	
	
	



An evaluation of late Republican and early Imperial military defeats and Roman reactions.

This essay will attempt to analyse the major defeats of the armies of Rome from the late republic to the Julio-Claudian imperial dynasty periods and the reactions that either the people of Rome had, or the response of the Roman military machine and its lasting consequences in Rome’s sphere of influence.
[bookmark: _Int_xRVv2bT4]The late republic period was defined by the deconstruction of the Roman constitution, the strength and importance of the senate lessening, and civil wars waged by the charismatic military men, such as Sulla, Marius and finally Caesar and Pompey. Roman defeats would be against Romans, redefining the ideas of the enemy in the Roman world. No longer the Parthians, Greeks or Gauls but rather fellow Romans, removing the idea of the “other,” those the Romans deemed uncivilised and therefore worthy of conquering and civilising.
[bookmark: _Int_fpqjuSVv][bookmark: _Int_mXKbjOb0][bookmark: _Int_NuZMpdui]Julius Caesar’s civil conflicts, legal and martial, with Optimates senators such as Cato the Younger and later Magnus Pompey would define the political landscape of late republic Rome. Unlike the unwavering lines of cultural segregation, such as the Gauls who were deemed uncivilised, Batstone and Damon highlight how liminal the ideas of factions in late Republic Rome were, no longer “us them against them” (Batstone and Damon, 2006). Those who sided with Pompey, post his defeat at Pharsalus, had the chance to come back to Caesar, to become “them to us” (Batstone and Damon, 2006). Lange further notes on the idea of the enemy, precisely that there is “no real enemy” and “one must be created” (Lange, 2014). Therefore, the battle of Pharsalus provides the decisive moment in the definitive civil war of the late Republic era, pitting the well supplied, better positioned and vastly more numbered (Nordling, 2005) Pompey against Caesar with his veteran troops, a shell of those who once conquered Gaul and cemented Caesar’s position in the Senate through force and intimidation. The battle of Pharsalus would result in a Caesarian victory, even with a severe numerical mismatch and pitched against generals which were once his, such as Labienus. The aftermath would serve as the pivotal turning point in the power transitions of Caesar’s and Pompey’s lifetimes, as shortly after Pharsalus Pompey would be assassinated upon landing in Alexandria, on command of the Pharoah Ptolemy. Although perhaps saddened by the loss of his once triumvir and friend, Caesar’s elevation from enemy of the state to dictator in perpetuity could be argued to be deemed possible by the defeat of Roman troops. The new political reality in which Caesar carved out fellow Roman lives would be emanated in Caesar’s triumph of 46 BCE, with the depictions of Scipio and other enemy senators defeated in Northern Africa (Lange, 2014), all under the guise of the defeat of King Juba of Numidia (Lange, 2014). From this, it can be evaluated that the late Republic deemed the civil wars as an inevitability and its consequences forced prominent Roman senators and equites to adapt themselves to the new political reality (Batstone and Damon, 2006).
