e i g n 

there was a dim i n u t i o n i n the number of forces a v a i l a b l e t o the 

a u t h o r i t i e s i n Rome. According t o L a c t a n t i u s , ^ a t approximately 

the same time as Galerius sent the census-takers t o Rome, most of the 

Pra e t o r i a n Guard was removed from the c i t y . This may not be t e r r i b l y 

s i g n i f i c a n t as the r e v o l t of Maxentius could have happened so soon 

a f t e r t h i s t h a t the r e s t of the Praetorians ( t h a t i s those who had 

been removed from Rome, as opposed t o those who had i n s t a l l e d Maxentius) 

may s t i l l have been i n Maxentius' t e r r i t o r y . I f they were not, the 

En^eror could have brought the Guard up t o f u l l s t rength from the troops 

who deserted Severus the Tetrarch. Maxentius i n any case had enough 



troops by the r e v o l t of Alexander t o send an expeditionary force t o 

A f r i c a under h i s Praetorian P r e f e c t , Rufius Volusianus, and s t i l l hold 

h i s p o s i t i o n i n I t a l y , and enough troops i n 312 t o f i g h t Constantine 

a t the M i l v i a n Bridge; ,so he would have had l i t t l e t r o u b l e f i n d i n g 

s o l d i e r s t o p o l i c e Rome, and p r o t e c t him^whether he e n r o l l e d them i n 

the Praetorian Guard, or simply threw them i n alongside. 

The most s i g n i f i c a n t diminution i n the m i l i t a r y forces 

a v a i l a b l e t o the a u t h o r i t i e s came i n 312, when Constantine disbanded 

the P r a e t o r i a n Guard. He may also have removed the Legio I I Parthica 

from nearby Alba Longa, i f i t had not already been removed before. 

There i s an estate a t Alba t h a t the Liber P o n t i f i c a l i s mentions as 

having been given t o the Church by Constantine f o r the upkeep of one 
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of the new churches t h a t Constantine was b u i l d i n g a t Alba. 

This i s not conclusive, but the leg i o n was f i g h t i n g the Persians by 

the middle of the century (A.M. XX. 6.1), and the occasion of the 

disbandment of the Praetorian Guard seems as good a time as any, 

e s p e c i a l l y as Constantine would want t o prevent the p o s s i b i l i t y of 

anyone t r y i n g a usurpation a t Rome, as Maxentius had. 

The remaining forces near or i n Rome a f t e r the disbandment 

of the Praetorian Guard and the removal of the leg i o n from Alba, were 

the Urban Cohorts and the V i g i l e s . There were seven cohorts of 

V i g i l e s , probably about seven thousand men, who p a t r o l l e d the c i t y from 

sunset t o sun r i s e , and three cohorts of Urban cohorts, probably about 

three thousand i n number. The Praefectus Urbi commanded n e i t h e r 

f o r c e d i r e c t l y , as the Urban Cohorts were commanded by the Tribunus 

F o r i S u a r i i , the V i g i l e s by the Praefectus Vigilum. Neither force 

may have been of much use f o r c o n t r o l l i n g r i o t s the way the Praetorians 

had, as r i o t s were probably more l i k e l y t o occur during the daytime, 

when the V i g i l e s were o f f duty and ' i n c u b i c u l o ' , and the only troops 

a v a i l a b l e would have been the Urban Cohorts. These were probably t i e d 
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down on s u r v e i l l a n q e and re g u l a r p o l i c e d u t i e s a l l over the c i t y (see 

next chapter) , so t h a t they would not be a v a i l a b l e i n great numbers t o 

help the Praefectus U r b i i n the event of a major r i o t . 

Attempts must have been made to r e c t i f y t h i s s i t u a t i o n , 

and i n 321 the task of c o l l e c t i n g l e v i e s on goods entering and leaving 

the c i t y , f o rmerly performed by the Urban Cohorts, was farmed out t o 

co n t r a c t o r s ( P u b l i c a n i ) , and apart from watching the gates f o r suspect 

persons, and making;sure the ' p u b l i c a n i ' d i d not e x t o r t from the merchants 

e n t e r i n g the c i t y more than was due, the Urban Cohorts must have been 
* 

f r e e r than before. Another remedy t o the lack of a v a i l a b i l i t y of 

troops a t the Prefect's immediate disposal must have been the m i l i t a r i s a t i o n 

of the c i v i l servantis, which had happened by the Prefecture of Leontius, 

i n 354-5, as i s shown by the Philoromus r i o t i n Ammianus, where Leontius 

sends 'Apparitores' ( c i v i l servants) i n t o the mob t o a r r e s t a few 

people (A.M. XV. 7) .; The c i v i l servants were a t the immediate disposal 

of the Praefectus U r b i , and once a l l c i v i l servants could bear arms, 

the Urban Cohorts l o s t a l o t o f t h e i r usefulness, as c i v i l servants 
could do anything they could, i f not q u i t e as w e l l . 

Some time between 357 and 384, and probably between 368 

and 379, the Urban Cohorts were replaced by the 'contubernales', a 

force of c i v i l servants w i t h the same commander as the Urban Cohorts 

had had. (For the arguments about when exactly the change-over 

took p l a c e , see A. Chastagnol' s Prefecture Urbaine a Rome sous l e . -

bas empire Part I I , chapter 3.) I t i s probable t h a t the new force 

took on the remnants :of the Urban Cohorts, but the professionalism 

of the Contubernales was probably no more use i n an emergency t o the 

Prefect of the C i t y , âs they were not d i r e c t l y under his command. 

The only forces the Pre f e c t could d i r e c t l y command were h i s own c i v i l 

servants, and most o f these were probably not renowned f o r t h e i r m a r t i a l 

q u a l i t i e s , but were r a t h e r a d m i n i s t r a t o r s . By Symmachus' time there 

Chastagnol P.U.R.B.E. part I I chapter 3. 



was a bodyguard f o r the Praefectus U r b i , the Nomenclatores (see 

Chastagnol p.242-3) , but a f t e r the disbandment of the Praetorian Guard 

i n 312, the Praefectus U r b i probably never had enough troops of good 

q u a l i t y t o t u r n them on the Plebs i n an emergency. 

The Urban Cohorts, l a t e r the Contubernales, probably could 

have been turned on the people i n a r i o t , but they were not under the 

orders of the P r e f e c t , and would probably have been spread out through 

the c i t y , so t h a t they could not have been mobilised i n a hurry i n any 

case, and t h e i r abandoning o f t h e i r tasks i n other p a r t s of the c i t y 

would have perhaps l e d t o more t r o u b l e . Thus the Praefectus U r b i 

could not p r a c t i c a l l y do what Maxentius had done, t u r n i n g troops loose 

on the plebs, a f t e r 312, whether Urban Cohorts or t h e i r successors 

were serving him, not t o mention the diplomatic reasons f o r t h i s 

(see section 5 ) . As f o r the V i g i l e s , while they were twice as numerous 

as the Cohortes Urbanae, they had the duty of f i r e - f i g h t i n g day and n i g h t , 

as w e l l as o f p a t r o l l i n g the s t r e e t s a t n i g h t making the s t r e e t s 

s l i g h t l y safer f o r those who had t o be out a t n i g h t , by a r r e s t i n g 

b u r g l a r s , drunks e t c . This probably t i e d them down even more 

e f f e c t i v e l y than the d u t i e s o f the Urban Cohorts/Contubemales. 

The l a t t e r could perhaps have l e f t areas a t which they were s t a t i o n e d , 

and perhaps passers-by would stop any t r o u b l e u n t i l they got back, 

though t h a t could not be guaranteed, but f o r the V i g i l e s t o abandon 

p a t r o l s i n the deserted n i g h t s t r e e t s t o go and deal w i t h a major r i o t 

would make t h e i r region(s) into'no-go'areas. By the end of the century 

the V i g i l e s had been replaced by C o l l e g i a t i (see Chastagnol f o r d a t e s ) , 

and, Chastagnol argues, based on the s i t u a t i o n a t Constantinople, there 

were f a r fewer C o l l e g i a t i ( f i r e f i g h t e r s provided by the Guilds) 

than there had been V i g i l e s , perhaps only 500, p a r t l y because Roman 

Hydraulics technology had made a s i g n i f i c a n t advance, and f a r fewer 

people were needed t o operate the f i r e - f i g h t i n g equipment. The 



C o l l e g i a t i , organised by the V i c o m a g i s t r i (there were 48 of these 

o f f i c i a l s i n each of the fourteen regions of the c i t y ) i n t o p a t r o l s , 

probably a l s o took on the p o l i c e d u t i e s of the V i g i l e s , and would 

have been even l e s s a b l e to drop everything and t a c k l e a major r i o t 

elsewhere i n the c i t y . Thus the removal of the Pr a e t o r i a n Guard, 

who were not t i e d down by r e g u l a r d u t i e s i n the c i t y to the extent 

t h a t the other f o r c e s i n the c i t y were, meant t h a t extreme v i o l e n c e 

a g a i n s t r i o t e r s was not p o s s i b l e f o r most of the fourth century, and 

the P r e f e c t of the C i t y was always on centerhooks t h e r e a f t e r , hoping 

no cause f o r r i o t i n g i n h i s p r e f e c t u r e would a r i s e . 

There i s no evidence f o r fourth century r i o t s a f t e r the 

r e i g n of Maxentius being crushed by o f f i c i a l f o r c e s being turned on 

the unarmed p l e b s . 

4) Q u e l l i n g r i o t s i n the f o u r t h century - G u i l t y mobs 

What i s meant here by a ' g u i l t y mob' i s a r i o t i n g mob t h a t 

i s not c e r t a i n of the j u s t i c e of i t s cause. Corn r i o t s tended to be 

embarked on by j u s t i f i e d mobs. The only case of a corn r i o t where 

the people c o u l d be fac e d out by a Pr a e f e c t u s U r b i was i n 376 

(see page 51 ) , when the p l e b s demanded the expulsion of f o r e i g n e r s 

( p e r e g r i n i ) . Otherwise r i o t e r s i n Corn famines tended to be 

s u f f i c i e n t l y sure of t h e i r cause f o r defi a n c e on the p a r t of the 

a u t h o r i t i e s to be unattempted. The b e s t c a s e s of ' g u i l t y mobs' 

were those i n v o l v e d i n the r i o t s under the P r e f e c t Leontius (A.M. XV.7). 

The f i r s t of these was over the a r r e s t of a popular c h a r i o t e e r , 

Philoromus. The p r e f e c t merely sent some 'apparitores' i n t o the 

crowd to make a few a r r e s t s , e x i l i n g those a r r e s t e d , a f t e r t o r t u r i n g 

them, and the r i o t broke up without any p r o t e s t a t the p r e f e c t ' s a c t i o n s 

i n q u e l l i n g the r i o t s . 

The second r i o t took p l a c e a few days l a t e r , and was over 

a wine shortage. The P r e f e c t went i n t o the middle of a mob t h a t 



many of h i s a i d e s were a f r a i d to follow him i n t o , picked out a known 

troublemaker, c a l l e d Petrus Valuomeres, while the mob was s t i l l h u r l i n g 

i n s u l t s a t him ( L e o n t i u s ) , and gave orders f o r him to be flogged. 

Valuomeres pleaded with h i s f e l l o w - r i o t e r s f o r help, but they a l l 

melted away, and Ammianus says t h a t he was flogged where the r i o t 

had taken p l a c e as s e c r e t l y as i f he had been i n a p r i s o n c e l l . 

He was then e x i l e d to Picenum. Leo n t i u s may not have had the f o r c e s 

to throw a t r i o t e r s t h a t Maxentius had, but he could s t i l l use force 

i n the sense of a r r e s t i n g r i n g l e a d e r s and making an example of them. 

I t i s doubtful t h a t Leontius could have faced a j u s t i f i e d 

mob with such bold d e f i a n c e of t h e i r numbers, but these were g u i l t y 

mobs and L e o n t i u s ' t a c t i c s could work. The e f f e c t of a r r e s t i n g the 

r i n g l e a d e r s of the r i o t s was to give the other people i n the r i o t s 

both a warning and a l e t off: a warning, because anyone who continued 

to s t a y around the scene of the r i o t could expect, a t b e s t , to be branded 

as a troublemaker, a t worst to r e c e i v e the same treatment as those 

a r r e s t e d ; a l e t o f f , because the plebs t h a t took p a r t i n the r i o t s 

over c h a r i o t e e r s or the p r i c e of wine were probably s l i g h t l y ashamed 

of t a k i n g p a r t , or a t l e a s t worried about what t h e i r wives would say 

when they heard t h a t they had been i n such a r i o t , so t h a t they were 

not prepared to become known troublemakers by p e r s i s t i n g i n the r i o t . 

The a r r e s t of the r i n g l e a d e r s a l s o gave them back t h e i r 

r e s p e c t a b i l i t y . I t provided scapegoats on whom they could put a l l 

the blame f o r s t a r t i n g the r i o t and s t i r r i n g them up. Having thus 

s h i f t e d a l l the blan« onto ot h e r s they became innocent bystanders and 

l e f t the scene, so t h a t they would not be a s s o c i a t e d with known 

troublemakers, such as Valuomeres. To show t h a t these mobs under 

L e o n t i u s were ' g u i l t y ' , and i t was not j u s t a matter of Leontius being 

i n c r e d i b l y brave, and hard hearted, the same p r e f e c t u r e a l s o sees 

the a r r e s t of Pope L i b e r i u s . ^ 



I n the a r r e s t of L i b e r i u s , Leontius sneaks the pope out 

of Rome by n i g h t i n order t o avoid the n o t i c e of the people w i t h whom 

L i b e r i u s was very popular. I f there had been a r i o t on t h a t occasion 

i t would have involved a j u s t i f i a b l y angry mob, so t h a t we can see t h a t 

even Leontius was not prepared t o face a ' j u s t i f i e d ' mob, although he 

was brave enough i n f a c i n g ' g u i l t y ' mobs. 

5) Q u e l l i n g r i o t s i n the f o u r t h century - ' J u s t i f i e d ' , mobs 

While q u e l l i n g a ' j u s t i f i e d ' mob by force was usually unwise 

and i m p r a c t i c a b l e , there was one s i t u a t i o n where t h i s could be done, 

although not i n the same way as o u t l i n e d i n Section 4. This exception 

t o the r u l e was i n the case of mobs moved by r e l i g i o u s c o n v i c t i o n , as 

i n the Damasus/Ursinus r i o t s o f the 360s. I n these cases, unless the 

Praefectus U r b i was a C h r i s t i a n of a m i n o r i t y sect, (and t h i s does not 

seem t o have been the case i n any of the Damasus/Ursinus r i o t s , 

although a l a t e r p r e f e c t , Bassus, probably the p r e f e c t but one before 

Symmachus (Praefectus U r b i 384) , refused t o condemn a r i g o r i s t 

L u c i f e r i a n bishop, a t Damasus' re q u e s t , ^ the mob's f u r y would 

f o r once not be d i r e c t e d a t him. 

However, i t was the Prefect's job t o keep order i n Rome, 

so t h a t even r i o t s n ot d i r e c t e d a t him were s t i l l h i s business. As 

by the very nature of r e l i g i o u s r i o t s the people were d i v i d e d i n t o two 

f a c t i o n s he could not give i n t o the demands of both sides a t the same 

time, the Prefect had t o q u e l l the r i o t s by 'force', t h a t i s , by 

b r i n g i n g the law t o bear and e x i l i n g people. 

To do t h i s , however, he had t o regain c o n t r o l of the c i t y . 

The Damasus/Ursinus r i o t s are the only serious r e l i g i o u s r i o t s i n the 

f o u r t h century a f t e r Maxentius' r e i g n , t h a t we have record o f . (The 

L i b e r i u s / F e l i x a f f a i r seems t o have consisted i n the boyc o t t i n g of 

F e l i x , c a l l s i n the Circus f o r the r e t u r n of L i b e r i u s , and, a f t e r the 
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r e t u r n of L i b e r i u s , the only example of p o s i t i v e a c t i o n , the d r i v i n g 

from the c i t y o f F e l i x . ) Maxentius was able t o q u e l l the trouble, i n 

h i s r e i g n by e x i l i n g the leaders of both f a c t i o n s (see above, chapter 

3. I I . 2 ) , p l e a s i n g n e i t h e r s i d e , but he had the forces t o prevent more 

trot±)le. V i v e n t i u s , the Praefectus Urbi of Rome when the Damasus/ 

Ursinus r i o t s began, by c o n t r a s t , had t o stand by and watch the r i o t s 

h e l p l e s s l y : 

"Damasus and Ursinus burning beyond human reason 
t o seize the bishop's seat, were i n c o n f l i c t , 
t h e i r p a r t i e s b i t t e r l y d i v i d e d , t o the p o i n t 
of deaths and i n j u r i e s , which Viventius was 
unable t o stop or so f t e n . Driven by the great 
v i o l e n c e , he r e t i r e d t o the o u t s k i r t s of the 
c i t y . " 

A.M. XXVII. 3.12 ^ 

The means by which V i v e n t i u s regained c o n t r o l was by supporting the , 

stronger f a c t i o n , t h a t of Damasus ( C o l l e c t i o Avellana 1,6). Damasus' 

f a c t i o n was probably more u s e f u l than Ursinus' f o r another reason 

besides s t r e n g t h , and t h a t was t h a t t o support Ursinus' r i g o r i s t s was 

l i k e l y t o set up a permanent s p l i t i n the Roman church, w i t h the 

r i g o r i s t s excluding a l l who d i d not hold t h e i r views, and s t o r i n g up 

t r o u b l e f o r the f u t u r e . The Damasans on the other hand were f o r 

he a l i n g the wounds caused by the e x i l e of L i b e r i u s and e l e c t i o n of F e l i x , 

and w h ile they k i l l e d a l o t of Ursinians i n the i n i t i a l r i o t s , the 

Damasans seem t o have been happy enough a f t e r the leading Ursinians 

had been expelled from the c i t y . 

E v i d e n t l y the choice of Damasus was the b e t t e r one, as i t 

enjoyed the favour of V a l e n t i n i a n I , an Emperor more i n t e r e s t e d i n the 

t r a n q u i l l i t y o f the Et e r n a l C i t y than i n r e l i g i o u s matters, and 

Praetextatus continued t o support Damasus when he i n t u r n became 
Q 

P r e f e c t a f t e r V i v e n t i u s . As the e x i l i n g of Ursinus and h i s 

leading f o l l o w e r s brought an end t o the r i o t i n g , as Ammianus t e s t i f i e s 

('pulsoque Ursino, a l t a quies est p a r t a ' A.M. XXVII. 9.9), the lesser 



f o l l o w e r s of Ursinus must have been re c o n c i l e d t o Damasus the 

end of Damasus' r e i g n , a t the e l e c t i o n of h i s successor, S i r i c i u s , 

the plebs acclaimed Ursinus as an 'improbus', which hardly shows 
9 

support) or else they were i n such a m i n o r i t y t h a t without the 

Ur s i n i a n p r i e s t s t o s t i r them up they d i d not have the nerve t o cause 

t r o u b l e . 

Choosing the side most l i k e l y t o win was therefore the 

only way t o cope w i t h r e l i g i o u s r i o t s a v a i l a b l e t o the Praefectus U r b i , 

and even t h a t was not always r e l i a b l e , as i n the f o l l o w i n g century, 

a t the r i o t s between the supporters of Boniface and the supporters of 

E u l a l i u s over the papal e l e c t i o n of 418, the Prefect chose a d i f f e r e n t 

candidate from the Emperor, and was th e r e f o r e humiliated. Choosing 

the stronger side was also not an opt i o n i f the f a c t i o n s were of 

approximately equal s t r e n g t h s , b u t t h a t f o r t i m a t e l y d i d not happen i n 

the f o u r t h century. 

Other ' j u s t i f i e d ' mobs could not be d e a l t w i t h by e x i l i n g , 

and t o r t u r e , and had t o be t r e a t e d more d i p l o m a t i c a l l y . I n some cases 

the Prefect had t o take f l i g h t t o save h i s l i f e , as Lampadius d i d , 

when a mob enraged by h i s f a i l u r e t o pay f o r the b u i l d i n g materials he 

had r e q u i s i t i o n e d from them set out t o burn h i s house down (A.M. XXVII. 3) . 

I t seems from what Ambrose said^ when c r i t i c i s i n g Theodosius over h i s anger 

a t the burning of a synagogue i n the East, about the houses of Prefects 

b u r n t down^^ t h a t such ac t i o n s were not al t o g e t h e r r a r e . Symmachus' 

f a t h e r , an ex-Prefect, a l s o had a plebeian a t t a c k on h i s home (A.M. XXVII.3) 

I n such cases the p r e f e c t had t o l i e low u n t i l the anger of the mob had 

cooled, and then presumably regain c o n t r o l , or ask t o be r e l i e v e d of 

h i s p r e f e c t u r e . As f o r p r o t e c t i n g h i s house, the p r e f e c t probably had 

t o r e l y on h i s neighbours, as happened i n the case of Lampadius, when 

they p e l t e d the mob w i t h t i l e s from t h e i r r o o f s ; though whether t h i s was 

from love of Lampadius, who does not seem t o have been p a r t i c u l a r l y lovable, 



i f we can judge from Animianus (XXVII.3 ) , or merely fear t h a t any f i r e 

would spread from h i s home t o t h e i r own, i t i s impossible t o say. 

Usually, however, ' j u s t i f i e d ' mobs were not a s s a i l i n g the 

Praefectus U r b i as a person, but as Prefect, and they could be placated, 

or appealed t o . An example of the l a t t e r comes i n the prefecture of 

T e r t u l l u s (c. 360), i n which bad weather prevented the gr a i n ships from 

A f r i c a from e n t e r i n g Portus, the p o r t of Rome since the Emperor 

Claudius' time. A famine developed and the people gathered round the 

p r e f e c t demanding t h a t he do something t o r e l i e v e t h e i r p l i g h t , 

although he could do nothing about i t . He was dri v e n t o show h i s 

c h i l d r e n t o the desperate mob, p o i n t i n g out t h a t they would also s u f f e r 

from the famine and saying t h a t they could t e a r him and h i s c h i l d r e n 

t o pieces i f they thought i t would do any good. Showing the c h i l d r e n 

t o the mob appealed t o i t s members' b e t t e r natures, and they r e l e n t e d 

from t h e i r a t t a c k s on T e r t u l l u s (A.M. XIX. 10) . 

I t i s noteworthy t h a t he was s a c r i f i c i n g t o Castor and 

Pol l u x , the p r o t e c t o r s of ships a t sea, when the weather cleared up 

and the ships entered Portus. Possibly the people were s t i l l pagan 

enough t o appreciate the p r e f e c t s a c r i f i c i n g t o improve the weather, 

or else T e r t u l l u s t o l d the C h r i s t i a n s t o pray t o t h e i r God, and said 

he would pray t o h i s gods, or he was engaged i n some regular s a c r i f i c e 

t o the D i o s c u r i , and the whole a f f a i r i s merely a coincidence. 

The other means of coping w i t h a ' j u s t i f i e d ' mob was t o 

placate i t , e i t h e r by promising t o do something about i t s grievances, 

or by g i v i n g i t something i n the meantime. The best example of a 

p r e f e c t g i v i n g the people something t o keep them going i n the meantime 

i s i n the 395/6 com famine, where we have a l e t t e r of Symmachus 

(Symm. Ep. VI.26) which t e l l s how the pork r a t i o n was d i s t r i b u t e d t o 

keep the people f e d u n t i l the emergency com provided by Senators 

making c o n t r i b u t i o n s from t h e i r own estates could a r r i v e . The p r o v i s i o n 



of corn by Senators was also one of the promises t h a t the Prefect of 

376 used t o persuade the plebs t o stop demanding the expulsion of 

P e r e g r i n i ( f o r e i g n e r s ) from Rome.^^ 

I t was of course possible f o r the p r e f e c t t o appeal t o the 

Emperor f o r help i n a com c r i s i s , and p r e f e c t s d i d t h i s , but i t took 

time t o communicate w i t h the Emperor, and then f o r him t o mobilise the 

machinery f o r p r o v i d i n g corn from provinces t h a t d i d not normally supply 

Rome; i t was more l i k e l y t h a t the Emperor would take the i n i t i a t i v e 

on matters l i k e t h a t , i f he was going t o do anything a t a l l (see chapter 

3. I I . a . i f o r the d e t a i l s ) . 

As i t was d i f f i c u l t t o get im p e r i a l involvement i n 

preven t i n g famine becoming serious i n the short term i t was easier f o r 

the P r e f e c t of the C i t y t o promise the people t o seek s e n a t o r i a l help. 

