THE ROMAN MILITARY
AND THE EMPIRE

Roman legions formed one of the cornerstones of the Roman state. Developed under the

republic, they played a vital role in the acquisition and defense of the empire. These
selections, from the Roman historian Josephus (Flavius Josephus, 37-after 93 c.t.), dis-
cuss various aspects of the Roman military. o

Military history is, obviously, a vital part of world history, and of any major society.
Military history also commands wide interest among the general public—more than any
other historical form. Historical presentations on American cable television, for example,
feature military subjects and wars far more than dny other topic. Yet historians do not
always find it easy to integrate military history with other histories they treat.

Josephus’ accounts provide opportunities for analyzing what the Roman military
was all about. Josephus discusses how it was organized and how it prepared for action.
He intended his account to flatter his fellow Romans, at the peak period of imperial
glory. He also urged that it should console those whom the Romans had defeated, basi-
cally by showing how superior Roman military organization was, and discourage any
attempts by subject peoples to challenge the empire.

The final passage from Josephus goes beyond discussion of the military, to an
account of the celebration back in Rome of victory in the unusually bitter Jewish wars at
the height of Rome’s imperial power. Rome had defeated fierce Jewish resistance, and
this victory ultimately led to the expulsion of the Jews from Palestine. The account of the
celebrations makes it possible to see some of the reasons people might serve in the
Roman military and the relationship among emperors, the army, and the Roman people.
At the same time, the treatment of the Jews was unusually harsh. More commonly,

. Romans were more tolerant of the regions they conquered, allowing considerable auton-
omy even after military victory.

JOSEPHUS

I. DESCRIPTION OF THE ROMAN ARMIES AND ROMAN CAMPS

1. Now here one cannot but admire at the precaution of the Romans, in providing
themselves of such household servants, as might not only serve at other times for
the common offices of life, but might also be of advantage to them in their wars.

From The Complele Works of Josephus, Vol. 8 and Vol. 10: The Wars of the Jews (Cleveland: World
Syndicate Publishing Company, n.d.), 8 Book III, Chap. V, pp. 12-18; Chap. VI, pp. 19-21; 10:
Book VII, Chap. V, pp. 361-367.
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Chapter 21 / The Roman Military and the Empire 135

And, indeed, if any one does but attend to the other parts of their military disci-
pline, he will be forced to confess that their obtaining so large a dominion hath
been the acquisition of their valor, and not the bare gift of fortune; for they do not
begin to use their weapons first in time of war, nor do they then put their hands
first into motion, while they avoided so to do in times of peace; but, as if their
weapons did always cling to them, they have never any truce from warlike exercises;
nor do they stay till times of war admonish them to use them; for their military
exercises differ not at all from the real use of their arms, but every soldier is every
day exercised, and that with great diligence, as if it were in time of war, which is the
reason why they bear the fatigue of battles so easily; for neither can any disorder
remove them from théir usual regularity, nor can fear affright them out of it, nor
can labor tire them; which firmness of conduct makes them always to overcome
those that have not the same firmness; nor would he be mistaken that should call
those their exercises unbloody battles, and their battles bloody exercises. Nor can
their enemies easily surprise them with the suddenness of their incursions; for as
soon as they have marched into an enemy’s land, they do not begin to fight till they
have walled their camp about; nor is the fence they raise rashly made, or uneven;
nor do they all abide ill it, nor do those that are in it take their places at random,;
but if it happens that the ground is uneven, it is first leveled: their camp is also four-
square by measure, and carpenters are ready, in great numbers, with their tools, to
erect their buildings for them.

2. As for what is within the camp, it is set apart for tents, but the outward cir-
curnference hath the resemblance to a wall, and is adorned with towers at equal dis-
tances, where between the towers stand the engines for throwing arrows and darts,
and for slinging stones, and where they lay all other engines that can annoy the-
enemy, all ready for their several operations. They also erect four gates, one at
every side of the circumference, and those large enough for the entrance of the
beasts, and wide enough for making excursions, if occasion should require. They
divide the camp within into streets, very conveniently, and place the tents of the .
commanders in the middle; but in the very midst of all is the general’s own tent, in
the nature of a temple, insomuch, that it appears to be a city built on the sudden,
with its market-place, and place for handicraft trades, and with seats for the officers
superior and inferior, where, if any differences arise, their causes are heard and
determined. The camp, and all that is in it, is encompassed with a wall round
about, and that sooner than one would imagine, and this by the multitude and the
skill of the laborers; and, if occasion require, a trench is drawn round the whole,
whose depth is four cubits, and its breadth equal.

