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The Sabine Women 

From Livy’s History of Rome, Book I 
UVA Electronic Text Center:  http://etext.virginia.edu/etcbin 

This is a story of Rome’s humble beginnings, taking place during the rule of Romulus, Rome’s founder and first 
king. While the story certainly includes legendary elements, it gives us valuable insight about the culture of the 
Roman Republic.  What does this story tell us about the Romans in general, and especially about how Roman 
men viewed their women? 

The Roman State had now become so strong that it was a match for any of its neighbors in war, but its 
greatness threatened to last for only one generation, since through the absence of women there was no hope of 
offspring, and there was no right of intermarriage with their neighbors. Acting on the advice of the senate, 
Romulus sent envoys amongst the surrounding nations to ask for alliance and the right of intermarriage on 
behalf of his new community… Nowhere did the envoys meet with a favorable reception… Romulus, 
disguising his resentment, made elaborate preparations for the celebration of games in honor of "Equestrian 
Neptune." He ordered public notice of the spectacle to be given amongst the adjoining cities, and his people 
supported him in making the celebration as magnificent as their knowledge and resources allowed. There was a 
great gathering; people were eager to see the new City, all their nearest neighbors were there, and the whole 
Sabine population came, with their wives and families. They were invited to accept hospitality at the different 
houses, and… they were astonished at the rapidity with which the Roman State had grown.  

When the hour for the games had come, the preconcerted signal was given and the Roman youth dashed in all 
directions to carry off the maidens who were present. The larger part were carried off indiscriminately, but 
some particularly beautiful girls… had been marked out for the leading patricians1 were carried to their houses 
by plebeians told off for the task.… Alarm and consternation broke up the games, and the parents of the 
maidens fled, uttering bitter reproaches on the violators of the laws of hospitality.  The abducted maidens were 
quite as indignant. Romulus… pointed out to them that it was all owing to the pride of their parents in denying 
right of intermarriage to their neighbours. They would live in honourable wedlock, and share all their 
property and civil rights… He begged them to lay aside their feelings of resentment and give their affections 
to those whom fortune had made masters of their persons.  These arguments were reinforced by the 
endearments of their husbands, who excused their conduct by pleading the irresistible force of their passion-a 
plea effective beyond all others in appealing to a woman's nature.  

The feelings of the abducted maidens were now pretty completely appeased, but not so those of their parents. 
Whilst they were scattered far and wide, pillaging and destroying, Romulus came upon them with an army, and 
after a brief encounter taught them that anger is futile without strength. He put them to a hasty flight, and 
following them up, killed their king and despoiled his body; then after slaying their leader took their city at the 
first assault. He was no less anxious to display his achievements than he had been great in performing them, so, 
after leading his victorious army home, he mounted to the Capitol with the spoils of his dead foe borne before 
him on a frame constructed for the purpose. He hung them there on an oak, which the shepherds looked upon 
as a sacred tree, and at the same time marked out the site for the temple of Jupiter, and addressing the god, 
uttered the following invocation: "Jupiter Feretrius!  These arms taken from a king, I, Romulus a king and 
conqueror, bring to thee, and on this domain…I dedicate a temple to receive the 'spolia opima.’"2  Such was 
the origin of the first temple dedicated in Rome…. 

[The Romans and the Sabines continue to engage each other in battles until they are on the brink of destroying 
one another.] 

Then it was that the Sabine women… throwing off all womanish fears in their distress, went boldly into the 
midst of the flying missiles with disheveled hair and rent garments. Running across the space between the two 
armies they tried to stop any further fighting and calm the excited passions by appealing to their fathers in the 
one army and their husbands in the other… "If," they cried, "you are weary of these ties of kindred, these 
marriage-bonds, then turn your anger upon us; it is we who are the cause of the war… Better for us to perish 
rather than live without one or the other of you, as widows or as orphans." The armies and their leaders were 
alike moved by this appeal. There was a sudden hush and silence. Then the generals advanced to arrange the 
terms of a treaty. It was not only peace that was made, the two nations were united into one State, the royal 
power was shared between them, and the seat of government for both nations was Rome…