He would approach the Senate, e i t h e r t o arrange: f o r c o n t r i b u t i o n s of 

corn t o be made by the members as i n 376 and 395/6, or he could arrange 

f o r the sending of a delega t i o n t o A f r i c a t o hurry along the corn supply, 

or f i n d out why the corn supply was slow i n coming and take necessary 

a c t i o n , such as info r m i n g the Emperor, or the Prefect himself could 

w r i t e t o the Emperor, as Symmachus d i d i n 384, asking him t o t e l l the 

i m p e r i a l o f f i c i a l s t o get a move on. E p i s t l e I I . 4 of Symraachus, 

dated t o 383 by Seeck, mentions a Se n a t o r i a l Embassy sent t o A f r i c a , 

e i t h e r t o i n v e s t i g a t e the corn shortage, or t o buy some corn a t 

s e n a t o r i a l expense, another possible means of p l a c a t i n g the people 

i n a corn c r i s i s : 

"Antonius f e c i t i n d i c i u m , l e g a t i o n i s Africanae 
c o n s i l i u m t o r p u i s s e " 

The reason t h a t the p r e f e c t s d i d not use force against 

j u s t i f i e d mobs was simply t h a t they d i d not have large forces a t t h e i r 

d i s p o s a l , and even had they had them they d i d not enjoy the Emperor 

Maxentius' advantage of being i n o f f i c e f o r l i f e . The Prefects of the 

C i t y of Rome served i n o f f i c e f o r a t most three t o four years, and a f t e r 



t h a t they returned t o p r i v a t e l i f e . I f they offended the people by 

t u r n i n g forces on them during a r i o t caused by desperation, as happened 

w i t h famines, they would not be able t o l i v e i n Rome i f they valued 

t h e i r l i v e s . But the people who tended t o be appointed as P r a e f e c t i U r b i 

were leading Senators, whose s o c i a l p o s i t i o n and p u b l i c influence 

depended on t h e i r l i v i n g m a g n i f i c e n t l y a t Rome, and being a c t i v e members 

of the Senate. I n consequence they could not a f f o r d t o a l i e n a t e the 

Popuius Romanus by u n j u s t i f i e d and extreme a c t i o n of the s o r t t h a t 

Maxentius had used when he turned the Praetorians on the plebs during 

the Corn R i o t of 308. Equally, the Senate d i d not s h i r k from p r o v i d i n g 

corn or paying f o r i t s p r o v i s i o n , because they d i d not want t o seem 

uncaring t o the people. I f they d i d seem uncaring t o the people during 

a corn famine they would not f i n d l i f e comfortable i n the c i t y and 

they l i v e d i n the c i t y t o keep up t h e i r s o c i a l p o s i t i o n , and also 

because the c i t y gave them access t o the law courts t o b r i n g cases 

( l i k e many non-warrior a r i s t o c r a c i e s , they enjoyed t h e i r l i t i g a t i o n ) . 

6) The response of the a u t h o r i t i e s t o 'Acclamationes' i n Circus 

or Theatre 

The Circus, Amphitheatre and theatres of Rome were very 

important as places where the people could voice t h e i r grievances or 

enthusiasm wit h o u t violence. The Games and g l a d i a t o r i a l combats were 

important i n t h a t they allowed the people t o l e t o f f steam where i t 

would be l e a s t harmful. From t h i s arose a reluctance on the p a r t of 

the a u t h o r i t i e s t o dampen t h a t enthusiasm by s t i f l i n g the people i f 

they p r o t e s t e d about a matter not connected w i t h the entertainment, 

and the Circus thus became a u s e f u l measure f o r the r u l i n g classes 

of what the mood of the ord i n a r y people was, and what t h e i r grievances 

were before e i t h e r mood or grievance got out of hand, and l e d t o 

viol e n c e outside the Games. 

Granted t h a t there were p l e n t y of r i o t s i n f o u r t h century 

Rome, there would have been f a r more i f the people had not had the 
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Games as an a l t e r n a t i v e means of v o i c i n g t h e i r grievances, besides r i o t i n g . 

The Games were thus an e a r l y warning system t o those i n charge of 

what was l i k e l y t o cause t r o u b l e , and also what was l i k e l y t o please 

the people ( f o r example the r e t u r n of L i b e r i u s was asked f o r i n the 
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C i r c u s , according t o the C o l l e c t i o Avellana) , and even what would 

be t o l e r a t e d by them. (The people may have asked f o r the r e c a l l of 

Symmachus i n 398, but t h a t was i n ' t h e a t r a l i b u s l u d i s ' , ^ ^ and the 

the a t r e s of Rome were t i n y i n comparison t o the Colosseum and the 

Circus Maximus. 'Acclamationes' could be orchestrated i n the t h e a t r e , 

but i f plebeian f e e l i n g was against anyone i n p a r t i c u l a r i t i s u n l i k e l y 

t h a t such an acclamation f o r h i s r e c a l l could be engineered among the 

plebs even i n the t h e a t r e , or i f i t was organised among the b e t t e r o f f 

commoners t h a t i t would not be countered by an even more v i o l e n t 

acclamation against him by the ordinary plebeians. I f an acclamation 

was organised then, i t was l i k e l y t h a t the plebs would a t l e a s t t o l e r a t e 

someone's r e t u r n . ) 

The a u t h o r i t i e s t o l e r a t e d freedom of speech t o learn the 

f e e l i n g s of the people, but what d i d they do i n response? I f the 

people were making unreasonable demands about something t r i v i a l , l i k e 

which performers should be rewarded a t the Games, the president of the 

Games might show h i s contempt, as Lampadius d i d when he summoned beggars 

from the Vatican and gave the rewards t o them. I f the people showed 

enthusiasm about someone, the Prefect of the C i t y would inform the 

Emperor, as Symmachus does i n R e l a t i o 10, when he t e l l s the Emperor 

of the popular shock on the death of Praetextatus, or as he does i n 

R e l a t i o 9, when he thanks Theodosius f o r p r o v i d i n g Games: 

"merito vos senatus ac populus ore ce l e b r a t " 
(Rel. 9.4) 

I f the people wanted something, l i k e a redressing of grievances, a 

Theodosian Code law of 365 orders the Prefect of the C i t y t o consult w i t h 
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the Emperor before doing anything. The Prefect would probably have 

been doing t h i s anyway e a r l i e r i n the century, w i t h t h i s j u s t being 
14 

a f o r m a l i s a t i o n of an est a b l i s h e d p r i n c i p l e . However, the Games 

were not the only place where the a u t h o r i t i e s heard the opinions of 

the people wi t h o u t v i o l e n c e . I n 354 the Calendar of Philocalus l i s t s 

101 days (at l e a s t ) of Ludi (Circus and Theatre Games) and Munera 

(Gladiators and w i l d beast shows) but these days were not evenly 

spread throughout the year, and i n March, June, and August there were 

hardly any days of Entertainments, i f any a t a l l . The Prefect t h e r e f o r e 

had t o l e a r n the people's f e e l i n g s by other means. He d i d t h i s by 

s u r v e i l l a n c e , and t h i s must be the way t h a t Symmachus was able t o r e p o r t 

t o the Emperor t h a t the Plebeians were t a l k i n g of nothing else but the 

Games promised by the Emperor. As t h i s s u r v e i l l a n c e was p a r t of the long 

term s o l u t i o n s t o r i o t s , t h a t i s the measures t o avoid r i o t s happening 

i n the f i r s t p lace, as opposed t o the short term s o l u t i o n s l i s t e d cibove, 

which were used t o q u e l l , or damp down r i o t s , once they had s t a r t e d , 

i t w i l l be described i n the f o l l o w i n g chapter. 



CHAPTER 5 

RIOTING IN THE FOURTH CENTURY - Long Term Solutions 

I . I n t r o d u c t i o n 

This chapter i s intended t o cover the measures taken by 

the I m p e r i a l a d m i n i s t r a t i o n t o prevent r i o t s t a k i n g place a t Rome i n 

the f i r s t place. These measures f e l l i n t o two categories: those t o 

reduce the o p p o r t u n i t i e s f o r s t a r t i n g t r o u b l e ( p o l i c i n g , s u r v e i l l a n c e 

and so on) and those t o keep the people so happy t h a t they would not 

need t o r i o t ( p r o v i s i o n o f 'bread and c i r c u s e s ' ) . I n t o the second 

category come also measures t o prevent f i r e and other d i s a s t e r s t h a t 

the people were l i k e l y t o blame those i n a u t h o r i t y f o r . The way t h a t 

produce f o r d i s t r i b u t i o n t o the plebs was brought t o Rome has been 

described e a r l i e r , so t h a t the p a r t of the chapter concerning measures 

t o keep the people happy w i l l be more concerned w i t h the laws of the 

Emperors t o prevent those involved i n the p r o v i s i o n i n g of the c i t y 

t i y i n g , i f even wanting t o , opt out of t h e i r d u t i e s , than w i t h the 

a c t u a l machinery of supply. 

11. Measures t o ikWf t r o u b l e , and prevent i t , or stop i t before 

i t became serious. 

For the a u t h o r i t i e s t o prevent r i o t s happening i n Rome they 

had t o keep the whole c i t y under s u r v e i l l a n c e . This- i n e f f e c t meant 

using the e n t i r e Urban Cohorts f o r l i t t l e more than t h a t . As there 

were probably only 3,000 men i n the Urban Cohorts (on the assumption of 

a maximum of one thousand men a cohort - more than would have been i n a 

legio n a r y cohort of the Early Empire) there can have been few men l e f t 

f o r p o l i c e d u t i e s , when more were needed, because of the d i f f i c u l t y of 

keeping the c i t y under s u r v e i l l a n c e . This d i f f i c u l t y would not have 

a f f l i c t e d the gri d i r o n - p l a n n e d c i t i e s founded by Rome, nor does i t a f f l i c t 

modern c i t i e s w i t h t h e i r wide s t r e e t s . 



The d i f f i c u l t y was t h a t Rome was an unplanned c i t y , w i t h 

narrow s t r e e t s , and i t s c i t i z e n s had learned t o b u i l d high, w i t h 60 

f e e t the maximum heig h t allowed f o r b u i l d i n g s by law during the 

E a r l y Empire^. That was, however, q u i t e l i k e l y the standard height 

f o r t a l l b u i l d i n g s and many must have been i l l e g a l l y higher; whatever 

the h e i g h t , these t a l l b u i l d i n g s would have cancelled out any 

s u r v e i l l a n c e advantage given by the h i l l s o f the c i t y . Tallness o f 

b u i l d i n g s i n narrow s t r e e t s would also have been a f a c t o r i n the 

d i f f i c u l t y of seeing f a r down these s t r e e t s . They would have cut 

down the l i g h t l e v e l s a t ground l e v e l w i t h t h e i r shadows, which might 

be a b l e s s i n g i n t h a t i t cut down the harsh I t a l i a n s u n l i g h t , but was 

a nuisance f o r a policeman lo o k i n g down the s t r e e t s , as he would only 

be able t o see so f a r i n t o the shadows, even i f the s t r e e t was s t r a i g h t . 

Another f a c t o r which made s u r v e i l l a n c e d i f f i c u l t was the 

presence of balconies and lean-to extensions t o b u i l d i n g s (which were 
2 

i l l e g a l , but b u i l t a l l the same), as these also would have blocked 

the view down the s t r e e t , and, i f there were shops i n i t , the view 

would be s t i l l f u r t h e r cut o f f , because the counters of shops were 

u s u a l l y f l u s h w i t h the b u i l d i n g they were i n , and Roman shoppers queued 

i n the s t r e e t . The l i m i t e d view t h a t any s o l d i e r o f the Urban Cohorts 

had must have meant t h a t the members of the cohorts would have been 

s t a t i o n e d f a i r l y close together, so as t o be i n s i g h t of one another 

i f they needed help. 

Although some areas of the c i t y , l i k e the gardens i n the 

o u t s k i r t s , may not have needed so many o f the Urban Cohorts t o watch 

them, because of t h e i r r e l a t i v e openness, much of the c i t y d i d consist 

of narrow s t r e e t s l i n e d w i t h high r i s e Insulae, and there were places 

l i k e the the a t r e s and the Fora t h a t would have been watched by more 

troops, as being l i k e l y places f o r t r o u b l e t o begin. For instance 
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the Valuomeres r i o t under Leontius (Praefectus Urbi 355)^ began at the 

Septizodium near the eastern end of the Circus Maximus. 

A l l t h i s must have stretched the Urban Cohorts so t h a t 

they would not have been any help i n crushing r i o t s once they had 

s t a r t e d (see previous chapter {4, p.100), and i t must be r e c a l l e d t h a t 

not a l l the Urban Cohorts would have been on duty at any one time. 

Even i f the s o l d i e r s of the cohorts worked a l l the d a y l i g h t hours, and 

t h a t i s u n l i k e l y d u r i n g the long summer days, some of the s o l d i e r s 

would have been on leave, and others would have been s i c k , so t h a t 

there could not have been 3,000 men on duty every day a l l year round. 

As w e l l as general s u r v e i l l a n c e , there were other areas i n t o which 

the Urban Cohorts s t r e t c h e d t h e i r manpower. 

A s p e c i a l watch was kept on c e r t a i n types of people, such 

as the T a b e r n a r i i (bar owners). An i n s c r i p t i o n , the e d i c t of Tarracius 

Bassus, l i s t s T a b e r n a r i i g u i l t y of the ancient equivalent o f t i c k e t -
I I 4 

t o u t i n g , d e a l i n g i n the Games money and bread dole tesserae. Another 

class t h a t the Prefect o f the C i t y watched, probably through the Urban 

Cohorts, were the known troublemakers. Petrus Valuomeres, who was one 

of the main r i n g l e a d e r s , i f not the Ringleader, of the wine r i o t i n the 

Prefecture of Leontius,^ was e v i d e n t l y w e l l known t o the a u t h o r i t i e s , 

such t h a t they had a d e s c r i p t i o n of him (Leontius asks Valuomeres i f 

he i s Valuomeres, so he does not appear to know him from a previous 

encounter). 

Another task o f the Urban Cohorts, a t l e a s t a t the s t a r t 

of the century, may have been t o c o l l e c t t o l l s at the gates of the c i t y . 

A. Chastagnol argues t h i s on the basis t h a t the garrison of Carthage 

d i d such d u t i e s i n the f o u r t h century, so t h a t i t i s probable t h a t the 

Urban Cohorts d i d man the 'OCWL(the t o l l s t a t i o n s at the gates, 

s o - c a l l e d because they l e v i e d a t o l l of an e i g h t h of the value of goods 
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passing through) of Rome. While doing t h i s they would also have 

looked out f o r suspect persons e n t e r i n g and leaving the c i t y . 

Some time i n the century the task of c o l l e c t i n g t o l l s was 

farmed out t o c o n t r a c t o r s , and Chastagnol believes t h a t s o l d i e r s of 

the Urban Cohorts watched the con t r a c t o r s t o make sure they d i d not 

exact more than was due. I n any case the Urban Cohorts would have 

watched those e n t e r i n g and leaving the C i t y . ^ Sometimes e x i l e s 

t r i e d t o s l i p back i n t o the C i t y , as i s shown by the worry o f the 

a u t h o r i t i e s about the Ursinian p r i e s t s t r y i n g t o r e t u r n t o Rome when 

Va l e n t i n i a n I allowed them t o go anywhere i n the Empire except I t a l y . ^ 

The s o l d i e r s would probably also be watching out f o r known c r i m i n a l s 

or brigands. Two ce n t u r i e s before, Juvenal complained: 

"Meanwhile the c u t t h r o a t w i t h h i s sword goes about his sudden 
business: as o f t e n as the Pomptine Marshes and the G a l l i n a r i a n 
Forest are surrounded by an armed guard, so a l l of t h a t kind 
come running from there t o here as i f t o t h e i r warren." 

( I I I . 305-308) ^ 

That was over a century before the b u i l d i n g o f the Aurelian Wall, and 

i f the a u t h o r i t i e s had managed t o reduce the number of cr i m i n a l s 

e n t e r i n g Rome from the o u t s i d e , and l i m i t e d urban crime t o urban 

c r i m i n a l s , i t would have been because o f the s o l d i e r s watching the 

gates o f the new w a l l (which enclosed the e n t i r e c i t y . There were no 
9 

b u i l d i n g s f u r t h e r than s i x hundred yards beyond the w a l l ) . 

The cohorts would also have been present a t the Games t o 

keep order. They could not have made a great impact there, because 

even a l l three thousand would not have had much chance of making 

themselves n o t i c e d among the 250,000 audience of the Circus Maximus, 

but they may have pr o t e c t e d the president of the Games and/or the 

Prefec t o f the C i t y , and they may also have enforced the seating of 

the various classes i n t h e i r respective areas of Circuses and theatres. 
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Ammianus M a r c e l l i n u s i n h i s f i r s t s a t i r i c a l passage on the people of 
Rome t a l k s of people who "sub v e l a b r i s umbraculorum t h e a t r a l i u m l a t e n t " 
(hang out under the cover of shades a t the t h e a t r e s ) (XIV. 6.25) and 
i t i s l i k e l y t h a t the cohorts would have had men watching them (though 
i f Ammianus r e f e r s to people s l e e p i n g i n the t h e a t r e s , i t would seem 
to be more a duty of the V i g i l e s r a t h e r than the Urban C o h o r t s ) , and 
they probably a l s o h e l d back expectant crowds outside the t h e a t r e s , 
the Colosseum, or the C i r c u s Maximus, to make way f o r the people's 
f a v o u r i t e a c t o r s and mimes, f o r the g l a d i a t o r s and e x o t i c b e a s t s , and 
f o r the c h a r i o t e e r s , c h a r i o t s and horses, r e s p e c t i v e l y , on t h e i r way 
i n t o the p l a c e s of entertainment. 

The seven cohorts of V i g i l e s , who doubled as night-time 

p o l i c e f o r c e and f i r e b rigade, were more numerous than the Urban Cohorts, 

but t h i s numerical advantage was probably c a n c e l l e d out by the V i g i l e s ' 

f i r e d u t i e s . I n the l a t e f o u r t h century the f i r e s e r v i c e a t Constant

i n o p l e was l i t t l e over 500 i n number, and as t h a t c i t y was modelled 

c l o s e l y on Rome, the C o l l e g i a t i , who r e p l a c e d the V i g i l e s i n Rome, 

were probably no more numerous than t h e i r e a s t e r n counterparts. 

From t h i s one might conclude t h a t few more than t h a t number 

of V i g i l e s would be needed to f i g h t f i r e s , and t h a t most of the V i g i l e s 

would a c t as night-time p o l i c e . However, the b u i l d i n g of the w a t e r m i l l s 

on the Janiculum i n the l a t e r p a r t of the century suggests that Roman 

water technology had taken a step forward. Consequently the V i g i l e s 

would have needed more than 500 men to put out f i r e s i n the years 

p r e v i o u s to the i n n o v a t i o n , whereas the C o l l e g i a t i who replaced them 

used b e t t e r pumping equipment, and needed fewer men ( i f there had been 

pumps before then; i f t h e r e were not, then the V i g i l e s would have 

needed f a r more f i r e f i g h t e r s than t h e i r s u c c e s s o r s ) . I f t h i s was so, 

the V i g i l e s would have had very few r e s o u r c e s for night time p o l i c i n g . 
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They were a 24 hour f i r e s e r v i c e ; so they could not deploy t h e i r 

forces completely a t n i g h t , or there would have been no men capable 

of f i r e f i g h t i n g i n the day time. Even a t n i g h t i t would have been 

b e t t e r t o keep reserve forces a t the headquarters of the cohorts (one 

t o every two regions o f the c i t y ) , so t h a t i f a p a t r o l of V i g i l e s came 

across a f i r e t h a t i t could not t a c k l e alone, help could be sent. 

With no s t r e e t l i g h t i n g the V i g i l e s would have p a t r o l l e d the c i t y 

r a t h e r than stand a t f i x e d p o s i t i o n s (which the Urban Cohorts probably 

did) . 

I n any case, because they were looking out f o r f i r e s and 

c r i m i n a l s r a t h e r than t r y i n g t o spot i n c i p i e n t r i o t s , they had t o 

p a t r o l the s t r e e t s . The resources of the V i g i l e s would have been 

f u r t h e r reduced by the need t o send a detachment down the Tiber t o 

Ostia/Portus, presumably t o p r o t e c t the granaries there from f i r e . 

A l l i n a l l , the various d u t i e s o f the V i g i l e s probably reduced t h e i r 

e f f e c t i v e numbers f o r prev e n t i n g r i o t s or c o n t r o l l i n g them when they 

were s t i l l small t o roughly those o f the Urban Cohorts i n the day time, 

w i t h the a d d i t i o n a l handicap t h a t , because i t was dark they could only 

cover the C i t y by p a t r o l l i n g i t , and t h a t would n^an t h a t V i g i l e s 

would pass any spot i n the c i t y only a t i n t s r v a l s , whereas the Urban 

Cohorts could keep p o t e n t i a l t r o u b l e spots under continuous observation. 

The V i g i l e s t h e r e f o r e were not p a r t i c u l a r l y u s e f u l i n 

d e t e c t i n g and preventing t r o u b l e , and probably even less able t o be 

summoned from t h e i r regions than even the Urban Cohorts, as the regions 

could not be l e f t w i t h o u t some f i r e p r o t e c t i o n . That sa i d , the V i g i l e s 

d i d serve a u s e f u l purpose (apart from the f a c t t h a t preventing f i r e s 

spreading gave the plebeians less motive f o r r i o t s ) i n t h a t t h e i r presence 

gave s l i g h t l y more safety t o the i n h a b i t a n t s o f Rome during the n i g h t , 

since c r i m i n a l s had t o avoid running i n t o t h e i r p a t r o l s , and because 

they a r r e s t e d c r i m i n a l s they came across on t h e i r p a t r o l s . They brought 
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these before the Praefectus Vigilum, who had h i s headquarters a t the 

headquarters o f the 1st Cohort of the V i g i l e s , which was i n the Canpus 

Martius area of the c i t y (the barracks of the Urban Cohorts, the Castra 

Urbana, was also i n the Campus M a r t i u s ) . 

How e f f e c t i v e the V i g i l e s were i n preventing n i g h t time 

crime and a r r e s t i n g c r i m i n a l s and troublemakers, one cannot say. I n 

the second century, when there were no fewer V i g i l e s , Juvenal, who i s 

ad m i t t e d l y a s a t i r i s t , p a i n t s a p i c t u r e of a poor man being picked on 

by a drunken b u l l y , which seems a l l too c r e d i b l e . I f the s t r e e t s 

were c r a w l i n g w i t h V i q i l e s even Juvenal would have had t o rescue h i s 

poor man by the t i m e l y appearance of a p a t r o l of V i g i l e s , but he does 

no t , and the freedmen V i g i l e s of the f i r s t and second centuries A.D. 

ought t o have provided a b u t t f o r Juvenal's satire.'^^ 

The Urban Cohorts and the V i g i l e s d i d not survive the 

f o u r t h century and i t i s necessary t o look a t t h e i r successors, the 

Contubernales and the C o l l e g i a t i , r e s p e c t i v e l y , t o see how they contained 

t r o u b l e and how f a r they d i f f e r e d from t h e i r predecessors. 

Being a c i v i l servant i n Rome had become a form of ' m i l i t i a ' 

( m i l i t a r y s e r v i c e ) , as i t had elsewhere i n the Empire, by the middle of 

the century. Evidence of t h i s i s the f a c t t h a t the 'Apparitores' 

( c i v i l servants) around Leontius during the r i o t s i n h i s Prefecture had 
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powers o f a r r e s t . Later i n the century the Urban Cohorts were 

replaced or reformed i n t o the Contubernales , a body of c i v i l servants 

s p e c i a l i s i n g i n p o l i c e work. They took over the Castra Urbana and the 

commander o f the Urban Cohorts, the Tribunus F o r i S u a r i i , w i t h i t . ' ' ' ^ 

They would have taken over the s u r v e i l l a n c e d u t i e s of the Cohorts, 

and t h e i r other d u t i e s , but whether they took on other tasks i t i s 

d i f f i c u l t t o say. Since they took over the Castra Urbana, we can perhaps 

presume t h e i r numbers were probably s i m i l a r t o those of the Cohorts, 

although t h i s i s by no means c e r t a i n , because being c i v i l servants the 



i n d i v i d u a l members of the Contubernales may w e l l have had t h e i r own 

r e s i d e n c e s i n the c i t y , u s i n g the C a s t r a Urbana as a base when on duty; 

i n t h i s case the s i z e o f the C a s t r a would be no i n d i c a t i o n of the 

numbers of the Contubernales. 

I f they were no more numerous than the Cohortes Urbanae, 

the Contubernales were probably doing no more d u t i e s than t h e i r 

p r e d e c e s s o r s ; but i f they were more numerous than the Cohorts, they 

may have been the c i v i l s e r v a n t s who were sent to c a r r y out important 

a r r e s t s . 

The only suggestion t h a t t h i s was not the case i s the f a c t 

t h a t , l i k e the Cohortes Urbanae, they were not under the d i r e c t 

command of the P r a e f e c t u s U r b i , and t h e r e f o r e of h i s subordinates i n 

the O f f i c i u m Urbanum, who might have found i t e a s i e r t o make the 

a r r e s t s themselves by v i r t u e of t h e i r ' m i l i t i a ' than work through the 

Tribune. The terminology used about c i v i l s e r v a n t s making a r r e s t s i n 

the l a t e r p a r t o f the f o u r t h century i s not p r e c i s e enough to d i s t i n g u i s h 

which group of c i v i l s e r v a n t s under the Pr a e f e c t u s Urbi were making 

the a r r e s t . I n R e l a t i o 23 of Symmachus th e r e are two accounts of 

p r i s o n e r s being s e i z e d from c i v i l s e r v a n t s of the Of f i c i u m Urbanum, 

but n e i t h e r seem to suggest the c i v i l s e r v a n t s being Contubernales 

(A. Chastognol b e l i e v e s t h a t the Contubernales had r e p l a c e d the Urban 

Cohorts by 384) . 

I n the f i r s t c ase an advocate of the P r e f e c t of the C i t y ' s 

c o u r t , who seems to have been t r y i n g to b u i l d up a C l i e n t e l a among 

the c o r p o r a t i o n s concerned w i t h the c i t y ' s food supply, C e l s u s , s e i z e d 

a p i s t o r (baker) 'manibus O f f i c i a l i u m ' (from the hands of o f f i c i a l s . -

Symm. R e l . 23.3). The second case i s the s e i z u r e of F e l i x from the 

c i v i l s e r v a n t s e s c o r t i n g him by f o l l o w e r s of F u l g e n t i u s , a high i m p e r i a l 

o f f i c i a l , who d i d not want F e l i x to give evidence embarrassing to him. 