3. When they have thus secured themselves, they live together by companies,
with quietness and decency, as are all their other affairs managed with good order
and security. Each company hath also their wood, and their corn, and their water
brought them, when they stand in need of them; for they neither sup nor dine as
they please themselves singly, but all together. Their times also for sleeping, and
watching, and rising are notified beforehand by the sound of trumpets, nor is any
thing done without such a signal; and in the morning the soldiery go every one to
their centurions [officers], and these centurions to their tribunes, to salute them;
with whom all the superior officers go to the general of the whole army, who then
gives them of course the watchword and other orders, to be by them cared to all
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_that are under their command; which is also observed when they go to fight, and
thereby they turn themselves about on the sudden, when there is occasion for mak-
ing sallies, as they come back when they are recalled in crowds also.

4. Now when they are to go out of their camp, the trumpet gives a sound at
Wthh tlme nobody lies still, but at the first intimation they take down their tents,

-and all is made ready for their going out; then do the trumpets sound again, to

~order them to get ready for the march; then do they lay their baggage suddenly
‘upon their mules, and other beasts of burden, and stand, as at the place of starting,
ready to march; when also they set fire to their camp, and this they do because it
will be easy for them to erect another camp, and that it may not ever be of use to
their enemies. Then do the trumpets give a sound the third time, that they are to
go.out, in order to excite those that on any account are a little tardy, that so no one
may be out of his rank when the army marches. Then does the crier stand at the
general’s right hand, and asks them thrice, in their own tongue, whether they be
now ready to go out to war or not? To which they reply as often, with a loud and
cheerful voice, saying, “We are ready.” And this they do almost before the question
is asked them: they do this as filled with a kind of martial fury, and at the same time
that they so cry out, they lift up their right hands also.

5. When, after this, they are gone out of their camp, they all march without
noise, and in a decent manner, and every one keeps his own rank, as if they were
going to war. The footmen are armed with breastplates and head-pieces, and have
swords on each side; but the sword which is upon their left side is much longer than
the other, for that on the right side is not longer than a span. Those foot-men also
that are chosen out from the rest to be about the general himself have a lance and a
buckler, but the rest of the foot soldiers have a spear and a long buckler, besides a
saw and a basket, a pick-axe and an axe, a thong of leather and a hook, with provi-
sions for three days, so that a footman hath no great need of a mule to carry his bur-
dens. The horsemen hiave a long sword on their right sides, axed a long pole in
their hand; a shield also lies by them obliquely on one side of their horses, with
three or more darts that are borne in their quiver, having broad points, and not
smaller than spears. They have also head-pieces and breastplates, in like manner as
have all the footmen. And for those that are chosen to be about the general, their
armor no way differs from that of the horsemen belongmg to other troops; and he
always leads the legions forth to whom the lot assigns that employment.

6. This is the manner of the marching and resting of the Romans, as also these
are the several sorts of weapons they use. But when they are to fight, they leave noth-
ing without forecast, nor to be done off-hand, but counsel is ever first taken before
any work is begun, and what hath been there resolved upon is put in execution

-presently; for which reason they seldom commit any errors; and if they have been
mistaken at any time, they easily correct those mistakes. They also esteem any errors
they commit upon taking counsel beforehand to be better than such rash success as

~is owing to fortune only; because such a fortuitous advantage tempts them to be
inconsiderate, while consultation, though it may sometimes fail of success, hath this’
good in it, that it makes men more careful hereafter; but for the advantages that
arise from chance, they are not owing to him that gains them; and as to what melan-

.choly accidents happen unexpectedly, there is this comfort in them, that they had .
however taken the best consultaﬂons they could to prevent them. ‘
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7. Now they so manage their preparatory exercises of their weapons, that not
the bodies of the soldiers only, but their souls may also become stronger: they are
moreover hardened for war by fear; for their laws inflict capital punishments, not
only for soldiers runnmg away from the ranks, but for slothfulness and inactivity,
though it be but in a lesser degree; as are their generals more severe than their
laws, for they prevent any imputation of cruelty toward those under condemnation,
by the great rewards they bestow on the valiant soldiers; and the readiness of obey-
ing their commanders is so great, that it is very ornamental in peace; but when they
come to a battle, the whole army is but one body, so well coupled together are their
ranks, so sudden are their turnings about, so sharp their hearing as to what orders
are given them, so quick their sight of the ensigns, and so nimble are their hands
when they set to work; whereby it comes to pass that what they do is done quickly,
and what they suffer they bear with the greatest patience. Nor can we find any
examples where they have been conquered in battle, when they came to a close
fight, either by the multitude of the enemies, or by their stratagems, or by the diffi-
culties in the places they were in; no, nor by fortune neither, for their victories have
been surer to them than fortune could have granted them. In a case, therefore,
where counsel still goes before action, and where, after taking the best advice, that
advice is followed by so active an army, what wonder is it that Euphrates on the east,
the ocean on the west, the most fertile regions of Libya on the south, and the
Danube and the Rhine on the north, are the limits of this empire? One might well
say that the Roman possessions are not inferior to the Romans themselves.