                                                           
1
 Patricians (from the Latin word for “fathers”) were the dominant social class in the Roman Republic. 

2
 The spolia opima was the highest war trophy in ancient Rome.  It could only be claimed by a Roman 
commander who slew the enemy commander in single combat. 
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Numa Introduces Civil Religion 
From Livy’s History of Rome and Plutarch’s Lives 

 

Numa Pompilius was the second king of Rome, most famous for introducing a civil [state] religion to the Roman 
people.  As you read, ask yourself why Numa felt that the Romans needed a religion and what effect the new 
religion had on the Roman people.  Also, note how Numa’s calendar reform continues to affect us even today. 

From Livy’s History of Rome 

There was living, in those days, at Cures, a Sabine city, a man of renowned justice and piety - Numa 
Pompilius.  He was as conversant as anyone in that age could be with all divine and human law… 
When Numa's name was mentioned [in the Senate]… they all to a man decreed that the crown 
should be offered to Numa Pompilius. 

Having in this way obtained the crown, Numa prepared to found, as it were, anew, by laws and 
customs, that City which had so recently been founded by force of arms.  He saw that this was 
impossible whilst a state of war lasted, for war brutalized men.  Thinking that the ferocity of his 
subjects might be mitigated by the disuse of arms, he built the temple of Janus1 at the foot of the 
Aventine [Hill] as an index of peace and war, to signify when it was open that the State was under 
arms, and when it was shut that all the surrounding nations were at peace.  Twice since Numa's reign 
has it been shut, once after the first Punic War in the consulship of T. Manlius,2 the second time, 
which heaven has allowed our generation to witness, after the battle of Actium, when peace on land 
and sea was secured by the emperor Caesar Augustus.3 

The deliberations and arrangements which these matters involved diverted the people from all 
thoughts of war and provided them with ample occupation.  The watchful care of the gods, 
manifesting itself in the providential guidance of human affairs, had kindled in all hearts such a 
feeling of piety that the sacredness of promises and the sanctity of oaths were a controlling force for 
the community scarcely less effective than the fear inspired by laws and penalties… The greatest of 
all his works was the preservation of peace and the security of his realm throughout the whole of his 
reign. Thus by two successive kings the greatness of the State was advanced; by each in a different 
way, by the one through war, by the other through peace… The State was strong and disciplined by 
the lessons of war and the arts of peace.  

From Plutarch’s Life of Numa 

He applied himself, also, to the adjustment of the calendar… There are many who say that the 
months of January and February were added to the calendar by Numa, and that at the outset the 
Romans had only ten months in their year… Of the months which were added or transposed by 
Numa, February must have something to do with purification, for this is nearest to the meaning of 
the word…  That the Romans had at first only ten months in their year, and not twelve, is proved by 
the name of their last month; for they still call it December, or the tenth month. And that March 
used to be their first month is proved by the sequence of months after it; for the fifth month after it 
used to be called Quintilis, the sixth Sextilis, and so on with the rest…. And besides, it was 
reasonable that March, which is consecrate to Mars, should be put in the first place by Romulus… 
The first month, January, is so named from Janus.  And I think that March, which is named from 
Mars, was moved by Numa from its place at the head of the months because he wished in every case 
that martial influences should yield precedence to civil and political.  For this Janus, in remote 
antiquity, whether he was a demi-god or a king, was a patron of civil and social order, and is said to 
have lifted human life out of its bestial and savage state.  For this reason he is represented with two 
faces, implying that he brought men's lives out of one sort and condition into another.

                                                           
1
 Roman god of doorways, beginnings, and endings, portrayed by two faces looking opposite directions 

2
 The Romans named years after who had served as consul in that year. 

3
 Octavian Caesar’s victory at the Battle of Actium ended decades of Civil War and began the Pax Romana. 
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The Reforms of Servius Tullius 

From Livy’s History of Rome 

 

Servius Tullius, Rome’s sixth king, was credited with introducing sweeping reforms to the Roman political system. 