F e l i x was being e s c o r t e d behind the P r e f e c t of the C i t y ' s c a r r i a g e , 

which suggests the c i v i l s e r v a n t s were the Praecones or Nomenclateres, 



the Prefect's personal bodyguard, who, as t h e i r name suggests, were 

also i n v o l v e d i n summoning people i n the Prefect's Court. 

The C o l l e c t i o Avellana i n i t s passage on the r i o t s involved 

i n the 365 A.D. e l e c t i o n s of Damasus and Ursinus as r i v a l popes mentions 

the leading Ursinians being a r r e s t e d , but rescued by the 'plebs f i d e l i s ' : 

"Also he strove t o d r i v e seven p r i e s t s arrested by the 
'Officium', but the f a i t h f u l plebs came and free d the 
same p r i e s t s and l e d them t o the L i b e r i a n B a s i l i c a 
w i t h o u t delay". 
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(C.A. I . 6-7) 

365 A.D. i s probably before the Contubernales came i n t o e x i s t e n c e , b u t 

again the language i s imprecise. I f the Cohorts s t i l l e x i s t , they are 

not the detainers of the p r i e s t s . Those are c l e a r l y c i v i l servants, 

but i f the Contubernales e x i s t , there i s no i n d i c a t i o n t h a t i t i s them 

r a t h e r than the o r d i n a r y members o f the Off i c i u m Urbanum. 

Probably then the Contubernales d i d l i t t l e more than the 

Cohortes Urbanae, t h a t i s : s u r v e i l l a n c e , and containing l o c a l t r o u b l e 

i n the areas i n which they were s t a t i o n e d . They and the Urban Cohorts 

would undoubtedly c o n t r i b u t e t o the t r a n q u i l l i t y of Rome i n the f o u r t h 

century through t h e i r presence d e t e r r i n g t r o u b l e i n t h e i r v i c i n i t y , 

t h r o u g h s p o t t i n g p o t e n t i a l r i o t s , and through stopping t r o u b l e t h a t 

could grow i n t o a r i o t , i f i t had not already grown too large t o handle. 

But n e i t h e r could be used t o put down large r i o t s (as was seen i n the 

previous chapter) by f o r c e , because they would have been too few i n 

number t o act both as r i o t p o l i c e and ca r r y out t h e i r s u r v e i l l a n c e 

and general p o l i c e d u t i e s a t the same time. 

As t o the n i g h t , the Cohortes Vigilum were replaced by the 

C o l l e g i a t i . As t h e i r name i m p l i e s , the C o l l e g i a t i were r e c r u i t e d 

from the g u i l d s / c o r p o r a t i o n s of the c i t y . How many C o l l e g i a t i there 

were a t Rome cannot be ascertained, but the Regionaries of Constantinople 

say t h a t t h a t c i t y had 560 C o l l e g i a t i , and A. Chastagnol makes the 

reasonable assumption t h a t the same was the case a t Rome.'̂ ^ While I 
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agree w i t h Chastagnol t h a t there was a considerable drop i n numbers 

from V i g i l e s t o C o l l e g i a t i , I would be more cautious about t a k i n g 

Constantinople as an analogy t o Rome, although both c i t i e s had equal 

s t a t u s i n theory. 

There are two p r i n c i p a l reasons why Constantinople might 

have had fewer C o l l e g i a t i than Rome. The f i r s t i s one of need. The 

only forces a t the disposal of the Praefectus Urbi Romae were the 

Cohortes Urbanae ( l a t e r the Contubernales) and the V i g i l e s ( l a t e r the 

C o l l e g i a t i ) , whereas the a u t h o r i t i e s i n Constantinople, where the 

Eastern Enperor u s u a l l y r e s i d e d , when he was not on campaign, could 

ask f o r the support o f the Scholae of the I m p e r i a l Guard, who were a t 

t h e i r disposal i n the same way the Praetorians would have been a t the 

dispos a l o f the a u t h o r i t i e s i n Rome i n e a r l i e r c e n t u r i e s , i n an emergency. 

However, t h a t was not a l l (and i n t h i s Constantinople must have been 

b e t t e r provided f o r than Rome had been w i t h the Legio I I Parthica 

nearby a t Alba during the t h i r d c e n t u r y ) ; Constantinople was the 

headquarters of the Comitatenses P a l a t i n i o f the East, t h a t i s the 

p a r t of the Eastern Army t h a t always fought where the Emperor fought. 

With a l l these troops quartered i n and around Constantinople, the c i t y 

probably could manage w i t h only 560 f i r e f i g h t e r s day and n i g h t . I f 

matters got beyond them the army could be brought i n t o restore the 

s i t u a t i o n , whether q u e l l i n g r i o t s , or p r o v i d i n g e x t r a hands t o man 

the f i r e - f i g h t i n g equipment. A f u r t h e r reason t h a t Constantinople 

would not have needed as many C o l l e g i a t i as Rome was her 

small size i n the f o u r t h c e n t u r y , when compared t o Rome. 

The other p r i n c i p a l reason why Rome might have had more 

C o l l e g i a t i than her s i s t e r c i t y could be a p o l i t i c a l reason; Constant

i n o p l e was not f a r from Nicomedia, where Trajan i n the e a r l y second 

century A.D. had refused permission f o r the formation of a F i r e Brigade, 

on the grounds t h a t i t would become a veh i c l e f o r the f a c t i o n a l f i g h t i n g 
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t h a t was Cf^n^^^im^ t h a t c i t y a t t h e t i m e . C o n s t a n t i n o p l e had been t h e 

Greek c i t y o f Byz a n t i u m u n t i l t h e 330s and as l a t e r e v e n t s p r o v e d was 

no l e s s prone t o f a c t i o n a l f i g h t i n g . C o n s t a n t i n o p l e ' s f a c t i o n s were 

grouped round t h e C i r c u s F a c t i o n s , t h e Greens and t h e B l u e s , and, w h i l e 

s u p p o r t f o r t h e C i r c u s f a c t i o n s was i n t e n s e a t Rome and i n o t h e r c i t i e s 

o f t h e Empire, a t C o n s t a n t i n o p l e t h e f a c t i o n r i v a l r y became p o l i t i c a l 
19 

and v i o l e n t . I n t h e l i g h t o f t h i s t h e n t h e r e m i g h t have been 

p o l i t i c a l reasons f o r h a v i n g so few C o l l e g i a t i a t C o n s t a n t i n o p l e . 

A l t h o u g h t h e r e a r e drawbacks i n making an analogy t o 

C o n s t a n t i n o p l e i n t h i s case, t h e r e a r e p r a c t i c a l reasons t o suppose 

t h a t t h e r e were f a r f e w e r C o l l e g i a t i t h a n t h e r e had been V i g i l e s a t Rome. 

One o f t h e s e i s t h a t t h e C o l l e g i a t i were r e c r u i t e d f r o m t h e G u i l d s , and 

i f t h e C o l l e g i a t i d i d n o t h i n g b u t f i r e - f i g h t i n g , t o r e p l a c e t h e V i g i l e s 

w i t h s i m i l a r numbers o f C o l l e g i a t i would make a s i g n i f i c a n t h o l e i n t h e 

c a p a c i t y o f t h e c o r p o r a t i o n s / g u i l d s t o c a r r y o u t t h e i r normal d u t i e s . 

I f t h e f i r e - f i g h t i n g C o l l e g i a t i a l s o c a r r i e d on w i t h t h e i r o l d j o b s , 

t h e n f i r e - f i g h t i n g would be seen as an a d d i t i o n a l burden and t h e r e would 

have been a r e l u c t a n c e t o serve i n t h e C o l l e g i a t i , and t h e G u i l d s 

would p r o b a b l y have appealed t o t h e Emperor t o l i g h t e n t h e i r burden 

had t h e y had t o d i v e r t t h e s e r v i c e s o f 7,000 o f t h e i r members whenever 

f i r e s b r o k e o u t i n t h e c i t y , n o t t o mention t h e f a c t t h a t t h e C o l l e g i a t i 
20 

t a k i n g o v e r t h e n i g h t t i m e p o l i c e d u t i e s o f t h e V i g i l e s would mean 

t h a t h a l f t h i s number would have been t o o t i r e d t o c a r r y o u t t h e i r day 

t i m e j o b s . I t i s t h e r e f o r e i m p r o b a b l e t h a t t h e r e were a n y t h i n g l i k e 

7,000 C o l l e g i a t i . 

A f u r t h e r argument a g a i n s t such a h i g h f i g u r e i s t h e 

p r o b a b i l i t y t h a t t h e C o l l e g i a t i were r e c r u i t e d f r o m o n l y a - s m a l l number 

o f C o r p o r a t i o n s / G u i l d s w h i c h were s k i l l e d i n a c t i v i t i e s s i m i l a r t o 

f i r e - f i g h t i n g , such as t h e ' F a b r i T i g n a r i i ' , t h e ' C e n t o n a r i i ' ( t h e 

wagonners, who c o u l d t r a n s p o r t t h e f i r e - f i g h t i n g equipment t o t h e scene 
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o f t h e f i r e ) , and t h e 'Dendrophoroi'. J. p. W a l t z i n g suggests these 

g u i l d s , and a l s o t h a t t h e y c o n t i n u e d w i t h t h e i r normal t r a d e s d u r i n g 
^ 21 t h e day. 

I f t h e C o l l e g i a t i c o n t i n u e d t h e i r o l d j o b s a l o n g s i d e t h e i r 

f i r e - f i g h t i n g , t h e n i t i s p r o b a b l e t h a t n o t a l l G u i l d s c o u l d have 

been r e c r u i t e d f r o m . Some would n o t be a v a i l a b l e , such as t h e 

" N a v i c u l a r i i ' , who c a r r i e d o u t most o f t h e i r a c t i v i t i e s o u t s i d e t h e c i t y , 

o r t h e 'Pistores' ( t h e b a k e r s ) , who would be w o r k i n g a t n i g h t , and who 

would be more l i k e l y t o cause f i r e s t h a n p u t them o u t . Others might 

n o t be s u i t a b l y s k i l l e d i n , o r o f t h e r i g h t p h y s i c a l b u i l d f o r , f i r e -

f i g h t i n g and k e e p i n g o r d e r i n t h e c i t y a t n i g h t , such as, perhaps, 

t h o s e i n v o l v e d i n p r o v i d i n g l u x u r y s e r v i c e s , l i k e t h e g i l d e r s o r t h e 

d y e r s i n p u r p l e . Even i f t h e C o l l e g i a t i were e n t i r e l y d e d i c a t e d t o 

f i r e - f i g h t i n g , t h e r e m i g h t be a p r e f e r e n c e f o r people f r o m t h e ' F a b r i 

T i g n a r i i ' , ' C e n t o n a r i i ' , and t h e 'Dendrophoroi', when new members had t o 

be r e c r u i t e d . 

I n t h e l i g h t o f t h i s c o n c e n t r a t i o n on o n l y a few c o r p o r a t i o n s / 

g u i l d s , i t w o u ld be i m p o s s i b l e t o r e c r u i t a n y t h i n g l i k e 7,000 C o l l e g i a t i . 

A l s o new h y d r a u l i c t e c h n o l o g y meant t h a t pumps c o u l d be used t o p r o j e c t 

w a t e r a t f i r e s and f a r fewer p e o p l e were needed t o f i g h t a f i r e . However, 

t h e s e f e w e r p e o p l e would p r o b a b l y have t o be s k i l l e d i n h a n d l i n g t h e 

equipment, and i t was p r o b a b l y f o r t h a t reason t h a t t h e C o l l e g i a t i were 

r e c r u i t e d , e s p e c i a l l y i f t h e y were r e c r u i t e d f r o m G u i l d s t h a t had t h e 

most a f f i n i t y f o r f i r e - f i g h t i n g . 

For i n s t a n c e t h e ' F a b r i T i g n a r i i ' may have been i n v o l v e d i n 

t h e making o f t h e f i r e - f i g h t i n g equipment, so t h a t t h e y c o u l d c a r r y o u t 

r u n n i n g r e p a i r s w h i l e on t h e j o b . I f o n l y two o r t h r e e g u i l d s were 

b e i n g r e c r u i t e d f r o m , whether t o spend a l l t h e i r t i m e f i r e - f i g h t i n g , o r 

o n l y p a r t o f t h e i r t i m e , t h e n t h e r e a r e u n l i k e l y t o have been over a 

thousand C o l l e g i a t i , even i f t h e r e were more t h a n i n C o n s t a n t i n o p l e . 
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B e f o r e t o u c h i n g on t h e problems o f p o l i c i n g t h e c i t y w i t h 
so few C o l l e g i a t i , i t w o u l d be as w e l l t o mention some evidence on b o t h 
s i d e s o f t h e p r o b l e m o f whether t h e C o l l e g i a t i were f u l l - t i m e f i r e 
f i g h t e r s o r o n l y p a r t - t i m e f i r e m e n . The main argument a g a i n s t f u l l -
t i m e f i r e - f i g h t e r s i s t h a t even a thousand members removed f r o m t h e 
C o r p o r a t i o n s / G u i l d s i n g e n e r a l would be q u i t e a l o s s t o t h e r e s o u r c e s 
o f t h e G u i l d s , b u t i t would be an i n t o l e r a b l e burden on j u s t a few 
G u i l d s . Some G u i l d s were s h o r t o f members t h r o u g h i l l e g a l exemptions 
( f o r example t h e 'Mancipes S a l i n a r u m ' i n Symmachus' R e l a t i o 4 4 ) , so t h a t 
t o l o s e members by l e g a l means would be t h e l a s t s t r a w f o r them. I am 
i n c l i n e d t o b e l i e v e t h a t t h e C o l l e g i a t i d i d c o n t i n u e t h e i r o l d j o b s 
a l o n g s i d e t h e i r f i r e - f i g h t i n g , as t h e o n l y e v i d e n c e w h i c h m i g h t be 
adduced f o r f u l l - t i m e f i r e - f i g h t i n g i s r a t h e r ambiguous: 

"Nor does one t h i n k t h a t Your E t e r n i t y , t h e man n e a r e s t 
t o d i v i n i t y , has r a s h l y f o r s a k e n t h e course once begun; 
he knew burdens o f so g r e a t a c i t y a r e s u s t a i n e d by t h e 
work o f th e s e c o r p o r a t i o n s . There a r e t h e sheep d r i v e r s , 
t h o s e who d r i v e t h e c a t t l e t o f e e d t h e p e o p l e , those who 
have t h e d u t y o f p r o v i d i n g p o r k s u p p l i e s , some who c a r r y 
wood t o be bu r n e d a t t h e B a t h s , and t h e pe o p l e who t u r n 
t h e i r s k i l l e d hands t o m a j e s t i c b u i l d i n g works; 
f o r t u i t o u s f i r e s a r e f o u g h t by o t h e r s . " 

22 
(Syram. Rel. 14.3) 

Wh i l e t h e passage does n o t e x c l u d e t h e p o s s i b i l i t y t h a t t h e ' a l i o s ' 

may be c a r r y i n g on t h e i r u s u a l j o b s as w e l l as f i g h t i n g ' f o r t u i t a 

i n c e n d i a ' , t h e g e n e r a l sense o f t h e passage, l i s t i n g t h e v a r i o u s G u i l d s , 

seems t o i m p l y s p e c i a l f i r e - f i g h t i n g g u i l d s . 

As f a r as t h e main s u b j e c t o f t h i s s t u d y , p u b l i c o r d e r , i s 

c o n c e r n e d , t h e d r o p i n numbers e n t a i l e d by t h e C o l l e g i a t i r e p l a c i n g 

t h e V i g i l e s must have been f a i r l y d r a m a t i c . They c o u l d n o t have been 

used t o q u e l l r i o t s by any s t r e t c h o f t h e i m a g i n a t i o n , f a r l e s s t h a n 

t h e V i g i l e s c o u l d have, and as was seen e a r l i e r t h e V i g i l e s c o u l d 

b a r e l y do so t h e m s e l v e s . They can have p r o v i d e d o n l y a m i n i m a l 

coverage o f t h e c i t y , g o i n g about i n s m a l l p a t r o l s t o watch o u t f o r 
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f i r e s ( t o summon t h e i r c o l l e a g u e s t o ) and c r i m i n a l s , as t h e V i g i l e s had, 

b u t e i t h e r t h e y t r a v e l l e d i n s m a l l e r groups t h a n t h e i r p r e d e c e s s o r s o r 

t h e y w o uld have had much l a r g e r areas t o p a t r o l . The C o l l e g i a t i were 

n o t o r g a n i s e d on m i l i t a r y l i n e s , as t h e V i g i l e s were. T h e i r p a t r o l s 
' 23 

wo u l d have beeii o r g a n i s e d by t h e V i c o m a g i s t r i , who o r g a n i s e d p a t r o l s 

i n t h e i r d i s t r i c t s { ' v i c i ' ) . 
The V i c o m a g i s t r i and t h e C u r a t o r e s Regionum had been i n 

e x i s t e n c e s i n c e t h e r e i g n o f H a d r i a n , b u t t h e i r p o s t s had n o t been 

24 

v e r y s i g n i f i c a n t u n t i l t h e end o f t h e c e n t u r y , p r o b a b l y t h e 380s, 

when t h e y were r e o r g a n i s e d . They became t h e most i n ^ i o r t a n t l o c a l 

o f f i c i a l s w i t h i n t h e c i t y . The C u r a t o r e s , now numbering one p e r 

r e g i o n , and b e i n g r e c r u i t e d f r o m t h e Senate, became v i r t u a l l y v i c e -

p r e f e c t s o f t h e c i t y i n t h e i r r e g i o n s . The V i c o m a g i s t r i , t h e i r 

s u b o r d i n a t e s , p e r f o r m e d t h e i r own d u t i e s a t n i g h t . 

The C u r a t o r e s and V i c o m a g i s t r i were t h e s e n i o r r a n k s i n t h e 

P r e f e c t ' s f o r c e s f o r m a i n t a i n i n g t r a n q u i l l i t y i n t h e E t e r n a l C i t y . The 

C u r a t o r e s were o r i g i n a l l y freedmen, b u t by t h e r e i g n o f S e p t i m i u s 

Severus t h e y were r e c r u i t e d f r o m t h e E q u i t e s . From t h e r e i g n o f 

C o n s t a n t i n e t h e r e were two p e r r e g i o n . They were r e s p o n s i b l e f o r 

r e l i g i o u s s u r v e i l l a n c e o f t h e i r r e g i o n s , and t h e y i n f o r m e d t h e P r e f e c t 

o f t h e C i t y o f what happened i n t h e i r r e g i o n s , and made known t o t h e i r 
r e g i o n s t h e P r e f e c t ' s o r d e r s , t h r o u g h t h e D e n u n t i a t o r ( h e r a l d ) a t t a c h e d 

25 
t o each r e g i o n . 

They were a s s i s t e d by t h e V i c o m a g i s t r i - f o u r p e r v i c u s 

under H a d r i a n , f o r t y e i g h t p e r r e g i o n i n t h e t i m e o f t h e R e g i o n a r i e s 

(350s) - b u t t h e s e V i c o m a g i s t r i became much more i m p o r t a n t d u r i n g t h e 

l a t e f o u r t h c e n t u r y . The im p o r t a n c e o f t h e C u r a t o r e s i n t h e l a t e 

f o u r t h c e n t u r y i s shown by t h e a n a c h r o n i s t i c Augustan H i s t o r y l i f e o f 

Al e x a n d e r Severus w h i c h shows t h a t t h e P r e f e c t o f t h e C i t y c o n s u l t e d 
26 w i t h t h e C u r a t o r e s b e f o r e making any d e c i s i o n r e l a t i v e t o t h e c i t y . 
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The V i c o m a g i s t r i , who r e p o r t e d t o t h e P r e f e c t o f t h e V i g i l e s as w e l l 
as a s s i s t i n g t h e C u r a t o r e s , must have become more i m p o r t a n t , s i n c e 
t h e y w o u ld have been s o l e l y r e s p o n s i b l e f o r t h e o r g a n i s a t i o n o f t h e 
p a t r o l s o f t h e C o l l e g i a t i , no l o n g e r h a v i n g t h e s u p p o r t o f t h e o f f i c e r s 
o f t h e V i g i l e s , w h i c h t h e y would have had b e f o r e t h e V i g i l e s were 
r e p l a c e d . 

The C u r a t o r e s , A. C h a s t a g n o l s u g g e s t s , f r o m a h i n t i n 

t h e H i s t o r i a Augusta's L i f e o f Marcus A u r e l i u s , may a l s o have been 

r e s p o n s i b l e f o r w a t c h i n g t h e ' P u b l i c a n i ' a t t h e OcitT)] ,pst5to make sure 

t h e y d i d n o t e x t o r t t o o much, a f o r m e r t a s k o f t h e Urban C o h o r t s . The 

change i n s t a t u s o f t h e C u r a t o r e s must have o c c u r r e d by t h e l a t e f o u r t h 

c e n t u r y when t h e H i s t o r i a Augusta i s b e l i e v e d t o have been p u b l i s h e d , and 

Ch a s t a g n o l suggests f r o m Symmachus' s i l e n c e t h a t t h e r e f o r m had n o t 

o c c u r r e d by 384, t h o u g h he a d m i t s i t i s dangerous t o r e l y on an 
* * 2 V argumentum ex s i l e n t i o . 

The r e f o r m o f t h e p o s i t i o n o f t h e C u r a t o r e s and t h e V i c o 

m a g i s t r i w o u l d have had p o s i t i v e and n e g a t i v e e f f e c t s on t h e a d m i n i s t r a t i o n 

o f t h e c i t y . The need t o c o n s u l t w i t h t h e C u r a t o r e s was a n o t h e r check 

on t h e power o f t h e P r a e f e c t u s U r b i , b u t , i f t h e C u r a t o r e s were d o i n g 

t h e i r j o b s , t h e y s h o u l d be i n c o n t a c t w i t h t h e mood i n t h e i r p a r t o f 

t h e c i t y , and t h e y s h o u l d be c o o p e r a t i v e w i t h him, as t h e y were Senators 

themselves and would want t o p r e v e n t p u b l i c d i s t u r b a n c e as much as t h e i r 

s u p e r i o r . As f o r t h e V i c o m a g i s t r i , t h e i n c r e a s e d i m p o r t a n c e o f t h e i r 

p o s i t i o n a f t e r t h e r e p l a c e m e n t o f t h e V i g i l e g by t h e C o l l e g i a t i must 

have made f o r i n c r e a s e d amateurism i n t h e management o f t h e n i g h t 

s e c u r i t y f o r c e s o f Rome, a t h i n g a g a i n s t t h e t r e n d o f t h e f o u r t h c e n t u r y . 

However, w i t h t h e r e p l a c e m e n t o f t h e Cohortes V i g i l u m , w i t h t h e i r 

m i l i t a r y o r g a n i s a t i o n , and t h e need f o r some fo r m o f command t o be 

o r g a n i s e d t o r u n t h e V i g i l e s ' s u c c e s s o r s , t h e V i c o m a g i s t r i , who had 

some p a r t i n o r g a n i s i n g p a t r o l s o f t h e V i g i l e s i n t h e i r p a r t s o f t h e c i t y , 

were as s u i t a b l e c a n d i d a t e s as any. 



By t h e end o f t h e f o u r t h c e n t u r y t h e a u t h o r i t i e s were 

p r o b a b l y no worse o f f i n t h e i r a b i l i t y , o r r a t h e r , i n a b i l i t y , t o q u e l l 

r i o t s , b u t t h e re p l a c e m e n t o f t h e V i g i l e s w i t h t h e C o l l e g i a t i would 

have made s u r v e i l l a n c e more d i f f i c u l t a t n i g h t ; " t h o u g h , because major 

r i o t s t e n d e d t o be d i r e c t e d a t t h e P r e f e c t o f t h e C i t y , who worked i n 

t h e day t i m e , t h e r e would n o t be as much t r o u b l e a t n i g h t i n any case. 

The C u r a t o r e s Regionum must have a t l e a s t made t h e P r a e f e c t u s 

U r b i as s e n s i t i v e t o what was g o i n g on i n Rome as t h e y had b e f o r e , d u r i n g 

t h e day. The main l o s s t o t h e C i t y f r o m a l l t h e r e f o r m s o f t h e l a t e 

f o u r t h c e n t u r y must have been t h e p o o r e r p a t r o l l i n g o f t h e s t r e e t s a t 

n i g h t , w h i c h would p r o b a b l y mean t h e app r e h e n s i o n o f fewer c r i m i n a l s . 

The s t r e e t s w o u ld be more dangerous t o t h e i n d i v i d u a l a t n i g h t , though 

even t h e V i g i l e s may n o t have p r o v i d e d t h e most e f f e c t i v e o f coverage 

o f t h e c i t y , as I suggested i n c o n n e c t i o n w i t h t h e J u v e n a l passage 

(see page . 1 make t h e assumption t h a t t h e C o l l e g i a t i , w i t h 

i m p r oved equipment, c o u l d cope w i t h as many f i r e s as t h e V i g i l e s . 