[bookmark: _Int_bqZZ2wOa][bookmark: _Int_YRN4SOJG][bookmark: _Int_j858gaCT][bookmark: _Int_gc4WEVhX][bookmark: _Int_u455xHFP][bookmark: _Int_WW3WRuTy][bookmark: _Int_Dm00MDxm][bookmark: _Int_T2cGqIJ2]Unlike the defeats of Roman armies pitched against other Roman armies of the late Republic, Crassus’ defeat at Parthia would set far reaching consequences and his defeat would be highlighted as a tool for propaganda, years after his death. Crassus, as one of the triumvirs alongside Pompey and Caesar, pre their separation, cemented himself as one of the richest men in the city of Rome through business schemes, such as using slave ‘firefighters’ allowing him to amass a vast amount of riches before joining Caesar and Pompey as triumvir (Plut. Crass. 2.4). Although Crassus had placed himself favourably in the sphere of Roman senatorial influence and with his position, he began his Parthian campaign. Matten-Parkes highlights that the “ancient sources all agree that Crassus' attack on the Parthians was morally wrong.” (Mattern-Parkes, 2003). Various amounts of ill omens, such as the legionary standards becoming stuck in the ground and the idea of his greed and avarice are highlighted as catalysts for his campaign (Mattern-Parkes, 2003). Since the Parthians did not break any treaties or oaths, this ‘unjust’ war headed by Crassus solely and would result in disaster. As Crassus would march his legions directly throughout the open plains of Mesopotamia, rejecting a formal offer from the Armenian king to avoid the treacherous route (Nabel, 2019; Ecrument, 2013). A combination of Parthian cataphract, heavily armoured mounted nobility, and lightly armoured cavalry at the decisive battle of Carrhae would dominate Crassus’ troops, the large flat plains of Parthia allowing cavalry to reign over the legions. Crassus and his son would die in Parthia, the former after a failed negotiation and the latter killed in action (Ecrument, 2013). The disaster of Carrhae can be seen as extremely detrimental to the further political relations with Parthia. This could be seen as Caesar, in 47 BCE, would begin preparing for another Parthian campaign to reclaim the lost standards and avenge his former triumvir (Mattern-Parkes, 2003). This perhaps highlights how Crassus’ ‘unjust war’ turned into disastrous loss became another tool in the propaganda machine of Caesar’s time as dictator, this would be seen again with Augustus’ principate. Since Caesar would never set off on his Parthian campaign, in Augustus’ principal reign, realising that the people of Rome “craved revenge and the restoration of their honour” (Eck, 2007) took the opportunity to reform political relationship between Parthia and Rome, without the need of battle. Augustus’ son Tiberius would negotiate in Parthia, reclaiming the standards without bloodshed (Eck, 2007). The malleability of Roman outlooks on war is shown again through Augustus’ usage of Carrhae and Crassus’ defeat. Although no military victory was won, or even attempted, Augustus had an arch erected, depicting him in triumph returning the standards (Eck, 2007). Augustus would shy away from the fact that there was no physical avengement for the loss of the Crassus’ legions and its standards. The statue of Augustus, known as the Augustus of Prima Porta, highlights the recollection of the standards. Tiberius is seen with the Parthian king, who is passing off the standards to him, in the center of Augustus’ chest piece. The Ara Parcis Augustae, which finished construction in 9 BCE also serves as a key motif of Augustus’ role as peace bringer. Therefore, it can be seen that Augustus positioned his ‘victory’ over Parthia as a central motif in his representation of himself and his role as imperator and bringer of peace (Popkin, 2018), even though in reality that would not be necessarily true. 
[bookmark: _Int_LI0rwffx]Although the civil wars of the late Republic began to subdue after Pharsalus, after Caesar’s assassination the political instability would once return to plaque Rome for another decade. Much like Pharsalus, Actium would be the nominal battle between two Roman armies, pitting Octavian versus Mark Antony, and Cleopatra. The battle of Actium was commanded mostly by Octavian’s close ally and confidant Marcus Agrippa, as although Octavian would present himself as imperator and great general, his interests would lie in political matters, rather than martial ones. The ships used by Antony would be larger, heavier and heavier armed although it seems the fleet of Octavian and it’s higher maneuverability played a key factor in the Octavian victory (Murray and Petsas, 1988). After the victory of Actium, Octavian would dedicate a new city at the site of his army camp, named Nikopolis, literally translating to City of Victory, (Murray and Petsas, 1988), the city would stand as a huge physical reminder of his victory and acted as a way to rejuvenate an area reaped by civil war (Murray and Petsas, 1988).