 

Just as Numa had been the author of religious laws and institutions, so posterity extols Servius as 
the founder of those divisions and classes in the State by which a clear distinction is drawn 
between the various grades of dignity and fortune. He instituted the census, a most beneficial 
institution in what was to be a great empire, in order that by its means the various duties of peace 
and war might be assigned, not as heretofore, indiscriminately, but in proportion to the amount 
of property each man possessed. From it he drew up the classes and centuries and the following 
distribution of them, adapted for either peace or war: 

I.  Those whose property amounted to, or exceeded 100,000 lbs. weight of copper were formed into 
eighty centuries…  The armour which they were to provide themselves with comprised helmet, 
round shield, greaves, and coat of mail, all of brass; these were to protect the person. Their 
offensive weapons were spear and sword. To this class were joined two centuries of carpenters 
whose duty it was to work the engines of war; they were without arms. 

II.  The Second Class consisted of those whose property amounted to between 75,000 and 100,000 
lbs. weight of copper; they were formed, seniors and juniors together, into twenty centuries. 
Their regulation arms were the same as those of the First Class, except that they had an oblong 
wooden shield instead of the round brazen one and no coat of mail.  

III. The Third Class he formed of those whose property fell as low as 50,000 lbs.; these also 
consisted of twenty centuries, similarly divided into seniors and juniors. The only difference in 
the armour was that they did not wear greaves.  

IV. In the Fourth Class were those whose property did not fall below 25,000 lbs. They also formed 
twenty centuries; their only arms were a spear and a javelin.  

V.  The Fifth Class was larger it formed thirty centuries. They carried slings and stones, and they 
included the supernumeraries, the horn-blowers, and the trumpeters, who formed three 
centuries. This Fifth Class was assessed at 11,000 lbs.  

VI. The rest of the population whose property fell below this were formed into one century and were 
exempt from military service.  

After thus regulating the equipment and distribution of the infantry, he re-arranged the cavalry. 
He enrolled from amongst the principal men of the State twelve centuries. In the same way he 
made six other centuries… For the purchase of the horse, 10,000 lbs. were assigned them from 
the public treasury; whilst for its keep certain widows were assessed to pay 2000 lbs. each, 
annually. The burden of all these expenses was shifted from the poor on to the rich. Then 
additional privileges were conferred. The former kings had maintained the constitution as 
handed down by Romulus, viz., manhood suffrage in which all alike possessed the same weight 
and enjoyed the same rights.  Servius introduced a graduation; so that whilst no one was 
ostensibly deprived of his vote, all the voting power was in the hands of the principal men of the 
State. The knights were first summoned to record their vote, then the eighty centuries of the 
infantry of the First Class; if their votes were divided, which seldom happened, it was arranged 
for the Second Class to be summoned; very seldom did the voting extend to the lowest Class.  
 

QUESTIONS TO CONSIDER: 

How did Servius Tullius’ reforms change the Romans’ political structure? 

Do you think that Servius Tullius’ political reforms created a more or less fair system than the system of universal 
manhood suffrage that had been in place under Romulus? 

Tarquin “the Proud” 

Active Reading 
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Seventh King of the Romans 

 

The Death of Servius Tullius 

Servius consolidated his power quite as much by his private as by his public measures. To guard against 
the children of Tarquin treating him as those of Ancus (the fourth king of Rome) had treated Tarquin 
(the fifth king), he married his two daughters to the scions of the royal house, Lucius and Arruns Tarquin. 
Human counsels could not arrest the inevitable course of destiny, nor could Servius prevent the jealousy 
aroused by his ascending the throne from making his family the scene of disloyalty and hatred…. 