8. This account I have given the reader, not so much with the intention of
commending the Romans, as of comforting those that have been conquered by
them, and for the deterring others from attempting innovations under their gov-
ernment. This discourse of the Roman military conduct may also perhaps be of use
to such of the curious as are ignorant of it, and yet have to mind to know it. I return
now from this digression.

The Army on the March

2. But as Vespasian had a great mind to fall upon Galilee, he marched out of Ptole-
mais, having put his army into that order wherein the Romans used to march. He
ordered those auxiliaries which were lightly armed, and the archers, to march first,
that they might prevent any sudden insults from the enemy, and might search out
the woods that looked suspiciously, and were capable of ambuscades. Next to these
followed that part of the Romans which was completely armed, both footmen and
horsemen. Next to these followed ten out of every hundred, carrying along with
them their arms, and what was necessary to measure out a camp withal; and after
them, such as were to make the road even and straight, and if it were any where
rough and hard to be passed over, to plane it, and to cut down the woods that hin-
“dered their march, that the army might not be in distress, or tired with their march.
Behind these he set such carriages of the army as belonged both to himself and to
the other commanders, with a considerable number of their horsemen for their
security. After these he marched himself, having with him a select body of footmen,
and horsemen, and pikemen. After these came the peculiar cavalry of his own
legion, for there were a hundred and twenty horsemen that peculiarly belonged to
every legion. Next to these came the mules that carried the engines for sieges, and
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s of .that nature. After these came the commanders of the

‘having about them soldiers chosen out of the rest. Then

ompassing the eagle, which is-at the head of every Roman

nd. the strongest of all birds, which seems to them a signal of
in omen that. they shall conquer all against whom they march; -

ensigns are followed by the trumpeters. Then came the main army in

ac _oﬁs_ and battalions, with six men in depth, which were followed at last
nturion, who, according to custom, observed the rest. As for the servants of
legion, they all followed the footmen, and led the baggage of the soldiers,
 was borne by the mules and other beasts of burden. But behind all the
legions came the whole multitude of the mercenaries; and those that brought up
~.the rear came last of all for the security of the whole army, being both footmen,

- and those in their armor also, with a great number of horsemen.

1L TRIUMPH AFTER THE JEWISH WAR, 71 c.E., EMPEROR VESPASIAN AND HIS
'~ SONTITUS, WHO HAD BEEN COMMANDING GENERAL

4. Now all the soldiery marched out beforehand by companies, and in their several
ranks, under their several commanders, in the night time, and were about the
gates, not of the upper palaces, but those near the temple of Isis; for there it was.
that the emperors had rested the foregoing night. And as soon as ever it was day,
Vespasian and Titus came out crowned with laurel, and clothed in those a.n(:ient
purple habits which were proper to their family, and then went as far as Octavian’s
Walks; for there it was that the senate, and the principal rulers, and those that had
been recorded as of the equestrian order, waited for them. Now a tribunal had
been erected before the cloisters, and ivory chairs had been set upon it, when they
came and sat down upon them. Whereupon the soldiery made an acclamation of
Jjoy to them immediately, and all gave them attestations of their valor; while they
were themselves without their arms, and only in their silken garments, and
crowned with laurel; then Vespasian accepted of these shouts of theirs; but while
they were still disposed to go on in such acclamations, he gave. them a signal of
silence. And when every body entirely held their peace, he stood up, and covering -
the greatest part of his head with his cloak, he put up the accustomed solemn
prayers; the like prayers did Titus put up also; after which prayers Vespasian made a:
short speech to all the people, and then sent away the soldiers to a dinner prepared -
for them by the emperors, Then did he retire to that gate which was called the Gate -
of the Pomp, because pompous shows do always go through that gate; there it was -
that they tasted some food, and when they had put on their triumphal garments,. -
and had offered sacrifices to the gods that were placed at their gate, they sent the
triumph forward, and marched through the theatres, that they might be more eas-
ily seen by the multitudes. - : : :