As t h e Plebs i s n o t r e c o r d e d t o have r i o t e d about l a c k o f 

lawmen p r o t e c t i n g i t on t h e s t r e e t s , i t i s p r o b a b l y s a f e t o assume 

t h a t t h e f o r c e s a v a i l a b l e t o t h e a u t h o r i t i e s a t t h e end o f t h e f o u r t h 

c e n t u r y were as e f f e c t i v e a t p r e v e n t i n g r i o t s as t h o s e a v a i l a b l e i n 

312, when t h e P r a e t o r i a n s were d i s b a n d e d , l e a v i n g t h e a u t h o r i t i e s w i t h 

no more t h a n t h e Urban Co h o r t s and t h e V i g i l e s , who were t o o much t i e d 

t o s u r v e i l l a n c e t o q u e l l l a r g e r i o t s by f o r c e . The o n l y evidence t h a t 

t h i s m i g h t n o t have been t h e case i s t h e l a r g e number o f r i o t s we have 

r e c o r d o f i n t h e l a t e f o u r t h c e n t u r y compared t o t h e e a r l y p a r t o f t h e 

c e n t u r y , b u t t h i s may j u s t be due t o l a c k o f l i t e r a r y e vidence - no 

Symmachus t o m e n t i o n them i n l e t t e r s t h e n - o r perhaps t h e r e were more 

t h i n g s t o d i s p l e a s e t h e p e o p l e : i n c h a p t e r 3 I suggested t h a t t h e r e were 

more fa m i n e s i n t h e l a t t e r p a r t o f the f o u r t h c e n t u r y , and t h a t i t was 

n o t j u s t a m a t t e r o f l a c k o f l i t e r a r y o r documentary evid e n c e i n t h e 
28 

e a r l y p a r t o f t h e c e n t u r y . 
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I I I . Measures t o keep t h e people s u f f i c i e n t l y happy n o t t o r i o t 

1) Panem (and o t h e r food) 

I n t h i s s e c t i o n I i n t e n d t o cover t h e v a r i o u s measures 

t h a t t h e a u t h o r i t i e s , b o t h t h o s e a t Rome and t h e i m p e r i a l a u t h o r i t i e s 

e l s e w h e r e i n t h e Empire, t o o k t o ensure t h e c i t y r e c e i v e d the c o r n f o r 

t h e b r e a d d o l e . 

The p e o p l e who produced t h e c o r n were t h e p r o v i n c i a l s o f 

A f r i c a , S i c i l y , and S a r d i n i a , and, as p r o v i n c i a l s i n o t h e r p a r t s o f 

t h e Empire a l s o p a i d t h e i r t a x e s i n c o r n or o t h e r c r o p s , because o f 

t h e f i n a n c i a l c r i s i s o f t h e l a t e t h i r d c e n t u r y and e a r l y f o u r t h (though 

t o s u p p o r t t h e army r a t h e r t h a n t h e c i t i z e n s o f Rome), t h e y were 

presumably s u b j e c t t o t h e same laws w i t h r e g a r d t o t a x e x a c t i o n s as 

p e o p l e i n o t h e r p r o v i n c e s . The c o r n t r i b u t e t o t h e c i t y o f Rome 

would n o t have been e x a c t e d w i t h any more v i g o u r t h a n t h e t r i b u t e t o 

s u p p o r t t h e Army, b u t e q u a l l y t h e Roman c o r n was p r o b a b l y l e v i e d w i t h 

no l e s s energy t h a n t h a t f o r t h e army. T h i s i s shown t o be l i k e l y by 

t h e a t t e n t i o n p a i d t o Rome's c o r n s u p p l y f u r t h e r a l o n g t h e l i n e , f o r 

example i n t h e measures t a k e n i n 384, when A f r i c a seemed u n l i k e l y t o be 

a b l e t o c o n t r i b u t e much t o Rome's c o r n s u p p l y , and emergency s u p p l i e s 
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were sought f r o m Egypt. 

S i c i l y , S a r d i n i a , and A f r i c a had been p r o v i d i n g c o r n f o r 

Rome f o r c e n t u r i e s , as had Egypt, u n t i l i t s r e s o u r c e s were d i v e r t e d 

t o C o n s t a n t i n o p l e i n t h e m i d d l e o f t h e c e n t u r y . None o f t h e t h r e e 

c o r n g r o w i n g areas t h a t s u p p l i e d Rome had much commitment t o s u p p l y i n g 

t h e Army, S i c i l y and S a r d i n i a b e i n g i s l a n d s and nowhere near any f r o n t i e r s , 

and A f r i c a o n l y n e e d i n g a few t r o o p s t o keep o u t d e s e r t marauders. I f 

, i t had n o t been f o r t h e a u t h o r i t i e s ' concern f o r t h e s u p p l y o f Rome 

t h e s e p r o v i n c e s m i g h t have been c o m p a r a t i v e l y b l e s s e d . I n f a c t t h e y 

must have had t h e i r c o r n e x a c t e d w i t h t h e same thoroughness as t h e 

p r o v i n c e s w h i c h s u p p l i e d t h e Army, e s p e c i a l l y as t h e removal o f Egypt 

f r o m t h e e q u a t i o n meant t h a t t h e r e was p r o b a b l y v e r y l i t t l e leeway 



between t h e t h r e e areas b e i n g a b l e t o s u p p l y Rome and n o t b e i n g a b l e t o . 

A f t e r a l l , Josephus, w r i t i n g i n t h e F i r s t C e n t u r y , s a i d 

t h a t Egypt a l o n e was a b l e t o s u p p l y Rome f o r f o u r months a year,"^*^ 

and now t h e o t h e r c o r n - p r o v i d i n g p r o v i n c e s had t o make e i g h t months' 

s u p p l y s t r e t c h t o t w e l v e . Though some al l o w a n c e can be made th e 

o t h e r way f o r a decrease i n t h e p o p u l a t i o n , t h e number o f people a c t u a l l y 

r e c e i v i n g t h e c o r n d o l e was p r o b a b l y more t h a n i n t h e f i r s t c e n t u r y . 

Of c o u r s e , i f a famine o c c u r r e d i n A f r i c a , t h e e x a c t i o n o f c o r n was n o t 

a b s o l u t e l y a u t o m a t i c . As argued i n c h a p t e r 3, i t seems l i k e l y t h a t i n 

383/4 t h e i m p e r i a l a u t h o r i t i e s r e a l i s e d t h a t A f r i c a , which had 

e x p e r i e n c e d an a p p a l l i n g c r o p f a i l u r e i n 383, would need r e l i e f f rom 

i t s c o r n t r i b u t e , so t h a t t h e c r o p o f 384 c o u l d m a i n l y be used f o r seed 

c o r n t o g e t t h e 385 c r o p back t o normal l e v e l s . 

A n o t h e r i n d i c a t i o n o f t h e i m p o r t a n c e t h a t t h e i n ^ i e r i a l 

a u t h o r i t i e s a t t a c h e d t o t h e p r o v i s i o n i n g o f Rome, and c o n s e q u e n t l y t h e 

e x a c t i o n o f t h e A f r i c a n , S i c i l i a n , and S a r d i n i a n c o r n , was t h e c r e a t i o n 

o f t h e p o s t o f P r a e f e c t u s Annonae A f r i c a e , by 314 A.D., who i n 

c o l l a b o r a t i o n w i t h t h e V i c a r i u s A f r i c a e saw t o t h e c o l l e c t i o n o f t h e 

c o r n f r o m t h e A f r i c a n p r o v i n c e s and t o t h e despatch o f t h e c o r n t o Rome 

f r o m Carthage. I t i s a t t h i s s t a g e t h a t t h e laws o f t h e 'Codex 

Theodosianus' become u s e f u l i n i l l u s t r a t i n g t h e concern o f t h e i m p e r i a l 

a u t h o r i t i e s t h a t famines s h o u l d n o t happen a t Rome. 

Rome's c o r n t r i b u t e passed t h r o u g h t h e hands o f s e v e r a l 

g u i l d s between b e i n g despatched f r o m A f r i c a , o r t h e o t h e r c o r n s u p p l y i n g 

p r o v i n c e s , and i t s d i s t r i b u t i o n t o t h e p e o p l e o f Rome i n t h e form o f 

b r e a d , b u t t h e two g u i l d s t h a t most w o r r i e d t h e a u t h o r i t i e s , as i s 
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shown by t h e numerous r e s c r i p t s on o t h e r g u i l d s i n t h e c h a i n , were t h e 

s h i p p e r s ( N a v i c u l a r i i ) and t h e b a k e r s ( P i s t o r e s ) . 

As we are concerned w i t h t h e A f r i c a n p a r t o f t h e s u p p l y - l i n e 

o f c o r n f o r t h e 'Urbs A e t e r n a ' , t h e b a k e r s do n o t y e t g r e a t l y concern us; 



s u f f i c e t o say t h a t membership o f e i t h e r g u i l d was n o t e n t i r e l y p o p u l a r , 

and s t r e n u o u s e f f o r t s were made by t h e a u t h o r i t i e s t o p r e v e n t members 

e v a d i n g t h e i r r e s p o n s i b i l i t i e s , and t h a t b o t h g u i l d s were l e g a l l y 

h e r e d i t a r y . What t h e n were t h e c a r r o t s and s t i c k s w i t h w h i c h t h e 

Emperor t r i e d t o keep up t h e membership o f t h e g u i l d o f t h e N a v i c u l a r i i 

t o a l e v e l where i t c o u l d c a r r y Rome's c o r n and o i l s u p p l i e s a c r o s s t h e 

w e s t e r n M e d i t e r r a n e a n sea? 

The N a v i c u l a r i i d i d n o t r e c e i v e any payment f o r c a r r y i n g t h e 

c o r n s u p p l y o f t h e c i t y , and t h e p e n a l t i e s i f t h e y d i d n o t c a r r y 

t h e i r cargo t o O s t i a / P o r t u s by t h e s h o r t e s t p o s s i b l e r o u t e , i n t h e 

s h o r t e s t p o s s i b l e t i m e , o r l o s t some o f t h e i r cargo t h r o u g h t h e i r own 

f a u l t ( o v e r l o a d i n g t h e i r s h i p s so t h a t t h e y sunk, o r s e l l i n g some o f 

t h e c o r n en r o u t e , j u s t as t o d a y some o i l t a n k e r s s e l l o i l t o South 

A f r i c a w h i c h s h o u l d have gone t o Europe) were h a r s h . The N a v i c u l a r i u s 

m i g h t have t o pay f o r t h e l o s t c o r n i n f u l l . However, t h e r e were 

numerous checks a l o n g t h e r o u t e t o p r e v e n t d e l i b e r a t e l o s s , and i n t h e 

e v e n t o f s h i p w r e c k t h e N a v i c u l a r i u s would n o t be condemned i f t h e 

e n q u i r y i n t o t h e wreck f o u n d t h a t t h e wreck was n o t h i s r e s p o n s i b i l i t y 

b u t m e r e l y an a c t o f God/the gods."^"^ 

These checks were n o t de s i g n e d merely t o t r a p u n s c r u p u l o u s 

N a v i c u l a r i i , b u t t o ensure t h a t N a v i c u l a r i i were n o t unduly p e n a l i s e d 

i f c o r n was l o s t . The a u t h o r i t i e s had t o be f a i r , t o p r e v e n t t h e s t i c k s 

d r i v i n g N a v i c u l a r i i o u t o f b u s i n e s s , and t h e g u i l d , i n s t e a d o f i n t o 

r e m a i n i n g i n t h e g u i l d . The c a r r o t s i n c l u d e d exemption f r o m p u b l i c 

'munera', t h e bane o f t h e town c o u n c i l l o r c l a s s , f r o m w h i c h many o f t h e 
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s h i p p e r s would p r o b a b l y have come, and t a x exemption. A l s o t h e 

N a v i c u l a r i i were g i v e n e q u e s t r i a n s t a t u s , w h i c h i n c l u d e d exemption f r o m 

t o r t u r e (and punishment o f anyone t o r t u r i n g t h e m ) . ^ ^ I n 369 t h e r e was a 

law about what c o u r t s c o u l d be used i n cases i n v o l v i n g N a v i c u l a r i i , 

w h i c h p r o b a b l y f a v o u r e d t h e N a v i c u l a r i u s h i m s e l f a n d i n 395 a r e s c r i p t 
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t o t h e p r o v i n c i a l s o f A f r i c a says t h a t N a v i c u l a r i i a r e n o t t o be 

burdened w i t h i m p o s t s , when t r a n s a c t i n g b u s i n e s s o f t h e i r own."^^ 

The burden o f c a r r y i n g g r a i n t o Rome f r e e o f charge d i d n o t 

a f f e c t t h e i n d i v i d u a l N a v i c u l a r i i e v e r y y e a r . Once t h e y a r r i v e d a t 

O s t i a / P o r t u s and i t had been v e r i f i e d t h a t no c o r n was unaccountably 

m i s s i n g and t h a t t h e s h i p p e r was n o t r e s p o n s i b l e f o r what l o s s t h e r e 

m i g h t have been, he r e c e i v e d a c e r t i f i c a t e , w h i c h he had t o p r e s e n t 

t o t h e P r a e f e c t u s Annonae A f r i c a e w i t h i n two y e a r s . D u r i n g the two 

y e a r s t h e N a v i c u l a r i u s c o u l d c a r r y o u t h i s own b u s i n e s s and b e n e f i t 
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f r o m t h e p r i v i l e g e s o f b e i n g a N a v i c u l a r i u s . 

W h i l e t h e p r i v i l e g e s o f b e i n g a member o f t h e g u i l d were 

d e s i r a b l e , t h e p e n a l t i e s f o r f a i l u r e t o c a r r y t h e g r a i n t o Rome i n t a c t 

were a s e r i o u s burden t o c o u n t e r b a l a n c e t h e s e p r i v i l e g e s . The i m p e r i a l 

a u t h o r i t i e s had enough problems w i t h p eople d e f e c t i n g f r o m o t h e r b o d i e s , 

l i k e t h e C u r i a l e s (town c o u n c i l l o r s ) ^ w i t h o u t t h e w o r r y o f N a v i c u l a r i i 

o p t i n g o u t i n l a r g e numbers. 

The l o s s o f N a v i c u l a r i i t h r e a t e n e d t h e t r a n q u i l l i t y o f Rome, 

and, as has been seen, t h e a u t h o r i t i e s were v e r y concerned t o m a i n t a i n 

t h a t t r a n q u i l l i t y , so t h a t t h e y had t o make t h e p r i v i l e g e s o f t h e 

N a v i c u l a r i i e n t i c i n g enough t o m a i n t a i n numbers, even i f t h e y had t o 

back up t h o s e c a r r o t s w i t h t h e s t i c k o f compulsory membership o f t h e 

g u i l d f o r anyone a c q u i r i n g l a n d b e l o n g i n g t o t h e g u i l d , and d e t e r 

p e r s o n s f r o m e n t e r i n g t h e g u i l d t o engage i n f r a u d a t the expense o f 

Rome's c o r n s u p p l y . Nor would t h e y p e r m i t excuses; a law o f 399 

i n s t r u c t s N a v i c u l a r i i t o b u i l d s h i p s a c c o r d i n g t o t h e r e q u i s i t e and 

c o n s t i t u t e d s i z e , so t h a t t h e y may r e c e i v e due and l e g a l cargoes 
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( o f c o r n ) ; and a law o f 397 says t h a t t h e P r a e t o r i a n P r e f e c t w i l l see 
40 

t o t h e r e s t o r a t i o n o f f l e e t s c o l l a p s e d t h r o u g h n e g l e c t o r age. 

There was one o t h e r a r e a a t t h e p r o v i n c i a l end o f t h e 

b u s i n e s s o f t h e c o r n s u p p l y f o r t h e c i t y o f Rome i n which t h e a u t h o r i t i e s 



i n v o l v e d t h e m s e l v e s , and t h a t was making sure t h a t t h e c o r n g o t a t l e a s t 

as f a r as t h e N a v i c u l a r i i , w i t h o u t b e i n g d i v e r t e d . A law o f 397 

i n v a l i d a t e s any g r a n t s o f r e m i s s i o n o f g r a i n o r o i l t r i b u t e t o Rome 

g i v e n by i m p e r i a l f a v o u r , and f o r b i d s anyone t o d i v e r t c o r n bound f o r 

Rome, even i f i t i s d e l a y e d a t t h e c o a s t o f A f r i c a . The l a c k o f s i m i l a r 

l e g i s l a t i o n i n t h e Theodosian Code f o r e a r l i e r y e a r s o f t h e f o u r t h 

c e n t u r y may suggest t h a t t h e f i n a l c u t t i n g o f f o f t h e E g y p t i a n c o r n 

s u p p l y t o Rome i n t h e 380s made i t even more i m p e r a t i v e t h a t none o f 

A f r i c a ' s s u p p l y was l o s t , and t h e s i t u a t i o n i n t h e 390s a f t e r t he 

d e a t h o f Theodosius was even worse, because t h e C o u r t s o f t h e E a s t e r n 

and Western Emperors were n o t even on sp e a k i n g t e r m s , l e t a l o n e ready 

t o h e l p each o t h e r i n a c o r n c r i s i s a f f e c t i n g Rome o r C o n s t a n t i n o p l e . 

397 was t h e year t h a t G i l d o , who c o n t r o l l e d A f r i c a , c u t o f f 

t h e A f r i c a n c o r n s u p p l y t o Rome as p a r t o f h i s b r e a k f r o m t h e we s t e r n 

c o u r t dominated by S t i l i c h o , so t h a t t h e i s s u i n g o f t h i s law i s doubly 
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s i g n i f i c a n t as a p r e l u d e t o t h i s a c t i n t h e autumn o f t h a t y e a r . 

The i m p o r t a n c e o f a l l A f r i c a ' s t r i b u t e r e a c h i n g t h e Urbs Aeterna a f t e r 

Egypt ceased i t s c o n t r i b u t i o n i s perhaps shown by an i n c i d e n t i n t h e 

370s when a p r o c o n s u l o f A f r i c a r e l i e v e d a famine i n Carthage by 

o p e n i n g t h e g r a n a r i e s s t o r i n g t h e t r i b u t e . A l t h o u g h he was l a t e r 

p r o s e c u t e d , i t was n o t f o r ope n i n g t h e g r a n a r i e s , b u t f o r embezzling 

t h e p r o f i t s he made b u y i n g r e p l a c e m e n t c o r n w i t h t h e money p a i d f o r 
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t h e g r a i n he made a v a i l a b l e i n t h e f a m i n e , a f t e r t h e famine was over. 

When t h e N a v i c u l a r i i a r r i v e d a t O s t i a / P o r t u s t h e i r cargo 

was checked and some o f i t would have been p u t on r i v e r b o a t s t o be t a k e n 

s t r a i g h t t o Rome, t h e r e s t b e i n g s t o r e d a t t h e g r a n a r i e s o f O s t i a and 

P o r t u s . Here a g a i n t h e i n t e r v e n t i o n o f t h e S t a t e i s seen, because t h e 

S t a t e p r e f e r r e d o b l i g a t i o n r a t h e r t h a n N a t i o n a l i s a t i o n . Rather than 

own t h e g r a n a r i e s and st o r e h o u s e s needed t o keep Rome's co r n and o i l 

t r i b u t e a t O s t i a / P o r t u s i t s e l f , and so i n c u r t h e expense o f r u n n i n g them, 
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the S t a t e o b l i g a t e d the owners of p r i v a t e g r a n a r i e s and warehouses to 

d e d i c a t e themselves to s t o r i n g Rome's t r i b u t e when i t a r r i v e d a t the 

mouth of the T i b e r , presumably a t the S t a t e ' s expense, or i n exchange 

f o r c e r t a i n p r i v i l e g e s . 

The former i s most l i k e l y , as some owners thought i t more 

p r o f i t a b l e to h i r e t h e i r warehouse space to the p r i v a t e s e c t o r . A law 

of 364 i n s t r u c t s the P r a e f e c t u s Urbi to compel the people who have 

' p r i v a t i s e d ' t h e i r storehouses to r e s t o r e them to the s e r v i c e of the 
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Annona. The law mentions the same thi n g happening a t Rome as 

a t O s t i a / P o r t u s , and only the very l a r g e s t of g r a n a r i e s i n Rome were 

under i m p e r i a l ownership, the c e n t r a l one being the 'Horrea Galbana.' 

I n a d d i t i o n to these l a r g e g r a n a r i e s were many small ones s c a t t e r e d 

throughout the c i t y , 290 i n the 350s, according to the Regionaries. 

Between O s t i a / P o r t u s and Rome the i m p e r i a l a u t h o r i t i e s 

appear to have had few problems i n ensuring the corn reached the c i t y 

g r a n a r i e s , because the Sacgari-V (who as t h e i r name suggests c a r r i e d the 

bags of g r a i n ) had been given monopoly a t O s t i a / P o r t u s i n exchange f o r 

t h e i r s e r v i c e to the corn supply from 364. They had to be employed by 

p r i v a t e t r a d e r s d e l i v e r i n g goods to O s t i a / P o r t u s f o r t h e i r own b u s i n e s s . 
I f the t r a d e r s used t h e i r own labour they had to pay 20 per cent i n 
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ta x . As t h i s i s the only law on the Sacar// i n the fourth century i t 

would seem reasonable to suppose t h a t t h i s monopoly made the business 

of the Sacciirij p r o f i t a b l e enough t h a t they d i d not f i n d s e r v i c e to the 

Annona burdensome. 

The T i b e r i n e boatmen who took the corn up to the Port of Rome 

on the west s i d e of the Aventine had a s i m i l a r monopoly on c a r r y i n g 

goods on the T i b e r , and there was only one law concerning them i n the 

f o u r t h century - t h a t to do with t h e i r monopoly. The i m p e r i a l a u t h o r i t i e s 

d i d not have to i n t e r v e n e to keep them i n s e r v i c e to the Annona, and the 

main problem f o r the a u t h o r i t i e s with the g u i l d s of the Mensores (who 

checked the N a v i c u l a r i i had c a r r i e d a l l the corn given to them i n A f r i c a 
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w i t h o u t l o s s ) , t h e Saccap^//, and t h e T i b e r i n e boatmen may have been 

t h a t o f p r e v e n t i n g f r a u d and c o r r u p t i o n , r a t h e r t h a n t h a t o f k e e p i n g 
45 

them a t Rome's d i s p o s a l . 

When t h e g r a i n g o t t o Rome t h e a u t h o r i t i e s had t o see t o i t 

t h a t t h e c o r n was s t o r e d p r o p e r l y , t h a t none o f i t was d i v e r t e d f r o m 

where i t s h o u l d have gone t o t h e p r o f i t o f those i n charge o f i t , and 

t h a t i t g o t t u r n e d i n t o b r e a d t o be d i s t r i b u t e d . Whether a l l t h e 

g r a n a r i e s i n Rome were used i s doi±>tful, as f a r as t h e c o r n t r i b u t e i s 

concerned. I t r e a l l y depends whether t h e b r e a d was d i s t r i b u t e d t o e v e r y 

p l e b e i a n , o r whether o n l y t o heads o f f a m i l i e s ( i n c l u d i n g widows who 

c o u l d i n h e r i t d o l e t i c k e t s - 'tess e r a e ' ) and perhaps some c h i l d r e n 

( T r a j a n had made c h i l d r e n e l i g i b l e f o r t h e d i s t r i b u t i o n o f c o m as p a r t 

o f t h e ' a l i m e n t a ' scheme, an e a r l y f o r m o f c h i l d b e n e f i t , d esigned t o 
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i n c r e a s e t h e I t a l i a n b i r t h r a t e ) . 

I f i t was o n l y t o heads o f f a m i l i e s and a few o t h e r s , t h e n 

most o f t h e p r i v a t e g r a n a r i e s i n Rome would have been used f o r t h e f r e e 

market c o r n , and t h e c o r n t r i b u t e would have gone t o t h e l a r g e s t a t e 

g r a n a r i e s . G. Rickman p o i n t s o u t t h a t t h e c o r n d o l e o f t h e L a t e 

R e p u b l i c , w h i c h a l o n e would have been enough f o r t h e average a d u l t 

male's i n t a k e o f c a l o r i e s , was n o t t h e whole answer, because by i t s e l f 

i t w o u l d have been an unbalanced d i e t . A l s o , a t t h a t t i m e , t h e 

r e c i p i e n t had t o g e t h i s c o r n t u r n e d i n t o b r e a d , a pr o b l e m which d i d 

n o t a f f l i c t h i s l a t e i m p e r i a l c o u n t e r p a r t . 

The R e p u b l i c a n r e c i p i e n t would have had t o g e t money t o buy 
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t h e s e r v i c e s o f a baker t o m i l l h i s c o r n and bake h i s b r e a d , and b o t h 

he and h i s L a t e I m p e r i a l c o u n t e r p a r t would have t o balance t h e i r d i e t s . 

I f t h e y d i d t h i s t h e y would n o t need a l l t h e i r r a t i o n f o r themselves 

and would have d i s t r i b u t e d i t w i t h i n t h e i r f a m i l i e s , which would mean 

t h a t n o t a l l members o f t h e i r f a m i l i e s would i n d i v i d u a l l y be i n r e c e i p t 

o f c o r n o r b r e a d d o l e . W h i l e t h e c o r n / b r e a d r a t i o n was n o t ungenerous 
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t o i n d i v i d u a l s , i t was n o t enough f o r a f a m i l y and t h e r e would be demand 

f o r b r e a d on t h e f r e e market i n t h e L a t e Empire; i n which case many o f 

t h e g r a n a r i e s s c a t t e r e d t h r o u g h t h e c i t y would be used f o r t h i s f r e e 

m arket c o r n used i n t h e making o f f r e e market b r e a d . 