This Lucius Tarquinius… had a brother, Arruns Tarquinius, a youth of gentle character. The two Tullias, 
the king's daughters, had, as I have already stated, married these two brothers; and they themselves 
were of utterly unlike dispositions… The high-spirited one of the two Tullias was annoyed that there was 
nothing in her husband for her to work on in the direction of either greed or ambition. All her affections 
were transferred to the other Tarquin; he was her admiration, he, she said, was a man, he was really of 
royal blood. She despised her sister, because having a man for her husband she was not animated by the 
spirit of a woman. Likeness of character soon drew them together, as evil usually consorts best with evil. 
But it was the woman who was the originator of all the mischief. She constantly held clandestine 
interviews with her sister's husband, to whom she unsparingly vilified alike her husband and her sister, 
asserting that it would have been better for her to have remained unmarried and he a bachelor, rather 
than for them each to be thus unequally mated, and fret in idleness through the poltroonery of others. 
Had heaven given her the husband she deserved, she would soon have seen the sovereignty which her 
father wielded established in her own house. She rapidly infected the young man with her own 
recklessness. Lucius Tarquin and the younger Tullia, by a double murder, cleared from their houses the 
obstacles to a fresh marriage…. 

From that time the old age of Tullius became more embittered, his reign more unhappy. The woman 
began to look forward from one crime to another; she allowed her husband no rest day or night, for fear 
lest the past murders should prove fruitless. What she wanted, she said, was not a man who was only 
her husband in name… the man she needed was one who deemed himself worthy of a throne, who 
remembered that he was the son of Priscus Tarquinius (the fifth king), who preferred to wear a crown 
rather than live in hopes of it. "If you are the man to whom I thought I was married, then I call you my 
husband and my king; but if not, I have changed my condition for the worse, since you are not only a 
coward but a criminal to boot. Why do you not prepare yourself for action?" … With taunts like these 
she egged him on… Infected by the woman's madness Tarquin began to go about and interview the 
nobles, mainly those of the Lesser Houses; he reminded them of the favor his father had shown them, 
and asked them to prove their gratitude; he won over the younger men with presents. By making 
magnificent promises as to what he would do, and by bringing charges against the king, his cause 
became stronger amongst all ranks. 

At last, when he thought the time for action had arrived, he appeared suddenly in the Forum with a 
body of armed men. A general panic ensued, during which he seated himself in the royal chair in the 
senate-house and ordered the Fathers to be summoned by the crier "into the presence of King Tarquin." 
They hastily assembled, some already prepared for what was coming; others, apprehensive lest their 
absence should arouse suspicion, and dismayed by the extraordinary nature of the incident, were 
convinced that the fate of Servius was sealed… 

Servius had been summoned by a breathless messenger, and arrived on the scene while Tarquin was 
speaking. As soon as he reached the vestibule, he exclaimed in loud tones, "What is the meaning of this, 
Tarquin? How dared you, with such insolence, convene the senate or sit in that chair whilst I am alive?" 
Tarquin replied fiercely that he was occupying his father's seat, that a king's son was a much more 
legitimate heir to the throne than a slave, and that he, Servius, in playing his reckless game, had insulted 
his masters long enough. Shouts arose from their respective partisans, the people made a rush to the 



senate-house, and it was evident that he who won the fight would reign. Then Tarquin, forced by sheer 
necessity into proceeding to the last extremity, seized Servius round the waist, and being a much 
younger and stronger man, carried him out of the senate-house and flung him down the steps into the 
Forum below. He then returned to call the senate to order. The officers and attendants of the king fled. 
The king himself, half dead from the violence, was put to death by those whom Tarquin had sent in 
pursuit of him. It is the current belief that this was done at Tullia's suggestion, for it is quite in keeping 
with the rest of her wickedness. At all events, it is generally agreed that she drove down to the Forum in 
a two-wheeled car, and, unabashed by the presence of the crowd, called her husband out of the senate-
house and was the first to salute him as king… the driver stopped horror-struck and pulled up, and 
pointed out to his mistress the corpse of the murdered Servius. Then, the tradition runs, a foul and 
unnatural crime was committed… It is said that Tullia, goaded to madness by the avenging spirits of her 
sister and her husband, drove right over her father's body… Servius Tullius reigned forty-four years, and 
even a wise and good successor would have found it difficult to fill the throne as he had done. The glory 
of his reign was all the greater because with him perished all just and lawful kingship in Rome. Gentle 
and moderate as his sway had been, he had nevertheless, according to some authorities, formed the 
intention of laying it down, because it was vested in a single person, but this purpose of giving freedom 
to the State was cut short by that domestic crime. 