[bookmark: _Int_f0PX4WEl][bookmark: _Int_HdrmtQki]Whereas the earlier battles of the late Republic would have disdain with the Roman populace, as for pitting Roman against Roman was seen as taboo and unsightly. Augustus’ manipulation of the battle of Actium and its perception shows how once again malleable the perception of a legal war can be molded into a legal and rightful war through the usage of propaganda. The actual naval encounter at Actium is not highlighted in any of the pieces of literature used in Augustan literature. Although a victory, and ancient writers agreeing that Antony fled following Cleopatra, leaving Antony’s forces to fend themselves until they surrendered or died at sea (Lange, 2011). Horace, in Cleopatra, highlights Cleopatra as the sole enemy: “no ordinary woman, yet queen no longer, be led along in proud triumph.” (Hor. Cleo. 1.37). Therefore, it can be inferred that Antony’s position as the civil enemy of Rome is replaced with the foreign, eastern, Queen of Egypt. Horace highlights that the defeat of the foreign enemy, not the Roman Antony, is a turn for celebration: “Now’s the time for drinking deep,” (Hor. Cleo. 1.37) Furthermore, the ode Augustus Returns presents a celebration of peace through the wars waged by Augustus, even civil wars. The ode describes Augustus and Livia as pinnacles of Roman virtues, perhaps in contrast with the effeminate and immoral Antony that Augustus would present to the Roman people; “May his wife rejoice in a matchless husband” (Hor. Aug Ret. 3.14). Both of the aforementioned poems would be published in 23 BCE, 8 years after the battle of Actium, and it seems that Augustus would use the victory of Actium to emphasize what great peace and victory he has brought to Rome. While the battle of Actium would be the final conflict transitioning from the late Republic to the Principate, the first settlement of 27 BCE the year which becomes the principal period. It seems that Augustus, unlike his adoptive father Julius Caesar, strays away from showing depictions of fellow Romans in triumph (Lange, 2014). Rather, Augustus began to exclude and to use the fear of the foreigner threat (Batstone and Damon, 2006) as proxies for claiming victory, even if Augustus himself did not command the armies in battle. This is further shown in Augustus’ Res Gestae, his eulogy which would have been cast in bronze pillars outside his mausoleum. The Res Gestae would omit the names of Romans who he fought, such as Sextus Pompey, son of Pompey Magnus, who occupied Sicily and the Sicilian straight as a pirate until his defeat by Agrippa; “I freed the sea from pirates.” (Aug. Res. 25). The same section would also mention the battle of Actium, not Antony or Cleopatra; “All of Italy took an oath of allegiance to me … as their leader in war, in which I was successful at Actium.” Augustus’ use of propaganda allowed him to position himself as the sole Roman in any civil conflict, as the one fighting for the good of Rome and its people. 
[bookmark: _Int_XObplrDW]Unlike the battle of Actium, which was molded and shaped from a defeat of Roman troops to the defeat of a dangerous eastern Queen, the battle of Teutoburg forest was a major defeat of a Roman army versus an actual foreign threat, one which would have lasting consequences in Rome’s position and influence on the river Rhine and Germania. The river Rhine acted as a natural separation between Caesarian conquered Gaul and the German tribes which “transcended the powers of the Empire,” (Oldfather, 1916) of which Tiberius, and later Germanicus, tried to expand the lines of Germania and Roman Gaul (Oldfather, 1916). The battle of the Teutoburg was a result of Arminius’, born in a Germanic tribe yet under Augustus’ scheme of giving people who lived in the newly conquered provinces full citizenship (Eck, 2007). Eck notes that in the case of “Arminius and other Germans, the policy proved to be a failure” but that generally this policy was used successfully to create beneficial ties between the provinces and the citizens of Rome, much like that of his father Caesar (Eck, 2007). While Augustus’ scheme was not successful in pacifying the tribes of Germania through active Romanization, Arminius was brought up as a Roman, having served in the army, receiving full citizenship, and having commanded an auxiliary force comprised of his own tribesmen (Eck, 2007). It seems that Varus had held Arminius in high regard (Eck, 2007) and treated the Germania as a province of the empire, taking tribute and exacting justice, which later Romans would use to justify the brutal ambush of Teutoburg (Eck, 2007). Although, it seems that during Augustus’ principate, Rome had the man power to conquer, and perhaps the right to treat, Germania as a fully Roman province (Oldfather, 1916). Eck cites an uprising among the tribes of Germania, which was brought to Varus as precedent to subdue, which was used as the bait made by Arminius and his confidants (Eck, 2007). The actual battle of the Teutoburg forest was not a pitched battle, such as Pharsalus and Carrhae, but took place over multiple days, with terrible rain and wind hindering the escape of the ambushed Romans (Clark and Turner, 2018). It seems that the location was chosen strategically, the foreign semi-province of Germania would not be fully scouted by the Romans and the forest floor turned marshland destroys the unit cohesion of Roman legions and their formations (Clark and Turner, 2018,) leaving the 3 Roman legions scattered throughout the forest of Teutoburg.