The f a c t t h a t t h e L a t e R e p u b l i c / E a r l y Empire c o r n d o l e would 

have been t o o much f o r a b a l a n c e d d i e t f o r a s i n g l e i n d i v i d u a l , s u g g e s t i n g 

t h a t i t was g i v e n m a i n l y t o heads o f f a m i l i e s and a few o t h e r s , leads me 

t o r e j e c t t h e i d e a t h a t a l l c i t i z e n s r e c e i v e d t h e b r e a d d o l e i n t h e L a t e 

Empire. C h a s t a g n o l p u t s t h i s f o r w a r d based on t h e work o f D. Van Berchem, 

who d e a l s w i t h t h e E a r l y Empire d i s t r i b u t i o n o f c o r n . Rickman i s n o t a t 

a l l happy w i t h Van Berchem's t h e o r y t h a t a l l Roman c i t i z e n s a t Rome who 

c o u l d p r o v e t h e i r ' o r i g o ' as Rome were e l i g i b l e f o r t h e c o r n d o l e . 

Richman's p o i n t , t h a t t h e c o r n d o l e was around t h e complete c a l o r y i n t a k e 

o f an a d u l t male, b u t t h a t o t h e r f o o d was needed t o balance t h e d i e t , 

meaning a r e c i p i e n t was u n l i k e l y t o consume h i s r a t i o n by h i m s e l f , l e a d s 

me t o agree w i t h him t h a t Van Barchem's argument i s shaky, a l t h o u g h Rickman 

a l s o b r i n g s up o t h e r arguments a g a i n s t Van Berchem. 

As C h a s t a g n o l ' s argument r e l i e s on Van Berchem, I t h i n k i t 

u n l i k e l y t h a t Roman c i t i z e n s a u t o m a t i c a l l y r e c e i v e d t h e bread d o l e i n 

t h e L a t e Empire. T h i s i s i n c i d e n t a l l y i m p o r t a n t t o t h e s i z e o f Rome's 
48 

p o p u l a t i o n , o f w h i c h more else w h e r e . 

The S t a t e ' s i n v o l v e m e n t w i t h p r i v a t e g r a n a r i e s was d e a l t 

w i t h i n c o n n e c t i o n w i t h t h e i r d e a l i n g s w i t h p r i v a t e g r a n a r i e s a t O s t i a 

(see above p.133) b u t t h e l a r g e s t g r a n a r y i n Rome, t h e 'Horrea Galbana', 

had come i n t o i n p e r i a l o w n e r s h i p d u r i n g t h e E a r l y Empire, and t h e r e 

a r e laws c o n c e r n i n g t h e a p p o i n t m e n t o f i t s ' C u r a t o r ' i n t h e f o u r t h c e n t u r y 

aimed a t making sure t h a t h onest men h e l d t h i s p o s i t i o n , and t h a t any 

d i s h o n e s t C u r a t o r s h o u l d n o t do t o o much damage t o t h e system o f 

d i s t r i b u t i o n by h i s m i s b e h a v i o u r . 

I n 365 t h e r e was a law i n s t r u c t i n g t h a t t h e corn l e f t over 
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f r o m t h e p r e v i o u s y e a r ' s c o r n t r i b u t e must be used up b e f o r e t h e c o r n 

t r i b u t e f o r t h e new y e a r m i g h t be d i s t r i b u t e d , and t h i s fB-^ut/<imifft "^a^s 
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r e p e a t e d i n 396. These laws were p r o b a b l y t o p r e v e n t waste, b u t 

t h e y seem a l s o t o be aimed a t p r e v e n t i n g f r a u d by t h e c u r a t o r s o f t h e 

g r a n a r i e s . O t h e r w i s e t h e y would p r o b a b l y have k e p t what was l e f t o f 

th e o l d y e a r ' s c o r n , and depending how much o f i t was l e f t , when t h e 

new c o r n a r r i v e d , have p u r l o i n e d i t e i t h e r t o use i t f o r themselves, o r 

s e l l i t on t h e f r e e market^and used t h e c o n f u s i o n i n a c c o u n t i n g t h a t 

w ould r e s u l t f r o m u s i n g b o t h y e a r s ' c o r n t r i b u t e s a t t h e same t i m e t o 

h i d e more l o n g - t e r m f r a u d i f t h e y were u n s c r u p u l o u s . 

The c o n c e n t r a t i o n o f laws c o n c e r n i n g t h e c u r a t o r s o f s t a t e 

s t o r e h o u s e s a r o v m d i t h e l a s t t h r e e y e a r s o f t h e f o u r t h c e n t u r y (397-

t h e y e a r o f t h e second law on when t h e new c o r n c o u l d be s t a r t e d on - t o 

400) may suggest p a r t i c u l a r l y s e r i o u s c o r r u p t i o n a t t h a t t i m e , w h i c h 

c a n n o t have made l i f e any more c o m f o r t a b l e f o r t h e a u t h o r i t i e s i n charge 

o f s e e i n g t h a t t h e p e o p l e g o t t h e i r c o r n a t t h e t i m e o f t h e c r i s i s o f 

t h e G i l d o n i c War. 

The law o f 397 about t h e c u r a t o r s o f t h e s t a t e storehouses 

o r d e r s them t o p r o v i d e d e t a i l e d a c counts o f disbursements and r e c e i p t s 

t o t h e V i c a r i u s o f Rome, and t h e P r a e f e c t u s Annonae, a t t h e end o f each 

y e a r , and says t h a t i f t h e accounts a r e s a t i s f a c t o r y t h e c u r a t o r can 

c o n t i n u e i n h i s p o s t u n t i l he has served up t o f i v e y e a r s . The o t h e r law 

i s f r o m t h e y e a r 400, and s t a t e s t h a t t h e heads o f t h e s t a t e storehouses 

can o n l y s e r v e f o r one y e a r , and i n s t r u c t s t h a t accounts o f t h e o l d i s s u e 

o f p u b l i c s u p p l i e s s h a l l n o t be i n s e r t e d i n t h e account o f t h e new 

s u p p l i e s . (That would make f r a u d h a r d e r , s i n c e t h e two accounts now had 

t o be k e p t s e p a r a t e . ) These heads o f s t a t e storehouses c o u l d o n l y serve 

a f u r t h e r y e a r i f t h e i n v e s t i g a t i o n s o f t h e o l d y e a r ' s account showed 

them t o have been f a i t h f u l and r e s p o n s i b l e . 
The n e x t s t a g e i n t h e a d m i n i s t r a t i o n o f t h e p r o v i s i o n o f br e a d 
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f o r t h e d i s t r i b u t i o n s t h a t would have caused r i o t i n g by t h e i r absence 

was t o see t h a t t h e c o r n i n t h e c i t y g r a n a r i e s became b r e a d on t h e 

'gradus' ( s t e p s ) t o be g i v e n t o t h e p e o p l e . T h i s b r i n g s us t o t h e 

g u i l d o f t h e b a k e r s ( P i s t o r e s ) . The laws o f t h e Theodosian Code con

c e r n i n g t h e b a k e r s f a l l i n t o two c a t e g o r i e s ; those aimed a t m a i n t a i n i n g 

t h e numbers o f b a k e r s w i t h i n t h e g u i l d , and t h o se aimed a t p r e v e n t i n g 

f r a u d on t h e p a r t o f t h e b a k e r s . 

The N a v i c u l a r i i and t h e P i s t o r e s a r e b o t h t h e s u b j e c t o f 

f a r more laws aimed a t k e e p i n g t h e i r numbers t o a maximum t h a n any 

o t h e r g u i l d s c o ncerned w i t h t h e c o m s u p p l y and t h e bread d i s t r i b u t i o n s 

o f Rome. Bu t o f t h e s e two g u i l d s , t h e P i s t o r e s a r e t h e s u b j e c t o f 

t w i c e as many o f t h o s e laws i n t h e f o u r t h c e n t u r y . A l t h o u g h some o f 

t h e e x t r a laws c o n c e r n i n g t h e numbers o f P i s t o r e s and t h e i r o b l i g a t i o n s 

c o n c e r n t h e condemning o f minor c r i m i n a l s t o t h e b a k e r i e s b e l o n g i n g t o 

t h e P i s t o r e s , t h e r e a r e s t i l l more laws c o n c e r n i n g t h e P i s t o r e s than 

c o n c e r n i n g t h e N a v i c u l a r i i f o r t h e f o u r t h c e n t u r y . T h i s would seem 

t o i n d i c a t e t h a t b e i n g a P i s t o r was a f a r more onerous b u r d e n , even, 

t h a n b e i n g a N a v i c u l a r i u s , and i t i s p r o b a b l e t h a t t o be a P i s t o r was a 

l e s s h o n o u r a b l e t r a d e t h a n t o be a N a v i c u l a r i u s . 

A law o f 365 says t h a t N a v i c u l a r i i e v a d i n g t h e i r d u t i e s 

and coming t o undeserved h o n o u r s / o f f i c e were t o be r e - a t t a c h e d t o t h e 

g u i l d , i n d i c a t i n g t h a t absconding N a v i c u l a r i i sought h i g h o f f i c e as 

an escape r o u t e f r o m t h e i r d u t i e s , whereas t h e o n l y escape r o u t e f o r 

a b a k e r w h i c h i s n ^ n t i o n e d i n t h e f o u r t h c e n t u r y laws on t h e s u b j e c t 

i s t a k i n g H o l y Orders and e n t e r i n g t h e C h r i s t i a n p r i e s t h o o d . The law 

m e n t i o n i n g t h i s (364 A.D.) says t h a t b a k e r s t a k i n g Holy Orders t o 

escape t h e i r d u t i e s w i l l be r e c a l l e d t o t h e g u i l d . L i k e t h e 

N a v i c u l a r i i ) t h e P i s t o r e s had l a n d t i e d t o t h e i r g u i l d , and people 

b u y i n g o r i n h e r i t i n g i t had t o become b a k e r s themselves, i f t h e y were 

n o t S e n a t o r s o r c i v i l s e r v a n t s ( O f f i c i a l e s ) . The l a t t e r two groups 
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a law of 364 says t h a t only 200,000 modii of good unmixed corn was t o 

be sold t o the bakers, and a law of 380 i n s t r u c t s t h a t i f anything i s 

embezzled from the granaries o f Rome, the bakers are t o make up f o r 

the l o s s , paying back i n corn, or i n bronze or lead or other t h i n g s , 

i f they cannot pay i n corn. 

Some other laws show the suspicions o f the a u t h o r i t i e s : a 

law of 365 orders t h a t bread s h a l l be d i s t r i b u t e d on the 'gradus' 

(steps, where the 'people c o l l e c t e d t h e i r d a i l y bread r a t i o n - they 

were set up a l l over the c i t y and records kept a t each of them showed 

who i n the l o c a l i t y o f each 'gradus' was e l i g i b l e f o r bread) and not i n 

the bakeries, t h a t i s i n the open and not i n secret. That law was i n 

January; i n A p r i l the same i n s t r u c t i o n s were repeated, and t h i s time i t i s 

d e f i n i t e l y s p e c i f i e d as an a n t i - f r a u d measure. 

As the dole bread could not have s a t i s f i e d a l l the needs 

of the popula t i o n f o r bread, the bakers must also have made bread f o r 

the f r e e market (hence the law preventing bakers from g i v i n g the worst 

bread t o the people) , and i t may be t h a t the f r e e market bread was sold 

a t the same 'gradus' as the dole bread was d i s t r i b u t e d , w i t h the 

d i f f e r e n t q u a l i t i e s o f bread being put on d i f f e r e n t steps, because a law 
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of 364 f o r b i d s the t r a n s f e r o f bread from one step t o another. The 

bakers were obviously not i n a p a r t i c u l a r l y t r u s t e d p o s i t i o n , and i t 

i s l i t t l e wonder t h a t the laws promised no mercy f o r people who had t r i e d 
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t o avoid being bakeirs. 
However, while one could be forced t o become a baker j u s t 
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by marrying a baker's daughter, or by buying some of the gu i l d ' s land, 

the laws d i d not bear down on the Pistores u n r e m i t t i n g l y ; f o r instance, 

minors were not forced t o take up t h e i r f a t h e r s ' profession u n t i l they 

were twenty years o l d . They would also have b e n e f i t t e d from the 

p r i v i l e g e s o f c o r p o r a t i o n / g u i l d s i n general, such as exemption from 

o r d i n a r y 'munera p u b l i c a ' . ^ ^ 
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The P i s t o r e s r e f e r r e d t o so f a r have been the owners of 

bakeries, r a t h e r than t h e i r subordinates. The f a c t t h a t minor 

c r i m i n a l s were condemned t o the bakeries cannot have done much f o r the 

image o f the owners as honest men, and probably increased the reluctance 

of people t o serve as members of the g u i l d . 

These minor c r i m i n a l s , who included people who had claimed 

dole bread f r a u d u l e n t l y (a law of 370 orders t h a t 'Actores', 'Procurators, 

and slaves o f Senators i l l e g a l l y c l aiming 'panis g r a d i l i s ' w i l l be 

attached t o the bakery they defrauded) were probably set t o work 

t u r n i n g the corn t h a t the Pistores drew from the granaries i n t o f l o u r , 

u n t i l the b u i l d i n g of w a t e r - m i l l s on the Janiculum H i l l made t h i s task 

obsolete. The laws i n the Theodosian Code concerning the condemnation 

o f minor c r i m i n a l s t o t h i s task are concentrated around the year 364, 

and include one excluding those assigned t o bakeries from general 
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pardons. 

According t o Chastagnol, the bakers paid a deposit f o r 

the corn they drew from the granaries f o r the d i s t r i b u t i o n s o f bread, 

and, when the bread was d i s t r i b u t e d , the people r e c e i v i n g the bread 

p a i d a p r i c e below the f r e e market one which was sent t o the 'Area 
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Frumentaria', from which the deposit was repaid t o the baker. 

The charge t o the people f o r the d i s t r i b u t i o n of bread 

b r i n g s us t o the la'st stage i n t h a t chain leading from the c o r n f i e l d s 

of A f r i c a t o the ' gradus' o f Rome. The payment f o r the bread was a 

change from the f r e e corn of the Early Empire, but i t d i d not continue 

throughout the century. I t came and went. The people d i d not complain 

a t paying a p r i c e f o r the bread, probably because, when they were 

r e c e i v i n g the corn, they had had t o pay f o r t h e i r corn t o be turned 

i n t o f l o u r and baked i n t o bread, so t h a t they were not any worse o f f . 

The payments may have ar i s e n from t i p s demanded by o f f i c i a l s handing 
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out the dole, and l a t e r been made o f f i c i a l . 

A u r e l i a n , the t h i r d century Emperor who replaced the corn 

dole w i t h the bread dole, according t o Chastagnol, may have reduced 

the dole t o keep the dole f r e e , g i v i n g the r e c i p i e n t s two pounds of 

good Roman bread a day. By 369 the r e c i p i e n t s were paying f o r t h e i r 

d i s t r i b u t i o n bread, but they were g e t t i n g four pounds o f i t , although 

i t was poor q u a l i t y bread. I n 369 V a l e n t i n i a n I changed the amount 

of dole t o three pounds of good bread, and made i t free again. By 

the end of the century i t was being paid f o r a g a i n . P r e s u m a b l y , 

when the 'plebs frumentaria' were not expected t o pay f o r t h e i r bread, 

the o f f i c i a l s a t the 'gradus' would have noted the handing out of the 

bread by the bakers, and, when i t was over, authorised the repayment 

of the deposit t o the baker. 

The large number of Theodosian Code laws concerning the 

stages by which Rome's corn was d e l i v e r e d t o the c i t y and turned i n t o 

bread f o r the d i s t r i b u t i o n s shows the overwhelming pre-eminence of 

the bread d i s t r i b u t i o n i n r e l a t i o n t o d i s t r i b u t i o n s of other food and 

d r i n k . Nevertheless before moving on t o 'circenses', i t i s necessary 

t o look a t the other d i s t r i b u t i o n s . The o l i v e - o i l t r i b u t e t o Rome f o r 

the o i l d i s t r i b u t i o n s came from A f r i c a and Spain i n the main. Members 

of the same g u i l d o f N a v i c u l a r i i t h a t c a r r i e d the corn c a r r i e d the o i l 

from A f r i c a . There was also a g u i l d o f Spanish N a v i c u l a r i i , who had 

the same p r i v i l e g e s as t h e i r A f r i c a n counterparts, and a law of 324 

f o r b i d s the p l a c i n g of e x t r a burdens on the Spanish N a v i c u l a r i i . 

According t o Chastagnol there were the same c o n t r o l s on the o i l , when 

i t a r r i v e d a t Ostia/Portus, as there were on the corn.^^ 

The o i l was l e v i e d i n the provinces i n the same way as the 

corn, but once i t a r r i v e d a t Rome i t was not so great a burden as the 

corn t o those involved i n i t s d i s t r i b u t i o n . I t was already the 

f i n i s h e d product when i t reached the store-housesof Rome, so t h a t 

67 
i t merely had t o be drawn by the owners of the 2,300 'Mensae Oleariae', 
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and sold a t a low p r i c e . The 'Mensae Oleariae' were ev i d e n t l y f a i r l y 
p r o f i t a b l e , because a law of 328 orders t h a t any O i l Table t h a t f a l l s 
vacant can be sold by the O f f i c i u m of the Praefectus Annonae f o r 20 
F o l l e s , and allows t h a t owners could bequeath tables i n t h e i r w i l l s 
(not something one would want t o do i f i t was a burden) . Presumably 
the O i l Table owners drew o i l from the store-houses, and gave i t t o 
the e n t i t l e d plebs, r e c e i v i n g a t i p from each r e c i p i e n t , but not having 
t o pay anything themselves, or they had a monopoly i n free-market o i l . ^ ^ 

The r e l a t i v e p a u c i t y of laws concerning the o i l supply 

i n d i c a t e s e i t h e r t h a t the people would not be too troublesome i n i t s 

absence, or t h a t the system ran r e l a t i v e l y smoothly, or both. 

Symmachus' R e l a t i o 35 shows t h a t there were o i l shortages, so t h a t 

presumably the people d i d not regard the d i s t r i b u t i o n s as a matter of 

l i f e and death, as they d i d not r i o t about i t , although o l i v e o i l was 

a u s e f u l commodity f o r washing, l i g h t i n g and eat i n g . 

The p r o v i s i o n of corn and o i l t o the c i t y of Rome during 

the f o u r t h century came under the a u t h o r i t y o f the Praefectus Annonae, 

who was a t f i r s t independent of the Praefectus U r b i , but l a t e r came 

under h i s a u t h o r i t y , as the e a r l y F i f t h Century document, the N o t i t i a 

Dignitatum, shows. Chastagnol suggests the change took place around 
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the year 331, but even then the two c i v i l service departments 

( O f f i c i a ) under the Prefects remained d i s t i n c t , and a law of 365 forbade 

the involvement of members of the Praefectus Urbi's Officium i n the corn 
70 

supply, presumably w i t h a view t o preventing fraud i n the O f f i c i a . 

The other two d i s t r i b u t i o n s i n Rome, those of cheap wine 

and meat, mainly pork u n t i l the F i f t h Century, came d i r e c t l y under the 

a u t h o r i t y o f the Praefectus U r b i . This was because the materials f o r 

the d i s t r i b u t i o n s were l e v i e d i n I t a l y and not i n the provinces. The 

meat d i s t r i b u t i o n s were not a p a r t i c u l a r l y large element i n the plebeian 
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d i e t , and only took place f o r f i v e months a year, the other seven 
months being spent by the g u i l d of S u a r i i i n c o l l e c t i n g the animals 
t o provide the meat. Chastagnol states t h a t each r e c i p i e n t received 
f i v e pounds of meat during each of the f i v e m o n t h s , a n d i t s value 
i n keeping the people happy must have been l i m i t e d i n ordinary 
circumstances, except as a change from bread. However, i t could be 
u s e f u l i n the event of a com famine, as shown i n the events of 396 
(see s e c t i o n on the meat d i s t r i b u t i o n s i n chapter 3 ) , all o w i n g the 
a u t h o r i t i e s t o keep the people fed, u n t i l corn could be brought t o 
Rome from one source or another. 

The I m p e r i a l a u t h o r i t i e s were concerned enough about the 

meat supply o f Rome t h a t they kept an eye on the numbers of S u a r i i , and 

a law t o the Praetorian Prefect of I t a l y and A f r i c a i n 334 orders t h a t 

o f f i c i a l t o r e c a l l S u a r i i who had got i l l e g a l exemptions ( a l l exemptions 

being i l l e g a l f o r them) from t h e i r d u t i e s i n the presence of the Roman 
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people. The reason t h a t the members o f t h a t g u i l d might not be 

p a r t i c u l a r l y keen t o serve was th a t , a f t e r the P i s t o r e s , they were the 

g u i l d most suspected of malpractice. 

I t was t h e i r r e s p o n s i b i l i t y t o go out and c o l l e c t the pigs 

from the landowners ordered t o provide animals f o r Rome's meat d i s t r i b u t i o n s , 

and t h i s was a l l very w e l l . However, because of the p o s s i b i l i t y of 

'Adaeratio' (commuting the tax from one i n kin d t o one i n the money t h a t 

the animal or crops were w o r t h ) , the Suarius immediately became responsible 

f o r money. At f i r s t he was allowed t o set the 'Adaeratio', or commuted 

payment, h i m s e l f , judging by eye the value o f the p i g t h a t had been 

asked of the landowner, but which the landowner would r a t h e r pay money f o r 

than lose. The money so c o l l e c t e d would be used by the Suarius t o buy 

a p i g a t some p o i n t on the way back t o Rome, which could replace the 

one t h a t the landowner d i d not want t o lose. 
This of course made i t possible f o r unscrupulous S u a r i i t o 



make q u i t e a b i t of money a t the expense of the unfortunate landowners, 

and so they came t o be regarded as rapacious, even i f most o f the 

g u i l d might be e n t i r e l y innocent*, under J u l i a n the Apostate, the 

system was^ changed so t h a t the l o c a l 'Curiales' i n the I t a l i a n provinces 

had the r e s p o n s i b i l i t y t o c o l l e c t 'Adaeratio' payments f o r the Pork 

l e v y , ^ ^ and the S u a r i i were f r e e d of the opportunity of being 

thought rapacious. Nonetheless, i n 389 the S u a r i i had t h e i r freedom 

from other 'munera' confirmed, presumably t o encourage them not t o 

desert t h e i r d u t i e s , and i n 397 there was a law enforcing and r e i t e r a t i n g 
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the h e r e d i t a r y nature of t h e i r service. 

The wine f o r the cheap wine d i s t r i b u t i o n was also l e v i e d 

from the landowners of I t a l y , but because the wine was taken t o Rome 

by the landowners themselves, the a u t h o r i t i e s a t the Im p e r i a l c o u r t 

merely had t o set the amounts owed by a l l those a f f e c t e d , and keep a 

record of who f a i l e d t o d e l i v e r h i s t r i b u t e , so t h a t such people 

could be prosecuted l a t e r , or pardoned i f circumstances had made d e l i v e r y 

impossible. According t o Chastagnol 'Adaeratio' t o gold was possible 

from 356, a t ra t e s f i x e d by the I m p e r i a l c o u r t , probably a t above the 

market p r i c e i n Rome.^^ Wine i s a bulky commodity t o tr a n s p o r t 

overland, so t h a t 'Adaeratio' must have been f a i r l y popular. As the 

s t a t e got the wine f r e e and sold i t t o the people, i t made q u i t e a 

p r o f i t and t h i s was invested i n the Area V i n a r i a , from which funds 

were drawn f o r the b u i l d i n g and maintenance of p u b l i c b u i l d i n g s and pu b l i c 

works i n the c i t y , when the V e c t i g a l i a ( i n d i r e c t taxes, l i k e the ' o c t r o i ' ) 

d i d not s u f f i c e . 

The people d i d r i o t when there were wine shortages (leading 

t o higher p r i c e s ) , as has been seen i n the previous chapter, but there 

were no r e a l long-term s o l u t i o n s t o t h i s , except t o keep an eye on the 

free-market p r i c e of wine, t o which a t l e a s t from the rei g n of 

V a l e n t i n i a n I the p r i c e of the cheap wine was l i n k e d , a n d put pressure 
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(though t h i s could cause an even greater s c a r c i t y ) . The fre e market 

i n wine was mainly i n the hands o f the T a b e r n a r i i , and a c a r e f u l watch 

was kept upon them, as i s shown by the Edict of Tarracius Bassus (see 
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above, i n se c t i o n on d u t i e s of the Urban Cohorts). They could 

e a s i l y buy up wine when i t was cheap, and hoard against a time of 

s c a r c i t y , as i t kept w e l l , and then s e l l i t a t v a s t l y i n f l a t e d prices 

i f the a u t h o r i t i e s d i d not watch them. Then there r e a l l y would be r i o t s 

There was one other item o f n u t r i t i o n t h a t the a u t h o r i t i e s 

saw t h a t the people got, and t h a t was water. However, apart from seeing 

t h a t the aqueducts were kept i n r e p a i r , the a u t h o r i t i e s j u s t had t o 

l e t the water flow down the works o f t h e i r ancestors. While the water 

could be piped t o the ground f l o o r residences o f the w e l l - o f f , i t 

could not be piped t o the upper f l o o r s where the plebeians l i v e d , and 
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so the o r d i n a r y people got t h e i r water from the p u b l i c fountains; 
but even t h a t was clean water from springs, and not the f i l t h y p o l l u t e d 
water o f the Tiber. 