Lucius Tarquinius now began his reign. His conduct procured for him the nickname of "Superbus [The 
Proud]," for he deprived his father-in-law of burial, on the plea that Romulus was not buried, and he 
slew the leading nobles whom he suspected of being partisans of Servius. Conscious that the precedent 
which he had set, of winning a throne by violence, might be used against himself, he surrounded himself 
with a guard. For he had nothing whatever by which to make good his claim to the crown except actual 
violence; he was reigning without either being elected by the people, or confirmed by the senate. As, 
moreover, he had no hope of winning the affections of the citizens, he had to maintain his dominion by 
fear. 

The Death of Turnus 

Tarquin had now gained considerable influence amongst the Latin nobility, and he sent word for them to 
meet on a fixed date at the Grove of Ferentina, as there were matters of mutual interest about which he 
wished to consult them. They assembled in considerable numbers at daybreak; Tarquin kept his 
appointment, it is true, but did not arrive till shortly before sunset. The council spent the whole day in 
discussing many topics. Turnus Herdonius… had made a fierce attack on the absent Tarquin. It was no 
wonder, he said, that the epithet "Tyrant" had been bestowed upon him at Rome-for this was what 
people commonly called him… When silence was restored, Tarquin was advised by those near to explain 
why he had come so late. He said that having been chosen as arbitrator between a father and a son, he 
had been detained by his endeavors to reconcile them, and as that matter had taken up the whole day, 
he would bring forward the measures he had decided upon the next day. It is said that even this 
explanation was not received by Turnus without his commenting on it; no case, he argued, could take 
up less time than one between a father and a son, it could be settled in a few words; if the son did not 
comply with the father's wishes he would get into trouble.  

With these censures on the Roman king he left the council. Tarquin took the matter more seriously than 
he appeared to do and at once began to plan Turnus' death, in order that he might inspire the Latins 
with the same terror through which he had crushed the spirits of his subjects at home. As he had not the 
power to get him openly put to death, he compassed his destruction by bringing a false charge against 
him. Through the agency of some of the Aricians who were opposed to Turnus, he bribed a slave of his 
to allow a large quantity of swords to be carried secretly into his quarters. This plan was executed in one 
night. Shortly before daybreak Tarquin summoned the Latin chiefs into his presence, as though 
something had happened to give him great alarm. He told them that his delay on the previous day had 
been brought about by some divine providence, for it had proved the salvation both of them and 
himself. He was informed that Turnus was planning his murder and that of the leading men in the 
different cities, in order that he might hold sole rule over the Latins… They went, inclined to accept 



Tarquin's statement, but quite prepared to regard the whole story as baseless, if the swords were not 
discovered. When they arrived, Turnus was roused from sleep and placed under guard, and the slaves 
who from affection to their master were preparing to defend him were seized. Then, when the 
concealed swords were produced from every corner of his lodgings, the matter appeared only too 
certain and Turnus was thrown into chains. Amidst great excitement a council of the Latins was at once 
summoned. The sight of the swords, placed in the midst, aroused such furious resentment that he was 
condemned, without being heard in his defense, to an unprecedented mode of death. He was thrown 
into the fountain of Ferentina and drowned by a hurdle weighted with stones being placed over him… 