[bookmark: _Int_PVUimSRV]The aftermath of the battle of the Teutoburg led to Varus’ suicide and similarly to the aftermath of Carrhae (Mattern-Parkes, 2003) led to the fear of Germanic invasion across the Rhine (Eck, 2007) but it seems that Augustus’ case for integrating provincial regions deemed effective still, with King Marbod refusing to join forces with Arminius’ troops (Eck, 2007). Augustus allowed his generals to begin a more aggressive policy into Germania, replacing the lost 3 legions and personally attributing himself to Germanicus’ victories in Germania (Eck, 2007). Augustus uses the battle of the Teutoburg forest as a catalyst to expand the sphere of Roman influence, this may be highlighted in the Res Gestae: “I pacified the provinces of … Germany.” (Aug. Res. 26) It can be inferred that the aftermath of the battle was pacified by a new offensive into Germania, the idea of a peaceful consolation such as one with the Parthians, was not possible with the complete barbarity of the Germans. Even though the loss of life seems to be similar with the battle of Carrhae, Augustan propaganda proved effective in lessening the defeat of 3 legions to a Germanic deserter, once accepted and promoted throughout Roman society. After Augustus’ death, the Rhine was still as seen as the provincial barrier between the civilised world and the barbaric Germania. Under Tiberius, as Emperor, the expansionism that Augustus levied against the Germans was stopped, Eck citing the poor results of Germanicus from 14 to 19 CE (Eck, 2007).
In conclusion, the defeats at Pharsalus and Actium present how civil wars could be shaped and defined by the victor. Caesar would still show paintings of Cato and senators dying in Africa during his triumph   (Lange, 2014), to the disapproval and dismay of the Roman populace. Augustus would take a much more tactful approach to the idea of presenting a civil war to the Roman people, who would have been experiencing the consequences of constant civil conflict for more than 50 years. Through constant alienation and omission of their names, namely Sextus Pompey’s and Antony’s, Augustus would prove effective in masking and redefying the idea of a civil conflict. Lastly, the battles of Carrhae and the forest of Teutoburg would provide a view into the Roman reactions in face of an overwhelming defeat to a ‘barbarian’ enemy. Carrhae, it seems, was solely blamed on the foolishness and avarice of Crassus (Mattern-Parkes, 2003), perhaps rightfully so. It could be inferred that without Augustus’ likeliness for peace and avoiding confrontation, a Roman-Parthian war would have been much more likely; with Caesar making preparations for a Parthian campaign (Mattern-Parkes, 2003). Much like Carrhae, the failure at Teutoburg was pinned upon the commanding general, Varus, for trusting the Germanic born Arminius too much (Eck, 2007). However, with the Pax Augusta in motion, it seems that Augustus had enough troops and confidence to retaliate against the Germanic tribes (Eck, 2007). The Germanic offensive would become and an repetitive trend throughout later Roman history, however throughout the Julio-Claudian period Tiberius would cease the offensives which his father started (Eck, 2007). 
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