The a u t h o r i t i e s d i d keep an eye on those who had water 

piped t o t h e i r homes t o ensure t h a t the pipes leading between t h e i r 

houses and the l o c a l 'castellum' (where water from the aqueduct 

c o l l e c t e d ) d i d not draw o f f water a t a f a s t e r r a t e than permitted, or, 

even worse, draw d i r e c t l y from the aqueduct i t s e l f . As the numerous 

aqueducts o f the C i t y must have provided more than enough water f o r 

everyone, and f o r f u n c t i o n s such as supplying the Baths, and l a t e r 

i n the century d r i v i n g the Watermills on the Janiculum (a law of 398 

prescribes a f i n e o f 5 lbs of s i l v e r f o r anyone asking f o r water from 
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the aqueducts d r i v i n g the w a t e r m i l l s ) the r u l e s about where pipes 

could tap Rome' s water supply and how much water could be taken were 

probably f o r reasons of engineering. Rome being b u i l t on seven h i l l s , 

the water pressure must be kept up i n order t h a t water can be supplied t o 
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the more elevated sections of the c i t y . A law of 389 states what size 

of pipe can be used by those e n t i t l e d t o have water piped t o t h e i r homes, 
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and i n what places the pipes can enter the water supply. 

The people are not recorded t o have ever r i o t e d about t h e i r 

water supply i n the f o u r t h century, so t h a t there was presumably no 

water shortage du r i n g the p e r i o d . . However, the a u t h o r i t i e s d i d take 

care t o keep the system f l o w i n g , and paid f o r r e p a i r s t o the aqueducts 

by a system of ' V e c t i g a l i a ' (according t o Chastagnol not the same 

' v e c t i g a l i a ' as i n Frontinus' time, but made up of the ' o c t r o i ' and a 
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tax on the P e r e g r i n i ) , while outside the c i t y landowners w i t h an 

aqueduct f l o w i n g across t h e i r land were excused ordinary 'munera' i n 

order t h a t they could devote a l l t h e i r energies t o keeping the aqueduct 
i n r e p a i r . F a i l u r e t o do t h i s led t o c o n f i s c a t i o n o f the property 

83 

concerned. The law s p e c i f y i n g t h a t also forbade the p l a n t i n g of 

t r e e s w i t h i n 15 f e e t o f an aqueduct on e i t h e r side. 

2) Circenses (and other amenities, and measures t o prevent f i r e , 

f l o ods etc.) 

A. Circenses 

The value o f the Circus, G l a d i a t o r i a l Games, and the Theatre 

as places where p u b l i c o p i n i o n expressed i t s e l f was w e l l known to the 

a u t h o r i t i e s , and has been mentioned i n the previous chapter. The Games 

were important as o p p o r t u n i t i e s f o r the Populus Romanus to l e t o f f 

steam and get excitement without d i s t u r b i n g the p u b l i c peace. The people 

of Rome, being c i t y - d w e l l e r s , d i d not make good r e c r u i t s f o r the army, 

e s p e c i a l l y a t a p e r i o d when the I m p e r i a l a u t h o r i t i e s were coming t o 

b e l i e v e t h a t barbarians made good r e c r u i t s . 

I t i s p o s s i b l e t h a t Rome was exempted from p r o v i d i n g r e c r u i t s 

f o r the army, e s p e c i a l l y as there were no census records f o r the c i t y , 

due t o the f a i l u r e t o c a r r y out the census of D i o c l e t i a n , which the 
84 

r e v o l t o f Maxentius caused. There was a law sent to the people of Rome 



148 

i n the f o u r t h century r e l a t i n g to the army, but i t concerned the harbouring 

of deserters - i t d i d provide t h a t the penalty should be t o hand back 

the deserter, and two pounds o f gold, or two s u i t a b l e r e c r u i t s , making 

i t p o s sible f o r Roman plebeians t o be sent i n t o the army, but i t i s more 

l i k e l y t h a t the law was d i r e c t e d a t the b e t t e r o f f , and t h a t the s u i t a b l e 
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r e c r u i t s would come from t h e i r country tenants. 

The main p o i n t i s t h a t the plebeians would have f a i r l y d u l l 

l i v e s , without the occasional o p p o r t u n i t y t o l e t o f f steam, and i t was 

b e t t e r t h a t they got t h e i r excitement v i c a r i o u s l y a t the Games than 

by r i o t i n g i n the s t r e e t s . The long-term e f f o r t s of the a u t h o r i t i e s 

t o give the people nothing t o r i o t about, t h a t i s t h e i r e f f o r t s t o see 

the people fed and see t h a t they were not t r e a t e d u n j u s t l y , and t h a t 

they l i v e d i n houses and 'insulae t h a t were not l i k e l y t o be destroyed 

by f i r e , f l o o d , or j e r r y - b u i l d i n g , would have come t o nothing i f the 

people had been so bored and f r u s t r a t e d t h a t they took the l e a s t excuse 

t o r i o t . The l a v i s h Games, i n Circus, Amphitheatre, and Theatre, 

supplied the v i c a r i o u s excitement t h a t meant the plebeians only r i o t e d 

s e r i o u s l y when they needed t o , and r i o t s on less serious matters, l i k e 

the p r i c e of wine (which the a u t h o r i t i e s t r i e d t o keep down i n any case) 

were not so whole-hearted t h a t the Prefect o f the C i t y could not put 

them down w i t h a few c a r e f u l l y chosen a r r e s t s (see chapter 3, section I I . 3 ) . 

The Games were not, however, j u s t a matter of necessity. They 

were also important f o r d i s p l a y i n g s o c i a l p o s i t i o n , on the p a r t of the 

Senators, who provided most of the Games, and Imperi a l power, and 

generosity, when i m p e r i a l Games were concerned. As w e l l as being aimed 

a t impressing t h e i r peers, i n the case o f Senators, and impressing everyone, 

i n the case of the Emperor, the lavishness of the Games was aimed at 

winning the favour of the populace of Rome t o whoever was holding the 

Games, and the l o y a l t y of the people t o the regime. Although i t i s not 

d i r e c t l y concerned w i t h Games, a statement i n a R e l a t i o of Symmachus 
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which concerned Praetextatus, shows t h a t some Senators t r i e d t o r e i n f o r c e 
the l o y a l t y o f the plebs t o the Emperor: 

"Praeterea quae apud plebem locutus e s t , 
u t cunctos i n amorem bonorum temporum provocaret" 

86 
(Symm. Rel. 24.2) 

The a u t h o r i t i e s were concerned t h a t the people o f Rome should have t h e i r 

Games, but the s o c i a l importance of the Games t o those who had t o provide 

them was the cause o f two problems, completely opposed.to each other, 

b u t , l i k e the opposite sides o f a c o i n , complementary. The problems 

were o f too much enthusiasm and too l i t t l e on the p a r t o f the Senators 

who had t o give the Ludi (Games) and the Munera ( G l a d i a t o r i a l Games, 

i n t h i s c o n t e x t ) . 

The problems were l i n k e d . I n Rome there was no upper l i m i t on 

spending on Games, i n Constantinople there was. This was because the 

Eastern Emperor's normal residence was a t Constantinople, whereas the 

highest ranking people normally a t Rome were the Senators. The Eastern 

Emperor could not a f f o r d t o allow the Senators of Constantinople to 

spend l i m i t l e s s l y on Games, l e s t they throw h i s own i n t o the shadows. 

The Western Emperor d i d not reside a t Rome, and so was not associated 

w i t h the Games given a t the State's expense. Thus when he promised 

Games, as happened i n the p r e f e c t u r e of Symmachus, he could provide 

Games o f greater splendour than any Senator could a f f o r d , because he 

knew he would not have t o provide Games i n h i s own name u n t i l he wished 

t o promise more, while h i s eastern colleague had t o preside a t Games 

r e g u l a r l y given a t p u b l i c expense, when i n h i s c a p i t a l . 

As the people of Constantinople would have assumed t h a t these 

r e g u l a r Games were provided by the Emperor, and expected his Games 

t o be the most l a v i s h o f those held i n the c i t y , p r o v i s i o n of the regular 

'Ludi' a t p u b l i c expense would have been r a t h e r expensive f o r the State, 

i f t h e r e was not an upper spending l i m i t on the Games t h a t senators of 

Constantinople, who were the competition, were required t o hold. At 



Rome, s i n c e the Emperor was not under p r e s s u r e . Senators could be as 
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l a v i s h as they wanted; the Emperor could match them. Some Senators 
were l a v i s h . Symmachus, who i s s a i d to have had a middling income 
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compared to some s e n a t o r s , went to great t r o u b l e to obtain horses f o r 

h i s son's P r a e t o r i a n Games, sending l e t t e r s to h i s f r i e n d s i n Spain 
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and elsewhere. He a l s o obtained c r o c o d i l e s f o r these 'Ludi', which 

were h e l d i n 401, but these r e f u s e d to e a t and were u n f i t by the time of 
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the Games. I n a l e t t e r concerning these Games, he s a y s : 

"de S i c i l i a . . . d u d u m c i r c i e t scaenae a r t i f i c e s navigasse" 

(Ep. VI.33) 
I n the 390s he a l s o arranged h i s son's Quaestorian 'Munus' ( G l a d i a t o r i a l 
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Games) , but he complains of the expense of t h i s , and he s u f f e r e d some 
misfortune a t the time, such as the s u i c i d e of some Saxons before they 

were t o have fought i n the arena, and the l a t e a r r i v a l of w i l d b easts 
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f o r the ' Munus'. 

Symmachus's complaints about expense are connected with both 

problems. Some s e n a t o r s spent so much on Games to show t h e i r f a m i l i e s ' 

pre-eminence t h a t l e s s w e l l - o f f senators could not compete. These 

poorer s e n a t o r s , even i f they wanted to hold the Games they were 

r e q u i r e d to hold, c o u l d not meet the average standard of Games, because 

e x c e s s i v e l y l a v i s h Games kept pushing i t up. The f a c t t h a t they would 

get very l i t t l e approval from the people f o r t h e i r b e s t e f f o r t s would 

tend to t u r n an honour i n t o a burden. 

Small wonder then t h a t as w e l l as being p e n a l i s e d f o r not 

holding t h e i r Games, sen a t o r s were a l s o p e n a l i s e d f o r f a i l i n g to turn 

up a t t h e i r Games. They might not be abl e to face the prospect of 

the people j e e r i n g , and i f they l i v e d i n the p r o v i n c e s , as many of 

C l a r i s s i m a t e rank d i d i n the f o u r t h century, p r e f e r r i n g to be a b i g 

f i s h i n a s m a l l p r o v i n c i a l pond r a t h e r than s m a l l f r y a t Rome, they 

might be doubly u n w i l l i n g to go to Rome. In f a c t , senators tended 
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not t o organise the Games of t h e i r Praetorship and (sometimes - i t 

was p o s s i b l e t o be a Praetor, w i t h o u t being a Quaestor) Quaestorship, 

as the case o f Symmachus' son shows: the f a t h e r o f t e n d i d the arranging, 

e s p e c i a l l y as the son might be under-age to do i t himself. 

The Quaestorship and the Praetorships were l a r g e l y powerless 

p o s i t i o n s by the Fourth Century, and f o r the most p a r t e x i s t e d f o r 

f o i s t i n g the o b l i g a t i o n t o hold Games on t o f a m i l i e s t h a t wanted to 
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get t h e i r sons i n t o the Senate. Therefore i t d i d not matter i f a 
senator held h i s Praetorship when i n h i s teens, or even younger, and 
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some d i d . The 'Magister Census', whose o f f i c e was near the Senate 

House i n Rome, had records o f the resources and property of everyone 

of C l a r i s s i m a t e rank (not merely those of t r a d i t i o n a l s e n a t o r i a l family 

but the f a m i l i e s of senior c i v i l servants and army commanders, and others 

who also had the rank of 'Clarissimus'), and from these records i t was 

determined who would hold the Praetorship f o r any year, and so 
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undertake the burden of h o l d i n g Praetorian Games. 

The problems o f expense posed t o less w e l l - o f f candidates 

f o r the Quaestorship and Praetorship by the over-spending of t h e i r 

r i c h e r peers i s shown i n two l e t t e r s of Symmachus, one a Relatio , 

the o ther an o r d i n a r y l e t t e r complaining about the cost of h i s son's 

Quaestorial Games. To take the l a t t e r f i r s t ; as w e l l as bearing the 

burden o f p r o v i d i n g the Games, i t seems t h a t Senators were being charged 

t o l l s on the animals they had brought t o the c i t y ; no wonder then t h a t 

Symmachus complains about t h i s p r a c t i c e (which i s probably i r r e g u l a r , 

or he would have borne i t w i t h more stoicism). Even i f i t was not normal 

t o p ut t h i s a d d i t i o n a l burden on those p r o v i d i n g Games, the f a c t t h a t 

i t happened shows t h a t the holding of Games could sometimes be an 
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u n f a i r l y heavy burden. 

R e l a t i o 8 shows d i r e c t l y the problem o f undue expenditure on 

Games, as i t i s about V a l e n t i n i a n I I ' s r e s t r i c t i o n s on expenditure 
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designed to prevent l e s s w e l l - o f f senators being overburdened by having 
to r i v a l t h e i r r i c h e r c o l l e a g u e s : 

"For when u n f a i r competition had overwhelmed s e n a t o r i a l 
d u t i e s w i t h heavy expense, you have given back the o l d 
s a n i t y to our behaviour and our l a v i s h i n g out, so t h a t 
n e i t h e r w i l l i n s i g n i f i c a n t shows have an adverse e f f e c t 
on the r e p u t a t i o n of c o l l e a g u e s unequal i n wealth, nor 
through modesty of res o u r c e s w i l l those t r y i n g beyond 
t h e i r means be swamped by an unwise outpouring of money 
...The o l d form of choosing who i s to give t h e i r 
opinions i s r e s t o r e d , so t h a t fortune of honours, not 
spending on Games, w i l l decide the c h i e f p o s i t i o n of 
each member i n d e c i s i o n s . . . T h r i f t i n holding Games and 
rank i n the Senate w i l l be preserved." 

(Symm. R e l . 8. 1-2) 

The s e c t i o n of the R e l a t i o t h a t f o l l o w s d e a l s with the 

wealth quota which determines whether a senator i s l i a b l e to hold s i n g l e 

or repeated Games, or, to put i t another way, whether he w i l l have 

to hold the Quaestorship as w e l l as the P r a e t o r s h i p . There were only 

two Q u a e s t o r i a l Munera ( G l a d i a t o r i a l Games) a y e a r , compared to s e v e r a l 

times t h a t number of P r a e t o r i a n L u d i ( C h a r i o t Races and T h e a t r i c a l 

Performances), so t h a t only candidates f o r the senate from the r i c h e s t 

and most p r e s t i g i o u s f a m i l i e s would have to undertake both o f f i c e s , 

w ith t h e i r a t t a c h e d Games. As the P r a e t o r i a n 'Ludi' were the q u a l i 

f i c a t i o n f o r the Senate f o r most s e n a t o r s , i t i s not s u r p r i s i n g t h a t 

Symmachus complains of the c o s t of h i s son's Q u a e s t o r i a l 'Munus' but 
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not of the l a t e r P r a e t o r i a n 'Ludi'. 

"For w i t h nc|one d i s s e n t i n g i t was decreed what l i m i t s h a l l 
be s e t to spending on Games held once or more o f t e n , what 
mean w i l l be a p p l i e d i n equipping them, what l i m i t t o 
spending on G l a d i a t o r i a l Games, what l i m i t on t h e a t r i c a l 
entertainments w i l l be ap p r o p r i a t e , what l i b e r t y i n expense 
those who are p r e s e n t f o r t h e i r d u t i e s w i l l m e r i t , what 
p e n a l t y the i n s u l t i n g behaviour of those who absent them
s e l v e s ought to i n c u r . " 

(Symm. R e l . 8.3) 

The l a v i s h n e s s of expenditure by the r i c h e r s e n a t o r s , which 

made l i f e d i f f i c u l t f o r the poorer senators when i t came to holding Games, 
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the e n t h u s i a s t i c side of the c o i n , t o use the image r e f e r r e d t o e a r l i e r , 
appears i n t h a t passage, but the 'contumacia absentium' also appears. 
The a u t h o r i t i e s went t o great lengths t o ensure senators held the Games 
they were expected t o , and t h a t they turned up t o them i n person. 

The problem f o r the a u t h o r i t i e s seems t o have been more one 

of g e t t i n g senators a c t u a l l y t o do the work of organising Games than of 

g e t t i n g them t o pay f o r the Games. I f a p r o v i n c i a l senator d i d not want 

t o leave home t o organise the Games f o r h i s magistracy, the Fiscus would 

pay f o r the Games i t s e l f and send him the b i l l , also exacting a f i n e 

f o r non-attendance. •̂ '̂̂  A law of Constantine which i s mentioned 

by a r e i t e r a t i o n o f V a l e n t i n i a n I i n 365 established t h i s f i n e f o r 

senators who f a i l e d t o come t o Rome t o hold t h e i r Games, except i n the 

case of minors under the age of 20. The wording of the Constantinian 

law suggests the f i n e was already i n existence, though i t does not say 

what i t I S . 

However, a law of 354, under Constantius I I , sets the f i n e 
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as bO,000 modii of wheat t o be paid t o the c i t y granaries. As the 

Constantinian law i n d i c a t e s , some account was taken of tender years. 

A minor under 20, l i v i n g away from Rome, d i d not have t o come t o Rome 

to organise h i s Games, and anybody nominated Quaestor under the age of 

16 d i d not have t o attend h i s Games i f he l i v e d i n the provinces. 

However, once a senator was o l d enough, he could not even escape h i s 

o b l i g a t i o n t o e x h i b i t Games through i m p e r i a l exemption, as a law of 

397 shows. 

The a u t h o r i t i e s not only concerned themselves w i t h the 

senators who were t o hold the Games, but also w i t h those who would be 

performing, so t h a t the senators, and the Emperor, i f he was the holder 

of the Games, would have the people t o organise, and also animals. 

There were laws against the abduction/misappropriation of horses 
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provided by Emperors, Praetors, and Consuls f o r t h e i r Games, and only 

Spanish horses could be sold a f t e r the Games (which i s probably why 

Symmachus t r i e s t o get horses from h i s f r i e n d s i n Spain, so t h a t he 

can s e l l them afterwards, and c u t h i s expenses on h i s son's Praetorian 
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GameSj see above). 'Palmati' and 'Hermogeni' horses (the l a t t e r 

perhaps Greek) had t o be looked a f t e r u n t i l d e a t h . T h e a u t h o r i t i e s 

also saw t h a t the horses were fed. Campania had t o provide beans to 

the f a c t i o n stables a t Rome.̂ *̂ ^ 

Livestock were not the only concern o f the a u t h o r i t i e s . 

A law of 380 o u t l i n e s the only circumstances i n which actresses could 

be released from t h e i r ( at t h a t time) very dishonourable profession. ̂ '̂ ^ 

Another law issued w i t h i t says t h a t anyone abducting an actress from 
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Rome i s l i a b l e t o punishment. This desperation t o hold onto the 

services of actresses i s also r e f l e c t e d i n Ammianus' j i b e t h a t when 

other ' p e r e g r i n i ' were expelled from the c i t y , during a corn c r i s i s , 

three thousand ' s a l t a t r i c e s ' (dancing g i r l s ) were allowed t o remain 

i n the c i t y . Such were the worries of the a u t h o r i t i e s t h a t the people 
1 ^ • ^ 109 would r i o t . 

A law of 381 orders t h a t p a r t i c i p a n t s i n Games who are t o 

be punished should be punished only through Circus combats (circense 

certamen) . •̂•̂'̂  Before moving on from the a u t h o r i t i e s ' e f f o r t s t o keep 

the people happy w i t h Games, i t would be as w e l l t o r e c a l l the law of 

Constans o r d e r i n g the Prefect o f the C i t y t o preserve temples from 

which the people's entertainments s t a r t . This shows the Emperor's 

concern t o keep the people's entertainment j u s t as i t had always been, 

even though he was himself a C h r i s t i a n . However, l a t e r i n the century, 

Theodosius sent a law t o the Praet o r i a n Prefect of the Orient banning 

spectacles on Sundays, which may have been extended t o Rome when 

Theodosius defeated the usurper Eugenius, i n whose r e i g n Theodosius' 

law was i s s u e d . I t i s u n l i k e l y the people would have complained. 
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They would have been almost a l l C h r i s t i a n s by the p r o s c r i p t i o n of 
paganism i n the 390s, when the ban on Sunday spectacles would have 
been brought i n , i f i t was. 

B. Other 'Curae' o f the Roman A u t h o r i t i e s 

a) Baths 

Another area i n which the a u t h o r i t i e s made p r o v i s i o n f o r 

the people o f Rome was t h a t of the Baths. There was no need f o r the 

a u t h o r i t i e s t o b u i l d new s u i t e s o f Baths, as Emperors had bestowed 

them on the c i t y from the f i r s t century t o the f o u r t h , the most recent 

examples being D i o c l e t i a n and Constantine. I t was more a matter of 

seeing t h a t t h e re was f u e l f o r the Baths than seeing t h a t they e x i s t e d . 

The o i l , which people used then i n place of soap, was provided t o the 

plebeians by means o f the o i l d i s t r i b u t i o n . The b u i l d i n g s themselves, 

a t l e a s t i n the case of the major Baths, l i k e those of Trajan, Caracella, 

and D i o c l e t i a n , were b u i l t on such a monumental scale t h a t t h e i r 

c o n s t r u c t i o n would have to be very sound f o r them t o remain standing 

i n the f i r s t place, and they probably d i d not require too much 

maintenance. The heating f o r the Baths was provided by a levy of wood 

i n Campania, which was t r a n s p o r t e d ^ b y the s i x t y r i c h e s t members of 

the g u i l d of N a v i c u l a r i i , as a law of 369 mentions, 

b) S k i l l s and Employment 

The a u t h o r i t i e s d i d not merely concern themselves w i t h the 

Guilds/Corporations t h a t d e a l t w i t h the food supply and other amenities 

a f f e c t i n g the e n t i r e c i t y , but were also concerned l e s t s k i l l s should 

be l a c k i n g , and a law of Constantine exempts the members of the f o l l o w i n g 

g u i l d s from 'munera', so t h a t they can teach t h e i r c h i l d r e n t h e i r c r a f t s : 

a r c h i t e c t s , makers of panelled c e i l i n g s , p l a s t e r e r s , carpenters, 

p h y s i c i a n s , s t o n e - c u t t e r s , s i l v e r s m i t h s , b u i l d e r s , v e t s , stone-masons, 

g i l d e r s of arms, step-makers, p a i n t e r s , s c u l p t o r s , engravers, j o i n e r s , 

s t a t u a r i e s , workers i n mosaics, coppersmiths, blacksmiths, marble masons, 



g i l d e r s , founders, dyers i n purple, l a y e r s of t e s s a l a t e d stones, 

goldsmiths, mirror-makers, carriage-makers, d i r e c t o r s of the d i s t r i b u t i o n 

of water s u p p l i e s ( h y d r a u l i c e n g i n e e r s ) , glass-workers, workers i n i v o r y , 

f u l l e r s , p o t t e r s , plumbers, and f u r r i e r s . ̂ ^ 

As can be observed, a f a i r number of those trades were 

lux u r y ones, but a few were important to the needy as w e l l as to the 

r i c h , l i k e the p h y s i c i a n s and the p o t t e r s . The bread d i s t r i b u t i o n s 

were not a dole f o r the unemployed, but f o r anyone who q u a l i f i e d f o r i t , 

and i t i s p o s s i b l e t h a t few of the plebs frumentaria were wholly i d l e . 

The bread d i s t r i b u t i o n s would support one a d u l t more than comfortably, 

but he had to eat food other than bread to get a reasonably balanced 

d i e t , and he had sometimes to pay f o r the d i s t r i b u t i o n bread, and i f 
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he had a f a m i l y he had to feed i t ; t h e r e f o r e he needed some income. 

Having a patron would have done some good and some c l i e n t s 

c o u l d s u r v i v e , unemployed, p r o v i d i n g t h a t they had a generous patron 

and the d i s i n c l i n a t i o n to seek employment. Nonetheless the range of 

c r a f t s i n C o n s t a n t i n e ' s l i s t i s a reminder t h a t a c i t y the s i z e of 

Rome needed a l o t of s e r v i c e s , i n c l u d i n g some t h a t ordinary towns d i d 

not have, and some people might have supplemented t h e i r meagre income 

from t h e i r patrons by hawking and vending on the s t r e e t s . Ammianus 

mentions the plebs g a t h e r i n g round cooked-meat k i t c h e n s i n h i s second 
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s a t i r i c a l passage on the people of Rome, and t h i s might be one of 

such s e r v i c e i n d u s t r i e s . O t h e r work might be provided by the 

a u t h o r i t i e s through p u b l i c b u i l d i n g work. The b u i l d e r s mentioned i n 

the C o n s t a n t i n i a n law might have taken on c a s u a l labour, i f a P r e f e c t 

of the C i t y was p a r t i c u l a r l y i n t o p u b l i c b u i l d i n g as Lampadius (365-6) 

was, even i f h i s unorthodox methods of g e t t i n g b u i l d i n g m a t e r i a l s 

* He a l s o had to pay the r e n t . 
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e v e n t u a l l y enraged the people.'^^^ Although i n the l a s t q u a r t e r of 

the f o u r t h century the P r a e f e c t u s U r b i was not allowed to undertake 

new b u i l d i n g i n Rome without I m p e r i a l approval (nor were other ' i u d i c e s ' ) , 

and p r i v a t e b u i l d e r s had to use t h e i r own m a t e r i a l s without using 

m a t e r i a l s from o l d b u i l d i n g s and t o m b s , p u b l i c b u i l d i n g work 

(by the Emperor himse l f ) might provide some e x t r a employment. 