Lucius Junius Brutus 

Determined to finish his temple, [Tarquin] sent for workmen from all parts of Etruria… he was carrying 
out these undertakings a frightful portent appeared; a snake gliding out of a wooden column created 
confusion and panic in the palace. The king himself was… filled with anxious forebodings…  so he 
decided to send to the world-famed oracle of Delphi. Fearing to entrust the oracular response to any 
one else, he sent two of his sons to Greece, through lands at that time unknown and over seas still less 
known. Titus and Arruns started on their journey. They had as a travelling companion L. Junius Brutus, 
the son of the king's sister, Tarquinia, a young man of a very different character from that which he had 
assumed. When he heard of the massacre of the chiefs of the State, amongst them his own brother, by 
his uncle's orders, he determined that his intelligence should give the king no cause for alarm nor his 
fortune any provocation to his avarice, and that as the laws afforded no protection, he would seek 
safety in obscurity and neglect. Accordingly he carefully kept up the appearance and conduct of an idiot, 
leaving the king to do what he liked with his person and property, and did not even protest against his 
nickname of "Brutus"; for under the protection of that nickname the soul which was one day to liberate 
Rome was awaiting its destined hour.  

The story runs that when brought to Delphi by the Tarquins, more as a butt for their sport than as a 
companion, he had with him a golden staff enclosed in a hollow one of corner wood, which he offered 
to Apollo as a mystical emblem of his own character. After executing their father's commission the 
young men were desirous of ascertaining to which of them the kingdom of Rome would come. A voice 
came from the lowest depths of the cavern: "Whichever of you, young men, shall be the first to kiss his 
mother, he shall hold supreme sway in Rome." Sextus had remained behind in Rome, and to keep him in 
ignorance of this oracle and so deprive him of any chance of coming to the throne, the two Tarquins 
insisted upon absolute silence being kept on the subject. They drew lots to decide which of them should 
be the first to kiss his mother on their return to Rome. Brutus, thinking that the oracular utterance had 
another meaning, pretended to stumble, and as he fell kissed the ground, for the earth is of course the 
common mother of us all. Then they returned to Rome, where preparations were being energetically 
pushed forward for a war with the Rutulians.  

 

The Crime of Sextus Tarquinius 

SETTING: The Roman army is laying siege to a nearby city, leaving the young nobles idle. 

When troops are stationary, as is the case in a protracted more than in an active campaign, furloughs 
are easily granted, more so to the men of rank, however, than to the common soldiers. The royal princes 
sometimes spent their leisure hours in feasting and entertainments, and at a wine party given by Sextus 
Tarquinius at which Collatinus… was present, the conversation happened to turn upon their wives, and 
each began to speak of his own in terms of extraordinarily high praise. As the dispute became warm, 
Collatinus said that there was no need of words, it could in a few hours be ascertained how far his 
Lucretia was superior to all the rest. "Why do we not," he exclaimed, "if we have any youthful vigor 
about us, mount our horses and pay our wives a visit and find out their characters on the spot? What we 
see of the behavior of each on the unexpected arrival of her husband, let that be the surest test." They 
were heated with wine, and all shouted: "Good! Come on!" Setting spur to their horses they galloped off 



to Rome, where they arrived as darkness was beginning to close in. Thence they proceeded to Collatia, 
where they found Lucretia very differently employed from the king's daughters-in-law, whom they had 
seen passing their time in feasting and luxury with their acquaintances. She was sitting at her wool work 
in the hall, late at night, with her maids busy round her. The palm in this competition of wifely virtue 
was awarded to Lucretia. She welcomed the arrival of her husband and the Tarquins, whilst her 
victorious spouse courteously invited the royal princes to remain as his guests. Sextus Tarquin, inflamed 
by the beauty and exemplary purity of Lucretia, formed the vile project of effecting her dishonour. After 
their youthful frolic they returned for the time to camp.  