5. Now it is impossible to describe the multitude of the shows as they deserve;
and the magnificence of them all; such indeed as a man could not easily think of as
performed, either by the labor of workmen, or the variety of riches, or the rarities
of nature; for almost all such curiosities as the most happy men ever get by piece-
meal were here one ‘heaped on another, and those both' admirable. and costly in.
their nature; and all brought together on that day démonstrated the vastness of th
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dominions of the Romans; for there was here to be seen a mighty quantity of silver,
and gold, and ivory, contrived into all sorts of things, and did not appear as carried
along in pompous show only, but, as a man may say, running along like a river. Some
parts were composed of the rarest purple hangings, and so carried along; and others
accurately represented to the life what was embroidered by the arts of the Babyloni-
ans. There were also precious stones that were transparent, some set in crowns of gold,
and some in other ouches, as the workmen pleased; and of these such a vast number
were brought, that we could not but thence learn how vainly we imagined any of them
to be rarities. The images of the gods were also carried, being as well wonderful for
their largeness, as made very artificially, and with great skill of the workmen; nor were
any of these images of any other than very costly materials; and many species of ani-
mals were brought, every one in their own natural 6rnaments. The men also who
brought every one of these shows were great multitudes, and adorned with purple gar-
ments, all over interwoven with gold; those that were chosen for’ carrying these
pompous shows having also about them such magnificent ornaments as were both
extraordinary and surprising. Besides these, one might see that even the great num-
ber of the captives was not unadorned, while the variety that was in their garments,
and their fine texture, concealed from the sight the’ deformity of their bodies. But
what afforded the greatest surprise of all was the structure of the pageants that were
borne along; for indeed he that met them could not but be afraid that the bearers
would not be able firmly enough to support them, such was their magnitude; for many
of them were so made, that they were on three or even four stories, one above another.
The magnificence also of their structure afforded one both pleasure and surprise; for
upon many of them were laid carpets of gold. ... Moreover, there followed those
pageants a great number of ships; and for the other spoils, they were carried in great
plenty. But for those that were taken in the temple of Jerusalem, they made the great-
est figure of them all; that is, the golden table, of the weight of many talents; the can-
dlestick also, that was made of gold, though its construction were now changed from
that which we made use of; for its middle shaft was fixed upon a basis, and the small
branches were produced out of it to a great length, having the likeness of a trident in -
their position, and had every one a socket made of brass for a lamp at the tops of
them: These lamps were in number seven, and represented the dignity of the number
seven among. the Jews; and the last of all the spoils, was carried the Law of the Jews.
After these spoils passed by a great many men, carrying the images of Victory, whose
structure was entirely either of ivory or of gold. After which Vespasian marched in the
first place, and Titus followed him; Domitian also rode along with them, and made a
glorious appearance, and rode on a horse that was worthy of admiration.

6. Now the last part of this pompous show was at the temple of Jupiter
Capitolinus, whither when they were come, they stood still; for it was the Romans’
ancient custom to stay till somebody brought the news that the general of the
enemy was slain. This general was Simon, the son of Gioras, who had then been led
in this triumph among the captives; a rope had also been put upon his head, and he
had been drawn into a proper place in the forum, and had withal been tormented
by those that drew him along; and the law of the Romans required that malefactors
condemned to die should be slain there. Accordingly, when it was related that there
was an end of him, and all the people had set up a shout for joy, they then began to
offer those sacrifices which they had consecrated, in the prayers used in such
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_solemnities; which when they had finished, they went away to the palace. And as for
f..some of the spectators, the emperors entertained them at their own feast; and for
_ ’all the rest there were noble preparations made for feasting at home; for this was a
- festl 1 day to the city of Rome, as celebrated for the victory obtained by their army
ove their enemies, for the end that was now put to their civil miseries, and for the
commencement of their hopes of future prosperity and happiness.

- STUDY QUESTIONS ‘
1. What were the main features of Roman military preparation and orgamzauonp
2.. Are there distinctively Roman features of military organization, or-do you find

this account fairly predictable, in terms of what you think of as standard mili-
tary arrangements in any well-organized society?
What was life like for an ordinary soldier, and why might one wish to serve in
the military?
What was the relationship between the imperial family, including the emperor
himself, and the Roman army?
How did the Romans treat those whom they conquered, judging by this account?
What relationship does the document suggest between the Roman military and
other facets of Roman society? How do military organizations compare to the
political values described by Plutarch in the previous chapter?