Two l e t t e r s of Symmachus to V a l e n t i n i a n I I and another p r i v a t e 
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l e t t e r of h i s concern the b u i l d i n g of a bridge and the B a s i l i c a of 

S t . Paul's-without-the-Walls a t I m p e r i a l expense. The b u i l d i n g of a 

b ridge i s not an everyday occurrence anywhere (although V a l e n t i n i a n I 
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r e s t o r e d one, which he l e t Symmachus' f a t h e r dedicate) u n l i k e , f o r 

i n s t a n c e , the r e b u i l d i n g of a c o l l a p s e d ' i n s u l a ' or the ordinary 

b u i l d i n g of a house, so t h a t I n p e r i a l b u i l d i n g p r o j e c t s , i n t h a t they 

caused a f l u c t u a t i o n i n the demand f o r the s e r v i c e s of b u i l d i n g , which 

any s l a v e s the b u i l d e r kept could not have met, must have occasioned 

the use of c a s u a l labour. 

Another o c c a s i o n on which c a s u a l labour might have been 

employed may have been the a r r i v a l of Constantius I I ' s o b e l i s k and i t s 

e r e c t i o n i n the C i r c u s Maximus. According to Ammianus, who d e s c r i b e s 

the p r o c e s s by which the o b e l i s k was l i f t e d i n t o p o s i t i o n : 
" A f t e r t h i s a l l t h a t remained to do was to r a i s e i t i n t o 
p l a c e , a t h i n g which was thought s c a r c e l y , no not even 
s c a r c e l y , p o s s i b l e . But i t was achieved, i n t h i s manner: 
long beams were gathered, r a i s e d and arranged p e r p e n d i c u l a r l y 
(so t h a t you could see a grove of d e r r i c k s as i t were) and long 
t h i c k ropes were t i e d to them, looking l i k e manifold 

t h r e a d s , h i d i n g the sky w i t h t h e i r e x c e s s i v e d e n s i t y . To 
these were attached the column i t s e l f engraved with w r i t t e n 
c h a r a c t e r s , and s l o w l y i t was drawn upright through the 
empty a i r , and i t hung th e r e f o r a long time with many 
thousands of men t u r n i n g wheels l i k e m i l l s t o n e s , and e v e n t u a l l y 
s e t t l e d i n p l a c e i n the middle of the C i r c u s . " 
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(A.M. X V I I . 4.15) 

Who a r e those 'hominum m i l i b u s m u l t i s ' ? O b e l i s k - e r e c t i n g i s not 

a day-to-day occurrence, so there would not have been a g u i l d of 
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o b e l i s k - e r e c t o r s , and i t i s u n l i k e l y t h a t a t a time when s l a v e r y was 

i n d e c l i n e , and the strong b a r b a r i a n s who would be s u i t a b l e f o r t h i s 

s o r t of work were being r e c r u i t e d i n t o the I m p e r i a l Army, not turned 

i n t o s l a v e s , t h a t there would be thousands of s l a v e s to spare. 

Therefore the many thousands r o t a t i n g the 'tamquam molendinarias' 

were p l e b e i a n s , probably \ander the s u p e r v i s i o n of people experienced 

i n l i f t i n g loads w i t h rope and p u l l e y , l i k e the dockers o f O s t i a . 

The p l e b e i a n s could probably a l s o get work p i c k i n g crops i n 

the a r e a round Rome a t h a r v e s t , as i t would not be economic to have 

s l a v e s who could only be used a t h a r v e s t time. As the a r r i v a l of the 

corn f l e e t a t O s t i a / P o r t u s i n the s p r i n g would have meant a sudden need 

f o r people to unload the s h i p s , the G u i l d of Sgcc^f/'may have taken on 

e x t r a men to cope with the seasonal g l u t of work. Those could, however, 

have been r e c r u i t e d from the unemployed o f O s t i a . As the end of the 

s a i l i n g season would not have a f f e c t e d the t r a f f i c of corn barges up 

the T i b e r - t h a t t r a f f i c would have been even throughout the year, 

except i n a corn c r i s i s - the SacC<^ cji of the c i t y would not have f e l t 

the same g l u t , and employment i n t h a t area would have been more even. 

P u b l i c b u i l d i n g and the v a r i o u s seasonal forms of employment 

were normal, and do not i n d i c a t e a s p e c i a l concern on the pa r t of the 
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Emperors and the a u t h o r i t i e s i n Rome to see t h a t the people were employed*, 

and t h e r e i s no account of the people r i o t i n g over unemployment i n 

the f o u r t h century. Nor d i d the a u t h o r i t i e s f e a r the d e v i l f i n d i n g 

work f o r i d l e hands. The p a t t e r n of d a i l y l i f e i n a n c i e n t Rome meant 

t h a t even the people who were working had pl e n t y of l e i s u r e . Although 

some worked i n the afternoon (probably people working i n shaded p l a c e s 

l i k e workshops), the shops c l o s e d a t midday f o r the Mediterranean s i e s t a , 

re-opening i n the l a t e afternoon, and many people probably a l s o took the 

aft e r n o o n o f f . T h i s d i d not mean t h a t they had a s h o r t e r working day 

than now, s i n c e they rose a t dawn to make the most of the d a y l i g h t , and 

* See however Vespasian i n the f i r s t century 
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i n summer t h a t could mean seven and a h a l f hours work done before the 

S i e s t a . 

c) Weights and Measures 

There remain three a r e a s where the a u t h o r i t i e s t r i e d to 

prevent s i t u a t i o n s t h a t might cause the people to complain or r i o t . 

One was the c o n t r o l of weights and measures, the second measures 

concerning f i r e , f l o o d , and c o l l a p s e of b u i l d i n g s , and the t h i r d 

h e a l t h c a r e and, perhaps, education. According to A. Chastagnol 

t h e r e a r e few weights and measures with the stamp of the P r e f e c t of 

the C i t y s u r v i v i n g from the f o u r t h century, and t h e r e i s more evidence 

of the P r e f e c t ' s involvement with t h i s f i e l d i n the f i f t h and s i x t h 

c e n t u r i e s . However, he b a l a n c e s t h i s by mention of Ammianus XXVII.9,10, 

i n which P r a e t e x t a t u s s e t s up Ponderaria throughout the c i t y with the 

standard weights and measures, so t h a t fraud could be detected more 

e a s i l y . Although i t was u n l i k e l y t h a t a r i o t would ensue from someone 

being given s h o r t measure, such a t h i n g might cause a minor disturbance 

which could i g n i t e i n t o a r i o t over some other grievance i n a time of 

t e n s i o n ; though any government i s going to concern i t s e l f with weights 

and measures, l e s t i t get cheated i t s e l f , 

d) N a t u r a l D i s a s t e r s e t c . 

The measures designed to prevent f i r e s and the c o l l a p s e of 

b u i l d i n g s were mentioned i n s e c t i o n I I . e . of the t h i r d chapter, but the 

concern of the a u t h o r i t i e s i n the f o u r t h century about f i r e i s shown 

by the demolition of the b a l c o n i e s and l e a n - t o s t h a t i n f r i n g e d 
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the minimum d i s t a n c e allowed between b u i l d i n g s by P r a e t e x t a t u s , 

and t h e i r need to be concerned about c o l l a p s e of b u i l d i n g s i s shown by 
123 

the r i o t t h a t followed the c o l l a p s e of a b u i l d i n g i n the 390s. 
Flood and earthquake were unpreventable, but i n the case of the former 

th e r e i s only one mentioned i n the fourth century. 

There was a 'curator' of the T i b e r (banks and channel) and 



the sewers who had the rank of 'Comes' (Count) by the time of the N o t i t i a 

Dignitatum, and who was then f o u r t h i n rank among the magistrates 'sub 
124 

d i s p o s i t i o n e P r a e f e c t i U r b i ' . As f o r earthquakes, t h e r e i s no 

l i t e r a r y evidence f o r any happening a t Rome i t s e l f i n the fourth century, 

although the Theatre of Pompey needed r e p a i r from earthquake damage 

some time during the j o i n t r e i g n of Honorius and Arcadius (died 4 0 8 ) , 

which would of course provide some employment o p p o r t u n i t i e s f o r 

people i n Rome. 
e) Education and He a l t h Care 

F i n a l l y there was the p r o v i s i o n , a t I m p e r i a l expense, of 

Doctors and P r o f e s s o r s . The l a t t e r , p r o f e s s o r s of l i t e r a t u r e , 

probably d i d not have anything to do with the plebs frumentaria*, and 

were merely there to ensure t h a t the upper c l a s s e s were educated i n t o 

supporting the system, as had o r i g i n a l l y been the idea behind s e t t i n g 

them up. The only evidence t h a t might be balanced a g a i n s t t h i s i s 

from S a t i r e I I I of J u v e n a l , who was w r i t i n g i n the second century, 

and concerns Codrus, who l o s t the nothing he had i n a f i r e . That 

nothing i n c l u d e d some books, what i s more Greek books, but he might 

have been a freedman who had been educated before or during h i s s l a v e r y ; 

i n any c a s e , as i t i s p a r t of a s a t i r e , i t cannot be taken too 
, 126 s e r i o u s l y . 

I n the case of the doctors ( c a l l e d : A r c h i a t r i ) , the s i t u a t i o n 

was d i f f e r e n t . The A r c h i a t r i obtained exemption from 'Munera P u b l i c a ' , 

as d i d t h e i r wives and c h i l d r e n , and they and t h e i r c h i l d r e n were a l s o 

exempt from m i l i t a r y s e r v i c e , and b i l l e t i n g ('hospites r e c i p e r e ' ) . 

127 

( P r o f e s s o r s a l s o had the same p r i v i l e g e s . ) Those p r i v i l e g e s were 

granted, or confirmed, by Constantine i n 3 3 3 . I n 368 V a l e n t i n i a n I 

i s s u e d a law t h a t the A r c h i a t r i g :job was to look a f t e r the poor, because 
128 

they were s a l a r i e d , u n l i k e other doctors. The law a l s o s t a t e d 
i n what s i t u a t i o n s A r c h i a t r i c o u l d r e c e i v e donations from t h e i r p a t i e n t s : 
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from those they had cured, not from the s i c k and dying who might promise 

money to be cured. 

Although t h i s h e a l t h c a r e might seem f a i r l y r e v o l u t i o n a r y , 

i t was on a very l i m i t e d s c a l e , one A r c h i a t r u s per region ( i n a d d i t i o n 

to t h r e e A r c h i a t r i on s p e c i a l duty a t the House of the V e s t a l s , the 

Xystus - a p l a c e f o r a t h l e t e s - and a t O s t i a , r e s p e c t i v e l y ) , not r e a l l y 

a n a t i o n a l h e a l t h s e r v i c e , u n l e s s a N a t i o n a l Health system had London 

c a t e r e d f o r by only 84 doctors f o r i t s 6 , 0 0 0 , 0 0 0 + population. Not t h a t 

i t mattered a g r e a t d e a l . Doctors, then, probably k i l l e d almost as many 

as they cured, even i f the A r c h i a t r i were among the twenty best i n the 

western Empire, and might be s l i g h t l y l e s s dangerous to t h e i r p a t i e n t s 

than t h e i r l e s s e r b r e t h r e n . 

The people are not recorded to have r i o t e d over h e a l t h care 

i n the f o u r t h century, and i t was more a matter of the kindness of the 

Emperor's h e a r t , or a t l e a s t h i s wish t o appear kind-hearted, and to 

have the honour of Rome, and of the most d i s t i n g u i s h e d doctors of the 

age, i n mind, t h a t the A r c h i a t r i were a s s i g n e d to look a f t e r the people 

of Rome and draw a p u b l i c s a l a r y . 
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Conclusion 

The people of Rome, by t h e i r a c t i o n s and t h e i r very e x i s t e n c e , 

had a profound impact on the a d m i n i s t r a t i o n of t h e i r c i t y i n the fourth 

c e n t u r y , and they may not n e c e s s a r i l y have known they were making such 

an impact. 

Although the people could not shake the s t a t e , backed as i t 

was by the overwhelming f o r c e of the Army, the Emperor and the P r e f e c t s 

he appointed to govern the c i t y took n o t i c e of the needs of the populace 

and the gr i e v a n c e s they expressed whether l e g i t i m a t e l y i n the C i r c u s 

or i l l e g a l l y by r i o t , and t r e a t e d the l a t t e r with a minimum of forc e i n 

t h e i r suppression. The motivation of the a u t h o r i t i e s had two s i d e s . On 

the one hand they f e a r e d r i o t s which r e f l e c t e d badly on t h e i r a d m i n i s t r a t i o n , 

and a l s o f e a r e d l o s s of face through u s i n g v i o l e n c e a g a i n s t the people of 

what the Emperor V a l e n t i n i a n c a l l e d the 'communis omnium p a t r i a ' . On the 

other hand Emperors gained p r e s t i g e from a harmonious v i s i t to Rome, and 

o f f i c i a l s gained i t from having a t r o u b l e - f r e e p e r i o d of o f f i c e with 

acclamations of p r a i s e from the people a t the Games. Thi s contributed to 

the c a r e f o r the corn supply and the peace of the c i t y , w h i l e the general 

d e s i r e of upper c l a s s Romans f o r p r e s t i g e c o n t r i b u t e d to the magnificence 

of the Games which the p l e b e i a n s enjoyed. 

F i n a l l y , to put t h i s c o n c l u s i o n i n t o p e r s p e c t i v e . Emperors 

i n the f o u r t h c e n t u r y , as we have seen, showed great r e s p e c t to the people 

of Rome as to no other c i t i z e n s of the Empire. S t . Ambrose complained t h a t 

whereas the people of Rome were not punished f o r burning the houses of 

P r e f e c t s o f the C i t y , some C h r i s t i a n s who had burnt a synagogue i n the E a s t 

were being punished. Another example of an Emperor using d i f f e r e n t standards 

i s t h a t of C o n s t a n t i u s I I t h r e a t e n i n g the people of Alexandria^ to get the 

surre n d e r of Atha n a s i u s , but having L i b e r i u s smuggled out of Rome by ni g h t 

to a v o i d a r i o t . 
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Being away from Rome meant t h a t Emperors d i d not have to 

r e l e a s e the P r a e t o r i a n s a g a i n s t the people, as the r i o t s d i d not threaten 

the r u l e r ' s tenure of the i m p e r i a l throne, and so they were more i n c l i n e d to 

l i s t e n to the populace and see to i t s needs f o r a l t r u i s t i c and p a t r i o t i c 

reasons than t h e i r p r e d e c e s s o r s i n e a r l i e r c e n t u r i e s . T h i s i n c r e a s e d 

the impact of the populace i n the running of fourth century Rome to a 

l e v e l even g r e a t e r than i t might have been otherwise. 



Notes 

Chapter 1 

1. E t quoniam m i r a r i posse quosdam peregrines exi s t i r a o , haec 
l e c t u r e s f o r s i t a n ( s i c o n t e g e r i t ) , quara ob rem cum o r a t i o 
ad ea monstranda d e f l e x e r i t quae Romae geruntur, n i h i l 
p r a e t e r s e d i t i o n e s n a r r a t u r e t tabernas e t v i l i t a t e s harura 
s i m i l i s a l i a s , summatim causas perstringam, nusquam a 
v e r i t a t e sponte p r o p r i a d i g r e s s u r u s . 

2. Idee urbs v e n e r a b i l i s , post superbas efferatarum gentium 
c e r v i c e s oppressas, l a t a s q u e le g e s , fundamenta l i b e r t a t i s 
e t r e t i n a c u l a sempiterna, v e l u t f r u g i parens e t prudens e t 
d i v e s , C a e s a r i b u s tamquam l i b e r i s s u i s regenda p a t r i m o n i i 
p e r m i s i t . E t o l i m l i c e t o t i o s a e sunt t r i b u s , pacataeque 
c e n t u r i a e , e t n u l l a s u f f r a g i o r i u m certamina, sed Pompiliani 
r e d i e r i t s e c u r i t a s temporis, per omnes tamen quot orae sunt 
partesque terrarum, ut domina s u s c i p i t u r e t re g i n a , e t ubique 
patrum reverenda cum a u c t o r i t a t e c a n i t i e s , populique Romani 
nomen circumspectum e t verecundum. 

3. L i b a n i u s Ep. 983 

4. A.M. X X V I I I , 4, 14 

5. A.M. X X V I I I , 1 

6. A.M. XVI, 10, 13-14 

7. A.M. XXVII, 3",' 14 

8. J . Matthews: The l e t t e r s of Symmachus' i n L a t i n L i t e r a t u r e of the 

Fourth Century (1974) J . W. Binns (Ed.) 

9. Symm. Ep. VI, 37 

I n h i s Monumenta Germaniae H i s t o r i c a e d i t i o n of Symmachus' works 

An example of concern about p o t e n t i a l famines i s Symm. Ep. IV, 74, 

although Seeck's d a t i n g of 383 may be a year out; of. J . R. Palanque, 

Famines a Rome a l a f i n du IVe s i e c l e (Revue des Etudes Anciennes 1931) 

10 

11 



165 

Chapter 1 no t e s 

12. Symm. R e l . 9 

13. Syram. R e l . 23 

14. Symm. R e l . 10 

15. Symm. R e l . 9 

16. Symm. R e l . 33 

17. Jerome Ep. 23 

18. Zosimus I I . 29 

19. c f . F. Paschoud, Cinq Etudes sur Zosime (1975) e s p e c i a l l y t he essay 

e n t i t l e d Zosime 2, 29 e t l a v e r s i o n paienne du c o n v e r s i o n de C o n s t a n t i n 

20. P a n e g y r i c i L a t i n i IV 

2 1 . P a n e g y r i c i L a t i n i XIV 

22. P a n e g y r i c o f Theodosius by Pacatus P a n e g y r i c i L a t i n i I I ( X I I ) 

23. cum se m e l i o r i b u s addens ex e m p l i s civem g e r e r e t t e r r o r e remote, 

a l t e r n o s cum p l e b e i o c o s d i l e c t a q u e passus i u r g i a , p a t r i c i a s 

domos p r i v a t a q u e passim v i s e r e d e p o s i t o d i g n a t u s l i m i n a f a s t u . 

24. A.M. XVI, 10, 14 

25. Jerome Ep. XXII P a u l i n u s o f Nola X I I I , 1 1 , 6 

26. Jerome Ep. X X I I I , L P r u d e n t i u s C o n t r a Symmachum I , 577f 

P a u l i n u s o f Nola Ep. V I I I . 3. 19f. 

27. Jerome Ep. XXII & C X X I I I 

28. C o n t r a Symmachum I , 577f ( r e paganism), I , 379f ( r d g l a d i a t o r s ) , 

I I , 583f ( r e C h r i s t b o r n i n t o a u n i t e d w o r l d ) , I , 587f (r§ Rome 

as a b a s i s o f C h r i s t ' s kingdom on e a r t h ) 

29. P a u l i n u s o f Nola Ep. XXIX, 13, 2 0 f . 

30. C l a u d i a n ( C o n s . S t i l . I l l 223f r e C l a u d i a n see A l a n Cameron: C l a u d i a n 

(1970) and h i s a r t i c l e on C l a u d i a n i n L a t i n L i t e r a t u r e i n t h e F o u r t h 

C e n t u r y ( J . Binns (ed.) 1974) 1 3 4 f f . 

31. C l a u d i a n Cons.Hon. VI 

32. C o n s . S t i l . I I 386 f f 



Chapter 1 notes 

33. The C o l l e c t i o A v e l i a n a i n Corpus Scriptorum E c c l e s i a s t i c o r u m 
Latinorum 

34. L a c t a n t i u s De Mortibus Persecutorum 26 

35. Eusebius H.E. 8, 14, 3 

36. Eusebius H.E. 8, 14, 1 

37. Ambrose E p i s t l e s 40, 13 about mobs burning down P r e f e c t s ' houses. 

A.M. XXVII, 3 about the burning of a P r e f e c t ' s house (the o r a t o r / 

P r e f e c t Symmachus' f a t h e r , Avianus Symmachus) 

38. see Chapter 3, p a r t I I , s e c t i o n e and Eusebius H.E.8. 14 

39. For attempts to f i n d the r e a l Maxentius beneath the C o n s t a n t i n i a n 

Propaganda, see: 

T. D. Barnes, Cbnstantine and Eusebius (1981), chapter 2 
i 

D. de Decker, La P o l i t i q u e R e l i g i e u s e de Maxence ( i n Byzantion 1968) 

pp. 472-562) 
Warmington on P a n e g y r i c i L a t i n i IX (T.A.Ph.A. CIV 1974 pp. 371-384) 

40. Anthony B i r l e y and Alan S o r r e l l , I m p e r i a l Rome (1970) p.5 

41. L. Homo, Rome I m p e r i a l e t I'Urbanisme dans L ' a n t i q u i t e (1942) p.64 

about the expansion of the c i t y . 

42. A. B i r l e y , o p . c i t . p.5 

43. Zosimus H i s t o r i a Nova I I , 43, 53 A u r e l i u s V i c t o r , L i b e r de Caesaribus, 

42, 6. A.M. X X V I I I , 1, 1 

44. L a c t a n t i u s De Mortibus Persecutorum 27 

45. C.Th. XVI, 10,3 f o r b i d s demolition of Temples from which p u b l i c 

entertainments commence - i s s u e d by Constans i n 342* 

46. The F o u r t h Century Regionaries - l i s t s of what each of the Fourteen 

Regions of the c i t y contained a t the time they were w r i t t e n . For 

t e x t see L. U r l i c h s Codex Urbis Romae Topographicus (1871) 1-27 

47. J . Carcopino i n D a i l y L i f e i n Ancient Rome (1941) ( r e f e r r e d to i n 

the t e x t and l a t e r notes as Carcopino - page numbers i n these notes 

are from the Penguin e d i t i o n ) pp. 28-9, r i d i c u l e s t h i s f i g u r e 

*Dates i n t e x t and notes are A.D. un l e s s otherwise s p e c i f i e d 

166 



Chapter 1 notes 

a r r i v e d a t by M. Edouard Cuq, M.A.I. XI ( 1 9 1 5 ) , pp. 2 7 9 - 3 3 5 , and 

Ferdinand L o t , La F i n du Monde Antique ( 1 9 3 1 ) p.8 0 , 8 5 , p a r t l y 

because i t i s based on the assumption t h a t 'domus' means r e a l 

e s t a t e and ' I n s u l a ' means not an a r c h i t e c t u r a l but a dwelling 

u n i t ( i . e . t h a t only 4 6 , 0 0 0 d w e l l i n g u n i t s / ' c e n a c u l a ' e x i s t e d i n 

f o u r t h century Rome and these crammed i n t o 1800 s i t e s ) , and p a r t l y 

because the f i g u r e i s lower than the number of a d u l t male c i t i z e n s 

who enjoyed the g e n e r o s i t y of Augustus. I agree with Carcopino. 

4 8 . Carcopino's more o p t i m i s t i c f i g u r e ( h i s l e s s enormous fi g u r e i s 

1 , 2 0 0 , 0 0 0 ) i s based, l i k e the Cuq/Lot f i g u r e s on the 4 6 , 0 0 0 p l u s 

' i n s u l a e ' and 1797 'domus' i n the R e g i o n a r i e s , but taking 'domus' 

(a one s t o r e y house) and ' I n s u l a ' (apartment block with s t r e e t s 

on a l l s i d e s ) a t t h e i r f a c e v a l u e s . The assumption i s made t h a t 

each d w e l l i n g u n i t had a t l e a s t f i v e i n h a b i t a n t s , so t h a t with 

f i v e or so f l a t s per I n s u l a there w i l l be a t l e a s t 25 people i n an 

apartment block, and t h a t the i n h a b i t a n t s of a l l 'domus', f r e e 

and s l a v e a l i k e , numbered about 5 0 , 0 0 0 . Anthony King, Archaeology 

of the Roman Empire ( 1 9 8 2 ) p.33 says t h a t 1 , 2 5 0 , 0 0 0 to 1 , 5 0 0 , 0 0 0 i s 

the c u r r e n t estimate f o r the population a t the c i t y ' s height. 

4 9 . A. Chastagnol La Prefectxire Urbaine a Rome sous l e bas Empire (1960) 

p.1 8 2 . T h i s i s a l s o based on the R e g i o n a r i e s ' f i g u r e s ( l o g i c a l l y 

enough, compared to Carcopino who has to guess the second century 

population from these f o u r t h century f i g u r e s - nonetheless Carcopino 

i s probably c o r r e c t i n assuming t h a t the population i s u n l i k e l y to 

have grown s i n c e the Antonine p e r i o d , so t h a t he can use fourth 

century evidence to e s t a b l i s h a minimum.) 

5 0 . Chastagnol supports t h i s assumption with L. Homo, Rome Im p e r i a l e . . . 

pp. 6 4 0 - 9 ; i t looks, however, as though Homo deri v e d h i s f i g u r e s from 

Cuq and Lot - see note 47 above. 