A few days afterwards Sextus Tarquin went, unknown to Collatinus, with one companion to Collatia. He 
was hospitably received by the household, who suspected nothing, and after supper was conducted to 
the bedroom set apart for guests. When all around seemed safe and everybody fast asleep, he went in 
the frenzy of his passion with a naked sword to the sleeping Lucretia, and placing his left hand on her 
breast, said, "Silence, Lucretia! I am Sextus Tarquin, and I have a sword in my hand; if you utter a word, 
you shall die." When the woman, terrified out of her sleep, saw that no help was near, and instant death 
threatening her, Tarquin began to confess his passion, pleaded, used threats as well as entreaties, and 
employed every argument likely to influence a female heart. When he saw that she was inflexible and 
not moved even by the fear of death, he threatened to disgrace her, declaring that he would lay the 
naked corpse of the slave by her dead body, so that it might be said that she had been slain in foul 
adultery. By this awful threat, his lust triumphed over her inflexible chastity, and Tarquin went off 
exulting in having successfully attacked her honour. Lucretia, overwhelmed with grief at such a frightful 
outrage, sent a messenger to her father at Rome and to her husband… asking them to come to her, each 
accompanied by one faithful friend; it was necessary to act, and to act promptly; a horrible thing had 
happened. Spurius Lucretius came with Publius Valerius…  Collatinus with Lucius Junius Brutus, with 
whom he happened to be returning to Rome when he was met by his wife's messenger. They found 
Lucretia sitting in her room prostrate with grief. As they entered, she burst into tears, and to her 
husband's inquiry whether all was well, replied, "No! what can be well with a woman when her honour 
is lost? The marks of a stranger, Collatinus, are in your bed. But it is only the body that has been 
violated, the soul is pure; death shall bear witness to that. But pledge me your solemn word that the 
adulterer shall not go unpunished. It is Sextus Tarquin, who, coming as an enemy instead of a guest, 
forced from me last night by brutal violence a pleasure fatal to me, and, if you are men, fatal to him." 
They all successively pledged their word, and tried to console the distracted woman by turning the guilt 
from the victim of the outrage to the perpetrator, and urging that it is the mind that sins, not the body, 
and where there has been no consent there is no guilt. "It is for you," she said, "to see that he gets his 
deserts; although I acquit myself of the sin, I do not free myself from the penalty; no unchaste woman 
shall henceforth live and plead Lucretia's example." She had a knife concealed in her dress which she 
plunged into her heart, and fell dying on the floor. Her father and husband raised the death-cry.  

Tarquin Overthrown 

Whilst they were absorbed in grief, Brutus drew the knife from Lucretia's wound, and holding it, 
dripping with blood, in front of him, said, "By this blood-most pure before the outrage wrought by the 
king's son-I swear, and you, O gods, I call to witness that I will drive hence Lucius Tarquinius Superbus, 
together with his cursed wife and his whole brood, with fire and sword and every means in my power, 
and I will not suffer them or any one else to reign in Rome." Then he handed the knife to Collatinus 
and then to Lucretius and Valerius, who were all astounded at the marvel of the thing, wondering 
whence Brutus had acquired this new character. They swore as they were directed; all their grief 
changed to wrath, and they followed the lead of Brutus, who summoned them to abolish the monarchy 
forthwith. They carried the body of Lucretia from her home down to the Forum, where, owing to the 
unheard-of atrocity of the crime, they at once collected a crowd. Each had his own complaint to make of 
the wickedness and violence of the royal house. Whilst all were moved by the father's deep distress, 
Brutus bade them stop their tears and idle laments, and urged them to act as men and Romans and take 
up arms against their insolent foes. All the high-spirited amongst the younger men came forward as 



