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In June of 47 B. C., Julius Caesar finally departed Egypt.  As a parting gift he left the pregnant Cleopatra three Roman legions to protect her, but also to guard the interests of Rome against a woman Caesar clearly understood was as ruthless as he in her ambitions.  Desperately needed in Rome to sort out the aftermath of the civil war, Caesar first launched two lightning-quick wars against an upstart king in Syria and against the remnants of Pompey’s army, which had fled to the north coast of Africa.  He then returned to Rome, where the Senate named him dictator for ten more years, commissioned a bronze statue of him to be erected in the Forum, and ordered a celebration of forty days for his victories in Gaul, Egypt, Syria, and Africa.  This triumph became a legendary orgy of festivals, games, and debauches that included the slaughter of four hundred lions in the Circus, and mock battles on land and sea in which hundreds of war captives and criminals died.  For days at a time Caesar’s soldiers marched in parades leading into the Forum, carrying more than 20,000 pounds of captured treasure and leading in countless prisoners weighed down by chains . . .

Caesar’s supporters reveled in their triumph, though many Romans, raised in a republic that had for centuries despised the idea of a king, found the celebrations grossly ostentatious and an unsettling display of arrogance and personal power.  The Roman historian Dio reports that people recoiled against the bloodshed and the “countless sums” lavished on the shows.  People also complained about the treatment of high-born prisoners . . . Not even a lavish gift of gold, grain, and oil to every free person in Rome assuaged a general anxiety about what Caesar would do next.  Already his enemies were talking darkly of a man whose success and virtually limitless power were turning him into a monster.

The fact that Caesar governed mostly with energy and resolve after his infamous fete made his enemies revile him even more, since an able dictator set back the cause of those who longed for a return of the republic far more than if Caesar had been inept.  He plunged into a dizzying series of projects ranging from a flurry of new temples and a planned canal across the Isthmus of Corinth to hundreds of new laws and reforms.  He dissolved the corrupt guilds in the city; limited the terms of office for senior elected officials; forgave a quarter of the debts owed by all Romans, to stimulate the economy; awarded prizes to larger families to increase the population, depleted by the war; and reduced the expensive subsidies of grain to the city’s paupers.  He also consolidated power by naming his own men to key offices and by co-opting control of the Senate.

But none of these measures taken by Caesar during his first months back in Rome was more dramatic than the one he decreed sometime in the first half of 46 B. C.; the reordering of the Roman calendar.  More than a simple adjustment in the way days were counted, this reform was a potent symbol not only of Julius Caesar’s newfound authority but also of an empire that believed it had the power to reorder time—not only for its own people but for subjects living in far-flung locales, from the English Channel to what is now Iraq . . . Rome’s old lunar calendar was in desperate need of reform, running in Caesar’s day several months fast against the solar year.

Like many other ancient cultures, the Romans centuries earlier had developed a system based on a 12-month lunar year, plus occasional days and months intercalated by priests to keep the calendar year more or less in line with the seasons.  But over the centuries the calendar had drifted back and forth because the priests either neglected to insert extra months or because the priests either neglected to insert extra months or because they intentionally manipulated the calendar for political reasons.  For instance, the highly politicized college of priests sometimes increased the length of the year to keep consuls and senators they favored in office longer, or decreased the year to shorten rivals’ terms.  The college also misused their calendar to increase or decrease taxes and rents, sometimes for their personal financial advantage.

By legend, the Roman calendar—our calendar—was created by the mythic first king of Rome, Romulus, when he founded the city in 753 B. C.—year 1 in the Roman calendar, known as ab urbe condita (A. U. C.), “from the founding of the city.”  But unlike most moon-based calendars, Romulus for some unknown reason concocted a year composed of only 10 months, not 12, for a year that totaled 304 days.  The ancient Roman poet Ovid . . . submits that the erring warrior-king “was better versed in swords than stars,” and may have been trying to emulate “the time that suffices for a child to come forth form its mother’s womb”—a gestation period roughly corresponding to 304 days.  Another reason may have been the Roman reverence for the number 10, says Ovid, “because that is the number of the fingers by which we are wont to count.”  Romulus repeatedly used the number 10 in organizing his new kingdom, dividing both the 100 senators and his military units of spearmen, infantry, and javelin throwers into groups of 10.  Latin numerals themselves—I, II, III, IV, V, VI, VII, VIII, IX, X—are probably symbols meant to represent fingers counting up to 10, with V perhaps equating to an upraised thumb and index finger and the X to an upraised palm.

Romulus’s infatuation with ten extended to naming his months . . .

The first four months he named Martius for the god of war; Aprilis, which probably refers to the raising of hogs; Maius, for a local Italian goddess; and Junius, for the queen of the Latin gods.  The he simply fell into counting the months, naming them the fifth, sixth, seventh, eighth, ninth, and tenth: in Latin Quintilus, Sextilis, September, October, November, and December . . . 

Romulus’s 304-day calendar was shorter-lived, being entirely unworkable for an agricultural people who needed a reasonably accurate calendar to guide them through the seasons.  It was Romulus’s successor, King Numa, who added two more months to the calendar around 700 B. C.—Januarius and Februarius.  This brought the year to the standard lunar year of 354 days, to which Numa added another day because of a Roman superstition against even numbers.

This 355-day years was a considerable improvements over Romulus’s calendar, though it did not take long for Roman farmers to figure out that it too was flawed and needed days and months intercalated to keep it in line with the seasons.  The Romans attempted several schemes to make the correction, none of which worked very well . . .

There was also politics.  From the beginning the Roman calendar, like most others, was a powerful political tool that governed religious holidays, festivals, market days, and a constantly changing schedule of days when it was fas, or legal, to conduct judicial and official business in the courts and government . . . In the early days of Rome the calendar and the all-important list of dies fas were controlled first by the Roman kings and then in the early days of the republic by the aristocratic patrician class.  For the first several centuries after Romulus the priests and aristocrats kept the calendar a secret they shared only among themselves, which gave them a tremendous advantage over the merchants and “plebs”—commoners—in conducting business and controlling the elaborate structure of religious auguries and sacrifices that governed much of Roman life.

This monopoly on official time ended in 304 B. C., when the plebs finally became so incensed that one of them, Cnaeus Flavius—the son of a freedman—pilfered a copy of the codes that determined the calendar and posted it on a white tablet in the middle of the Roman Forum for all to see.  After this the priests and patricians relented and issued the calendar as a public document . . .

But Flavius did not entirely win the day, for the patricians retained an important prerogative as the class from which Rome’s priests were drawn: control over when to insert intercalary months.  It was this privilege that they abused so shamelessly for financial and political gain.  Indeed, when Caesar returned home from Egypt and his other wars in 46 B. C., he found that the many years of misuse had left the calendar in a shambles.  Caesar himself was in part to blame, since he had held the title of chief priest—pontifex maximus—for several years, and had inserted an intercalated month into the calendar only once since 52 B. C.  This had left the Roman year to veer off the solar year by almost two full months.  Perhaps this was an intentional manipulation by Caesar or his allies among the priests, or whether it was a simple oversight by a pontifex maximus distracted by civil war.  Whatever the cause, it played havoc not only with farmers and sailors but also with a population becoming more dependent than ever on trade, commerce, law, and civil administration in a rapidly growing empire that desperately needed a standard system for measuring time. [35-41]

1) Briefly summariz the most important points made in these excerpts about the development of the Roman calendar.

2) Evaluate the following: “Calendars are simply for knowing what day it is, they have nothing to do with religion or politics.”