5 1 . P.U.R.B.E. p.3 1 4 , D. van Berchem, Les D i s t r i b u t i o n s de ble" e t d'argent 

a l a p l e b e Romaine sous 1'Empire (1939) pp. 36-45 



Chapter 1 notes 168 

52. Carcopino p.27. Suetonius J u l i u s Caesar, 41 and Augustus, 101 

53. see G. Rickman, The Corn Supply of Ancient Rome (1981) chapter 7 

- he d i s t i n g u i s h e s between the corn f o r the d i s t r i b u t i o n s and t h a t 

f o r supporting the c i t y as a whole - hence Egypt and A f r i c a might 

supply enough to feed a m i l l i o n Romans, but much of i t went to the 

f r e e market. 

54. P.U.R.B.E. p. 292 

55. Carthage - C h a r l e s P i c a r d , La Carthage de S a i n t Augustir (1965) 

reckons Carthage had a population a t h i r d the s i z e of Rome, 

whatever s i z e Rome's may have been - he p r e f e r s the m i l l i o n 

e s t i m a t e s f o r Rome to Chastagnol's 

Antioch - L i e b e s c h u e t z , Antioch - C i t y and I m p e r i a l Administration 

i n the L a t e r Roman Empire (1972) says Antioch ranked fourth i n 

s i z e among the c i t i e s of the Empire (according to Ausonius, 

Ord.Urb.Nobilium, I I , 22 (388-9)) and t h a t i n Augustus' day i t 

was a l i t t l e s m a l l e r than Alexandria (Strabo, XVI, 2,5). 

Li e b e s c h u e t z ' s estimate f o r ::he c i t y ' s population (based on the 

area of Antioch t h a t could be b u i l t on - not a l l 1700-2100 

h e c t a r e s of the c i t y were s u i t a b l e f o r b u i l d i n g ) i s 390,000, 

but he warns there may not have been many high r i s e tenements; 

so the population may have been nearer 200,000. The l i t e r a r y 
II 

evidence, mainly L i b a n i u s and S t . John Chrysostom (Hom. i n Matt. 

66.3) suggests a population of between 150,000 and 300,000, 

ac c o r d i n g to L i e b e s c h u e t z ' s c a l c u l a t i o n s . 

C o n s t a n t i n o p l e - A.H.M. Jones, L a t e r Roman Empire (1964) p.698, 

c a l c u l a t e s t h a t i n the s i x t h century Egypt sent corn enough to 

Constantinople to feed 600,000. But t h a t was long a f t e r our 

pe r i o d , and i t was i n the f i f t h century t h a t the r i s i n g population 

of Constantinople passed Rome's d e c l i n i n g population. I n the 

fo u r t h century, the e a s t e r n c a p i t a l took u n t i l about 384 to expand 

to f i l l up i t s C o n s t a n t i n i a n w a l l s (Dagron, Naissance d'une 
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C a p i t a l e ( 1 9 7 4 ) ) , so i t was probably o f a s i z e then with 
A l e x a n d r i a , Antioch and Carthage. 

A l e x a n d r i a - A.H.M. Jones, L.R.E. p.1040 suggests Alexandria 
i n the s i x t h centuiry had a population h a l f t h a t of 
Consta n t i n o p l e , based on i t s own corn supply. Jones' 
e s t i m a t e f o r Rome i n the e a r l y f o u r t h century i s 5 0 0 , 0 0 0 -
7 5 0 , 0 0 0 ; which seems a reasonable compromise between Chastagnol 
and e s t i m a t e s i n excess of a m i l l i o n (L.R.E. p.1040) , 

5 6 . Proinde Roman i n g r e s s u s i m p e r i i virtutumque omnium larem, cum 
v e n i s s e t ad r o s t r a , perspectissimum p r i s c a e potentiae forum, 
o b s t i p u i t , perque omne l a t u s quo se o c u l i c o n t u l i s s e n t , 
miraculorum d e n s i t a t e p r a e s t r i c t u s , . . . . 

Deinde i n t r a septem montium culmina, per a c c l i v i t a t e s planitiemque 

p o s i t a u r b i s membra c o l l u s t r a n s e t suburbana, quicquid v i d e r a t 

primum, i d eminere i n t e r a l i a cuncta sperabat: l o v i s T a r p e i delubra, 

quantum t e r r e n i s d i v i n a p r a e c e l l u n t ; l a v a c r a i n modum provinciarum 

e x s t r u c t a ; a m p h i t h e a t r i molem solidatam l a p i d i s T i b u r t i n i compage, 

ad c u i u s summitatem aegre v i s i o humana conscendit; Pantheum v e l u t 

regionem teretem s p e c i o s a c e l s i t u d i n e fornicatam; elatosque v e r t i c e s 

que s c a n s i l i suggestu consurgunt, priorum principum imitamenta 

p o r t a n t e s , e t Ur b i s templum forumque p a c i s , e t Pompei theatrum e t 

Odeum e t Stadium, a l i a q u e i n t e r haec decora u r b i s aeternae. Verum 

cum ad T r a i a n i forum v e n i s s e t , singularem sub omni c a e l o structuram, 

opinamur, etiam numinum assensione mirabilem, haerebat a t t o n i t u s . . . 

5 7 . A.M. XVI. 10. 1 5 - 1 7 ends with a complaint of Constantius t h a t Fame, 

which exaggerates e v e r y t h i n g , becomes shabby when d e s c r i b i n g what 

t h e r e i s a t Rome. 

5 8 . I t i s suggested by Rouge, Sources Chr€tiennes: E x p o s i t i o Totius Mundi 

(Ed. Roug^) t h a t t h i s was w r i t t e n by a merchant i n Jerusalem i n 3 5 9 - 6 0 : 

c i v i t a t e m maximam e t eminentissimam e t regalem, quae de nomine 
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v i r t u t e m o s t e n t a t e t vocatur Roma;...Est itaque quam maxima e t 
a e d i f i c i i s d i v i n i s o r n a t a : quisque enim (ex) a n t e f a c t i s imperatorum, 
aut nunc q u i sunt, i n eam condere a l i q u i d voluerunt, e t s i n g u l i 
eorum opus qualecumque i n nomine suo f a c i u n t . S i enim v o l u e r i s 
Antonium (memorare), opera i n v e n i e s innumeratos; s i c u t e t quae 
d i c i t u r forum T r a i a n i , quae habet b a s i l i c a m praecipuam e t nominatam. 
Habet autem e t c i r c e n s e s bene p o s i t o s e t aeramento multo ornatos. 

5 9 . See A l f r e d F r a z e r , The Iconography of the Emperor Maxentius' B u i l d i n g s ' 

(Art B u l l e t i n (New York) 1966 v o l . 4 8 , pp. 3 8 5 - 9 2 ) 

6 0 . Symmachus R e l a t i o n e s 25 and 26 

6 1 . ' i b i d . 

6 2 . v i x fama nota e s t , a b d i t i s quam plena S a n c t i s Roma s i t , quam dive s 

urbanum solum s a c r i s s e p u l c h r i s f l o r e a t . 

6 3 . Innumeros c i n e r e s sanctorum Romula i n urbe vidimus, O C h r i s t i 

V a l e r i a n e s a c e r 

6 4 . e t t o t templa deum Romae quot i n orbe sepulchra herooum numerare 

l i c e t . 

6 5 . A. B i r l e y , o p . c i t . 

6 6 . e t saepe, cum equ e s t r e s ederet ludos, d i c a c i t a t e p l e b i s oblectabatur, 

nec superbae nec a l i b e r t a t e c o a l i t a d e s c i s c e n t i s , r e v e r e n t e r modum 

ip s e quoque debitum s e r v a n s . Non enim (ut per c i v i t a t e s a l i a s ) ad 

a r b i t r i u m suum certamina f i n i r i p a t i e b a t u r , sed (ut mos e s t ) v a r i i s 

c a s i b u s p e r m i t t e b a t . 

6 7 . L a c t a n t i u s De Mortibus Persecutorum 27 

6 8 . q u i a i n c u r i a ' f u e r i s , q u i s i n r o s t r i s . . . u t te omnibus principem, 

s i n g u l i s senatorem; ut crebro c i v i l i q u e progressu ncSn p u b l i c a 

tantum opera l u s t r a v e r i s , sed p r i v a t a s quoque aedes d i v i n i s v e s t i g i i s 

c o n s e c r a r i s , remota c u s t o d i a m i l i t a r i t u t i o r p u b l i c i amoris e x c u b i l i s . 

6 9 . cum n i h i l p o s s i t e s s e iocundius v e l abundantia v e l quiete ac summa 

f e l i c i t a s s i t ^ quotiens duo i s t a iunguntur, p r o c u l dubio s u b l i m i t a s 

tua p e r s p i c i t , quam gratae nobis l i t t e r a e tuae f u e r i n t , cum e t eos 
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esse compresses, qui sanctissimara legem tumultu e t s e d i t i o n e 

miscuerant, e t annonam communis omnium p a t r i a e paulatim i n statum 

p r i s t i n u m r e d i r e c o e p i s s e t e s t a t a e sunt. 

70. The trouble-makers were U r s i n i a n s - see chapter 3. I I . b for 

r e l i g i o n as a cause of r i o t s . 

71. Roman I m p e r i a l Coinage IX (1923—^'i-'ji^ Mint Lugdunum, Coin 46; 

Mint Roma Coins 54a and 65b; Mint Mediolanum, Coin 19a. Claudian 

Gildo 3 9 f f . 

72. See F. Paschoud, Roma Aeterna (1967) passim 

73. ...ecce mihi s u b i t o mors Pammachii atque Marcellae, romanae u r b i s 

o b s i d i o , multorumque fratrum e t sororum dormitio n u n t i a t a e s t . 

Atque i t a consternatus obstupui, ut n i h i l a l i u d diebus ac nobtibus 

n i s i de s a l u t e omnium cogitarem meque i n c a p t i v i t a t e sanctorum 

putarem e s s e captivum, nec possem p r i u s ora r e s e r a r e n i s i a l i q u i d 

c e r t i u s discerem dum i n t e r spera e t desperationem s o l l i c i t u s pendeo 

aliorumque m a l i s me c r u c i o . Postquam vero clarissimum terrarum 

omnium lumen exstinctum e s t , immo romani i m p e r i i truncatum caput 

e t , v e r i u s dicam, i n una urbe totus o r b i s i n t e r i i t . . . 

74. Symmachus Rel.8 

75. A.M. X X V I I , 3, 8 

76. A.M. XIV, 6,, 2 
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Chapter 2 

1. Strabo V .3 .7 

2 . See Chapter 1 

3. See Carcopino p.31 about the n o n - a v a i l a b i l i t y o f parts o f Rome's 

8 square miles area 

4. Carcopino p.35 - 'cenaculum' may be too grand a name f o r the poor 

man's room(s), more commonly given the names 'meritorium' or 

'deversorium' than 'cenaculum' ( c f . B. W. F r i e r , Landlords and 

Tenants i n Ancient Rome (1980) p . x i i i and p.27) - but I s h a l l continue 

t o use i t f o r consistency. 

5. I n the f o u r t h century Regionaries there are only 1,797 'Domus' t o 

46,602 'Insulae' (Domus here probably means the free-standing 

residences as opposed t o ground f l o o r s o f Insulae) 

6. Carcopino p.44-6 

7. Carcopino p.44 

8. J. G. Landels, Engineering i n the Ancient World 
9. J. G. Landels, Engineering i n the Ancient World 
10. J. G. Landels, Engineering i n the Ancient World 
1 1 . Carcopino pp. 46-7 

12. Juvenal, S a t i r e s I I I . 277 

13. Carcopino pp. 49-52 - There were laws t o cover i n j u r y t o passers-by 

h i t by slops thrown from above:- Ulpian Digest IX.3 .5 .1 -2 and 7 

14. Carcopino,p.52 - For t o p i c o f r e n t i n Rome see B. W. F r i e r , 

Landlords and Tenants i n Ancient Rome (1980) 

15. Carcopino p.35 

16. Carcopino pp. 185-6, M a r t i a l IV. 8. 3-4 ( F i r s t century o f course, 

but change i s u n l i k e l y ) 

17. C.Th. XIV. 18 (A.D. 382) 

18. "Cum manum p o r r e x e r i n t , bucinant; cum ad agapen vocaverint praeco 

conducitur. V i d i nuper-nomina taceo, ne saturam putes-nobilissimam 
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mulierum Romanarum i n b a s i l i c a b e a t i P e t r i s e m i v i r i s antecedentibus 
p r o p r i a manu, quo r e l i g i o s i o r p u t a r e t u r , singulos nximmos d i s p e r t i r e 
pauperibus. I n t e r e a - u t usu nosse p e r f a c i l e est-anus quaedara annis 
pannisque o b s i t a p r a e c u r r i t , u t alterum nummum acciperet; ad quam 
cum ordine pervenisset, pugnus p o r r i g i t u r pro denario e t t a n t i 
c r i m i n i s reus sanguis e f f u n d i t u r . " 

19. For a discussion: S. P. S a i l e r , Personal Patronage under the Roman 

Empire (1982) and J.P.V.D. Balsdon, Romans and Aliens (1979) 

20. "Ex h i s quidam cum s a l u t a r i pectoribus o p p o s i t i s coeperint, 

osculanda c a p i t a i n modum taurorum minacium obliquantes, 

adulatoribus o f f e r u n t genua savianda, v e l manus, i d i l l i s 

s u f f i c e r e ad beate vivendum estimantes." 

21. Juvenal I I I . 119f 

22. Juvenal I I I . 147f 

23. P.U.R.B.E. p.277 Part I I Chapter 3 

24. J.P.V.D. Balsdon, L i f e and Leisure i n Ancient Rome (1969) p.22 

25. i b i d 

26. Suetonius Augustus 42 

27. Carcopino p.207 about calendar - h i s f i g u r e - Balsdon, L i f e and 

Leisure... p.248 gives a f i g u r e of 177 (also using the calendar 

o f 354) - My own count (using the Calendar: C.I.L. 1 pp. 254f) i s 

about 100 

28. Carcopino p.207. See also L i f e and Leisure... pp. 247-8 about 

i n f l a t i o n i n the number of Games generally 

29. L i f e and Leisure...p.331 about the burden on Curiales/tovm 

c o u n c i l l o r class making them u n w i l l i n g t o serve on councils 

30. P.U.R.B.E. pp. 278-9 

31. "Expectantur c o t i d i e n u n t i i , q u i propinquare u r b i munera promissa 

confirment; aurigarum e t equorum fama c o l l i g i t u r ; omne vehiculum 

omne navigium scaenicos a r t i f i c e s advexisse i a c t a t u r . " 
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32. "At vero populus i m p e r i a l i s munificentiae muneribus expletus i n 
amorem vestrum prompta i n c l i n a t i o n e concessit, q u i u b i c o n p e r i t 
meo p r a e f a t u , adfore dona publicorum parentum, p o r t i s omnibus i n 
longinqua fusus e r u p i t , f e l i c i o r e m c e t e r i s iudicans q u i primus 
bona vestra v i d i s s e t . " 

"aut quod est studiorum omnium maxima ab o r t u l u c i s ad vesperam 

sole f a t i s c u n t v e l p l u v i i s , per minutias aurigarum equorumque 

praecipua v e l d e l i c t a scrutantes. Et est admodum mirum videre 

plebem innumeram mentibus ardore quodam i n f u s o , e dimicationum 

curulium eventu pendentem." 

33 
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Chapter 3 

1. Hoc administrante a l i m e n t a r i a res abundavit e t querelae 
p l e b i s e x c i t a r i crebro s o l i t a e cessaverunt. 

2. sub hoc tamen Aproniano, i t a i u g i t e r copia necessariorum 

exuberavit, u t n u l l a s a l t i m l e v i a murmura super inopia v i c t u i 

congruentium, o r e r e n t u r , quod assidue Romae c o n t i n g i t . 

3. I n metu enim sumus, ne o b s i t commeatibus annonariis medii temporis 

mora e t p e r t u r b a t i o p l e b i s o r i a t u r . 

4. 308 Panegyric o f 313 t o Constantine ( i n Panegyrici L a t i n i I V ) , 

Eusebius H.E. 

5. 359 A.M. XIX. 10 

6. 361 Mamertinus XIV, i / i i (a panegyric of J u l i a n i n Panegyrici 

L a t i n i ) , 368/9 C o l l e c t i o Avellana X.l 

7. 376- Ambrose De O f f i c i i s i . I I I . ch. v i i , 45 -51 ; J. R. Palanque, 

Famines a Rome a l a f i n du IVe s i e c l e (Revue des Etudes Anciennes 

1931) 

8. 383 - Symmachus Rel. 3, I I . 6 .2 , IV.74 and Palanque o p . c i t 

9. 384 - Symmachus Rel. 18, Ep. I I . 7.3 (Bude notes on) and Palanque 

o p . c i t . 

10. 

11. 

12. 

388 - Symm. Ep. I I I . 55 and I I I . 8 2 

394-5 Seeck ( i n h i s M.G.H. e d i t i o n o f the works o f Symmachus) 

t h i n k s there was a famine a t t h i s time because Nichomachus 

Flavianus l u n i o r regained h i s p o p u l a r i t y (having l o s t i t through 

support f o r the usurper Eugenius, who was defeated by Theodosius 

i n l a t e 394) through people r e c a l l i n g t h a t there were no famines 

i n h i s Urban Prefecture i n c o n t r a s t t o the one they were s u f f e r i n g : 

Symm. Ep. V I . 1.2. 

395-6 a l e t t e r o f 397 of Symmachus ( Ep.IV. 54.2) mentions famines 

of the previous years - i f 395 and 396 are counted as d i f f e r e n t 

years instead of a si n g l e famine (the season l a s t i n g from the end 

p ^ j e S / 7 6 CKt\d ( 7 7 ar-g i^wzrizd 
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o f the f i r s t year t o the beginning of the second), then Seeck 
may be wrong t o assign a famine t o 394-5, but i t seems he i s 
probably r i g h t . 

13. 397-8 - the famine caused by Gildo's r e v o l t i n A f r i c a - Symmachus: 

Ep. IV. 5, and V I I , 38 and Claudian Gildo 

14. 399 - Symm. Ep. IX.14 dated by Seeck t o 399 because i t i s addressed 

t o the Proconsul of A f r i c a t h a t year. 

15. Constantinopolis enim Thraciae ab ea quam plurime p a s c i t u r ; 

s i m i l i t e r e t o r i e n t a l e s p artes, maxime propter exercitum 

i m p e r a t o r i s e t bellum Persarum: propterea non posse aliam 

provinciam s u f f i c e r e n i s i divinam Aegyptam. 

16. Symm. Rel. 3 

17. Corn Supply... chapter 1 

Symm. Ep. I I I . 55, I I I , 82 

19. magna i g i t u r necessitate f u t u r i anni inopiam protestatus es. Quid 

enim spei reliquum est,cum p r o v i n c i i s A f r i c a n i s nec ad victum 

tenuem frugum t r i t u r a responderit e t adportata ex a l i i s t e r r i s 

v i c i n u s annus expectet? i u r e i g i t u r ad aeternorum principum 

providentiam provincialum s o l l i c i t u d o c o n f u g i t . 

20. Ambrose E p i s t l e s 18, 32 

2 1 . Panegyrici L a t i n i XIV i / i i + v / v i o f Mamertinus' panegyric of 

J u l i a n 

22. J. R. Palanque o p . c i t . 

23. i b i d , and Symm. Ep. I I . 7.3 

24. A.M. XIV. 6. 19 

25. C.Th. XIV. 24 

26. A f t e r the defeat o f Magnentius i n 353, i t was found t h a t there 

was less money i n the Area V i n a r i a (which d e a l t w i t h the money 

from the cheap wine, and occasionally c o n t r i b u t e d towards maint

a i n i n g p u b l i c monuments and u t i l i t i e s ) than there should have 
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been - t h i s l a t e r l e d t o t r o u b l e f o r O r f i t u s , Prefect of the C i t y 

f o r much of the 350's, serving two terms, and h i s son-in-law, 

Symmachus. For more on the Area V i n a r i a scandal c f . P.U.R.B.E. 

pp. 341-9 

27. A.M. XXVII. 3 

28. P.U.R.B.E. p.329 

29. nam v i g i n t i dies u r b i s a l i m o n i i s parca i n t e r i m p r o m i t t i t expensio. 

Praeterea amplissimi o r d i n i s secunda c o n l a t i o accessurum s e c u r i t a t e 

a l i q u i d p o l l i c e t u r . Nihilominus etiam c a r n i s o b l a t i o animos 

Romanae p l e b i s e r e x i t . 

30. H i s t o r i a Augusta Marcus 12-13 

31. T. D. Barnes, Constantine and Eusebius (1981) p. 53 

32. i b i d . p. 38 

33. A.M. X X I I I , 3. 7. Prudentius ( w r i t i n g i n the e a r l y f i f t h century) 

says: "posthinc ad populum converte oculos quota pars est quae 

lovxs infectam sanie non despuat aram?" Contra Symmachum I , 577 

34. Jerome, E p i s t l e s 32, 7 f f 

35. J u l i a n L e t t e r s 22, 430D 

36. A. Chastagnol, Les Fastes de l a Prefecture Urbaine a" Rome sous l e 

Bas Empire (1962) Chapter 3 

37. T. D. Barnes, o p . c i t . p.38. D. de Decker, o p . c i t . 

38. i b i d . 

39. i b i d . 

40. Juvenal S a t i r e s X. 81 

41. C.Th. V I . 4.6 

42. Alan Cameron, Circus Factions (1976) p.190 

43. I n t e r quos h i q u i ad satietatem v i x e r u n t , p o t i o r e s a u c t o r i t a t e 

longaeva, per canos e t rugas clam i t a n t saepe, rem publicam stare 

non posse, s i f u t u r a concertatione, quem quisque v i n d i c a t , carceribus 
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non e x s i l u e r i t princeps, e t inominalibus equis, parum cohaerenter 

c i r c u m f l e x e r i t metam. 

44. L i f e and Leisure... p.268 based on Huelsen I I Posto d e g l i A r v a l i 

n e l Colosseo e l a capacita d e i t e a t r i d i Roma Antica (1894) 

45. nam ub i primum Romae amarus de eo rumor i n c r e p u i t , recusavit 

populus sollemnes t h e a t r i voluptates memoriamque eius inlustrem 

multa adclamatione t e s t a t u s g r a v i t e r e g i t cum l i v o r e , quod s i b i 

i n c l y t o r u m principum b e n e f i c i a s u s t u l i s s e t . 

46. Jerome E p i s t l e s 23, 3, 6f about Praetextatus and Lea 

47. i n bonam partem plebs nostra mutata e s t , ideo ut i u g i t e r seditiosorum 

poena poscatur e t iam terga dederint insolentes. 

48. paucis a p a t r i a afuimus, e t t h e a t r a l i b u s l u d i s reditum nostrum 

s u f f r a g i a c i v ium poposcerunt. 

49. de p u b l i c i s scribenda non suppetunt absque eo, quod i n T r a i a n i 

p l a t e a r u i n a unius insulae p r e s s i t habitantes; quod adeo ad fortunum 

v e h i c u l i p u b l i c ! plebeia v e r t i t i n v i d i a , u t iam p r i v a t e rectore 

u t a t u r . 

50. A. B i r l e y , o p . c i t . 

51. Zosimus I I , 13, A.M. X X I I I . 3.3 

52. Anthony King o p . c i t . p.37 on the 'Insula' below the C a p i t o l i n e 

preserved i n t o t h i s century. 

53. iam pridem, ex quo s u f f r a g i a n u l l i 

vendimus, e f f u d i t curas; nam qu i dabat o l i m 

imperium, fasces, legiones, omnis, nunc se 

c o n t i n e t atque duas tantum res anxius optat 

panem e t circenses 

54. Lactantius De Mortibus Persecutorum 44 

55. Claudian, V i . Cons.Hon. Pacatus' panegyric o f Theodosius also 

supports the a f f e c t i o n o f the people f o r Theodosius i n 389 c f . p.24 

56. Francois Paschoud, Zosime I I . 29 et l a version paienne du conversion 

de Constantin ( i n Cinq Etudes sur Zosime (1975)) 
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57. i n t e r i m Romae corrupto vulgo, simul Magnentii odio Nepotianus, 
materna s t i r p e F l a v i o propinquus, caeso u r b i praefecto armataque 
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103. r e . accession of Pertinax: Herodian I I . 2.10. 

re . Didius Julianus: Herodian I I . 6 . 13 

re. Ulpian r i o t : Dio 80.2 

104. Herodian VII.12 



181 

Chapter 4 

1. Suetonius, Claudius 18. 2, Tacitus, Annals 12, 4 3 
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causing t r o u b l e by e n t e r i n g Rome and i t s environs, but also h i s 
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proximum virum; noverat horum corporum m i n i s t e r i o tantae u r b i s 
onera s u s t i n e r i . hie l a n a t i pecoris i n v e c t o r e s t , i l l e ad 
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(1968) p.280 P l i n y , Panegyric 26-8 

47. Corn Supply... p.173 

48. P.U.R.B.E. I I Chapter IV, p.314, Van Berchem, Les D i s t r i b u t i o n s . . . , 

Corn Supply... p.173 about d i e t , p.183 a n t i Van Berchem. For 
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55. C.Th. XIV. 3.15 

56. C.Th. XIV. 15.1, XIV. 3.16 



185 

Chapter 5 notes 
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89. Symm. Ep. IV. 58-63, V I I 105-6, i x 18-25 

90. Symm. Ep. V I . 63 

9 1 . Symm. Ep. V. ^ v . r 
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94. For ages of Quaestors and Praetors c f . C.Th. V I . 4 . 1 (327) , 
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l i b e r t a t i s habere merentur praesentis expensio, quid damni 
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Rome and Constantinople) about Mancipes Salinarum being i n charge 
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