armed volunteers, the rest followed their example…. The terrible occurrence created… excitement in 
Rome… there was a rush from all quarters of the City to the Forum. When they had gathered there… 
[Brutus] made a speech quite out of keeping with the character and temper he had up to that day 
assumed. He dwelt upon the brutality and licentiousness of Sextus Tarquin, the infamous outrage on 
Lucretia and her pitiful death, the bereavement sustained by her father, Tricipitinus, to whom the cause 
of his daughter's death was more shameful and distressing than the actual death itself. Then he dwelt 
on the tyranny of the king, the toils and sufferings of the plebeians kept underground clearing out 
ditches and sewers-Roman men, conquerors of all the surrounding nations, turned from warriors into 
artisans and stonemasons! He reminded them of the shameful murder of Servius Tullius and his 
daughter driving in her accursed chariot over her father's body, and solemnly invoked the gods as the 
avengers of murdered parents. By enumerating these and, I believe, other still more atrocious incidents 
which his keen sense of the present injustice suggested, but which it is not easy to give in detail, he 
goaded on the incensed multitude to strip the king of his sovereignty and pronounce a sentence of 
banishment against Tarquin with his wife and children… 

When the news of these proceedings reached the camp, the king, alarmed at the turn affairs were 
taking, hurried to Rome to quell the outbreak…  Tarquin found the gates shut, and a decree of 
banishment passed against him; the Liberator of the City received a joyous welcome in the camp, and 
the king's sons were expelled from it… The whole duration of the regal government from the foundation 
of the City to its liberation was two hundred and forty-four years. Two consuls were then elected in the 
assembly of centuries by the prefect of the City, in accordance with the regulations of Servius Tullius…  

 

Publius Valerius Publicola 

From Livy, Book 2 

SETTING:   L.J. Brutus has been killed in battle, leaving Publius Valerius as the only remaining consul. 

After the battle had gone in this way… the Romans left the field as victors; the Etruscans regarded 
themselves as vanquished, for when daylight appeared not a single enemy was in sight. P. Valerius, the 
consul, collected the spoils and returned in triumph to Rome… After this the surviving consul, who had 
been in such favour with the multitude, found himself-such is its fickleness-not only unpopular but an 
object of suspicion, and that of a very grave character. It was rumoured that he was aiming at monarchy, 
for he had held no election to fill Brutus' place, and he was building a house on the top of the Velia, an 
impregnable fortress was being constructed on that high and strong position. The consul felt hurt at 
finding these rumours so widely believed, and summoned the people to an assembly. As he entered the 
"fasces" were lowered, to the great delight of the multitude, who understood that it was to them that 
they were lowered as an open avowal that the dignity and might of the people were greater than those 
of the consul… "Will you," he cried, "never deem any man's merit so assured that it cannot be tainted by 
suspicion? Am I, the most determined foe to kings to dread the suspicion of desiring to be one myself? 
Even if I were dwelling in the Citadel on the Capitol, am I to believe it possible that I should be feared by 
my fellow-citizens? Does my reputation amongst you hang on so slight a thread? Does your confidence 
rest upon such a weak foundation that it is of greater moment where I am than who I am? The house of 
Publius Valerius shall be no check upon your freedom, your Velia shall be safe. I will not only move my 
house to level ground, but I will move it to the bottom of the hill that you may dwell above the citizen 
whom you suspect. Let those dwell on the Velia who are regarded as truer friends of liberty than Publius 
Valerius." All the materials were forthwith carried below the Velia and his house was built at the very 
bottom of the hill… 

Laws were passed which not only cleared the consul from suspicion but produced such a reaction that 
he won the people's affections, hence his soubriquet of Publicola [Friend of the People]. The most 
popular of these laws were those which granted a right of appeal from the magistrate to the people and 
devoted to the gods the person and property of any one who entertained projects of becoming king. 



Valerius secured the passing of these laws while still sole consul, that the people might feel grateful 
solely to him; afterwards he held the elections for the appointment of a colleague. 

YEARS LATER, AFTER VALERIUS SERVED FOUR [NON-CONSECUTIVE] CONSULSHIPS 

In the consulship of Agrippa Menenius and P. Postumius, P. Valerius died. He was universally admitted 
to be first in the conduct of war and the arts of peace, but though he enjoyed such an immense 
reputation, his private fortune was so scanty that it could not defray the expenses of his funeral. They 
were met by the State. The matrons mourned for him as a second Brutus. 

 


