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"Now let’s look at the polls," wrote Cicero to a friend on July 27, 54 B.C., the eve of an election. "Bribery's thriving. I'll give you a sign: since July 15, the interest rate has doubled. . . . Caesar is backing Memmius with all his might . . . in a deal I don't dare put in writing. Pompey is fuming and growling and backing Scaurus, but who knows whether as a front or for real. None is ahead: their handouts are keeping them all even." Cicero was only half joking. In the politics of this age no holds were barred. 

Politicians in Rome got more chances to run for office than ours do today, since in most cases the term of office was just a year. The election Cicero was talking about was for the consulship, the highest office in the land, the equivalent of our Presidency. And here two candidates stood to win, since the law called for a pair of consuls, a joint presidency, as it were. On the other hand, once elected, they had to wait ten long years before being allowed to run for a second term. 

In Cicero's day, consular hopefuls behaved as politicians always have and forever will: they made themselves as visible as possible, were charming to all potential voters and promised everything to everybody. The rules of the game are spelled out in a how-to-campaign document for Cicero's use that his brother drew up in 64 B.C. It must have worked because Cicero, a small-town boy who started with no backing and not much money, managed to gain entree into the highest political circles and even got himself elected consul. 

"Take care," his brother wrote, "to have followers at your heels daily, of every kind, class, and age: because from their number people can figure out how much power and support you are going to have at the polls." He further counseled, "You particularly need to use flattery. No matter how vicious and vile it is on the other days of a man's life, when he runs for office it is indispensable." As for getting votes among the rank and file, "that requires calling everyone by his name . . . make it clear you know people's names . . . practice, get better at it day to day. Nothing seems to me better for popularity and gaining favor." And never say no: "If you make a promise, the matter is not fixed it's for a future day; and it affects only a few people; but, if you say no, you are sure to alienate people right away and a lot of them." 

Cicero’s brother was firm on another point, too: don't neglect a single solitary voter anywhere. "Take into account the whole city [of Rome]," he wrote, "its organizations, suburbs, neighborhoods; if you get the community leaders on your side, through them you'll easily have the rest, the rank and file, in your hands. Next, imprint on your mind and in your memory the whole of Italy . . . don't let there be a single municipality, colony or prefecture, in a word, any place at all in Italy, in which you do not have satisfactory support." Votes garnered at the Roman equivalent of whistle-stops, in other words, were as vital as those acquired in Rome. During one campaign Cicero was ready to go all the way to Gaul--providing a scheme to do it at government expense worked. A toga was like a three-piece suit 

Then as now, dree counted. A candidate went around in a toga, which was not every Roman's everyday costume, as is generally thought, but rather the equivalent of a conservative three-piece suit and tie. And he made sure that it had been freshly laundered to shiny whiteness--he was candidatus (i.e., gleamingly whitened)--our word comes right out of this Roman campaign practice. 

Thus immaculate, he would head for the forum, Rome's main square, with, as Cicero's brother advised, a clutch of hangers-on at his heels--men who, in return for their keep, were available on call to beef up his retinue. They were called sectatores (followers) and were an essential component of visibility. Not having enough sectatores was as damaging to a Roman politician as not having enough television time is to a politician today. A key member of a candidate's campaign team was his nomenclator (name caller); as the procession came abreast of potential voters (adult male citizens--women were citizens but had no vote), it was his job to whisper their names to the candidate so that they would have the inexpressible pleasure of a personal greeting from the great man. 

In those pre-television, pre-radio, pre-printing-press days, campaigning had to be done by personal contact. A candidate went to the places where men tended to congregate, especially the forum, and made a circuit, an ambitio (a going around) as it was termed (our word "ambition" was originally just the drive to get elected). In the process he carried out a prensatio (grasping), the buttonholing of voters--or whatever you did to buttonhole a man in a tunic or toga--in order to harangue them on the ineffable benefits of voting for him as against his competitores (fellow seekers) of office. 

There were no campaign posters in ancient Rome; writing materials were far too expensive. But there was the next best thing, notices painted on walls facing the streets; those appeared all over town around election times. In Rome itself, which has been lived in continuously, they have disappeared, the walls they were on having long ago crumbled or been dismantled. However, you can get an idea of what they were like from Pompeii where, thanks to the sudden extinguishing of the city by a rain of volcanic ash, the walls still stand and here and there electioneering messages can still be read on them. 

Some are in the scrawl of casual enthusiastic supporters, others in the handsome lettering of professionals, paid announcements as it were. Pompeii was just a small town compared with Rome, so the notices are all on small-town level, about election to the local offices such as duumvir (mayor) or aedilis (commissioner of markets) and the like. Some are short and staccato, like our bumper stickers: "M. Holconius Priscus for Duumvir," "Casellius for aedilis." Some beat the drum a little louder: "Publius Carpinius--a good man. I appeal to you: make him duumvir." Some are private endorsements: "Genialis appeals to you to elect Bruttius Balbus duumvir. He will be the watchdog of our treasury"--which is not too free a translation of hic aerarium conservabit (he will preserve the treasury). 

Many are organizational endorsements--from the sort of organizations to be found in a small town: "The goldsmiths to a man appeal to you: Gaius Cuspius Pansa for aedilis"; "Marcus Holconius Priscus for duumvir--the fruit sellers to a man": "Trebius for aedilis--the barbers"; and so on, right down to the garlic dealers. Even Pompeii's chess club had its favorite son: "Montanus along with the chess payers appeal to you: Livius Popidius Ampliatus for aedilis." Some of the notices sound suspiciously like the work of a man's opponents, dirty tricks, as it were, Roman style. Thus one candidate got endorsements from the dormientes universi (all the sleepyheads), the seribibi universi (all the drunken stay-out-lates) and the furunculi (sneak thieves). And was it she herself, or some smart-aleck rival, who wrote Claudium II. vir. animula facit, roughly translatable as "His sweetie pie is working for Claudius as mayor"? 

Yet there was a much more effective and dramatic way for a Roman politician to enlarge his public image, namely to pick up the costs of some expensive public entertainment. He could, for example, with much fanfare announce that he was paying for the gladiatorial games at a given festival and, if he was out to make a real splash, book for the occasion a lineup of gladiatorial superstars. Or he could take over the cost of the theatrical events. The great satirist Juvenal observed in his sardonic fashion that all that his fellow Romans lived for was "bread and circuses"; such free shows were the circuses. A surefire gesture was to throw a banquet for the voting public, a sort of Roman political clambake. 

Gestures like these were expensive. Politics was no more for the poor in ancient Rome than it is in modern America. From the beginning, as a matter of fact, money as a requirement was written into the law. Early on, the Senate was a key organ of Roman government, and from the end of the third century B.C. for the next 150 years it was the principal organ. The Senate consisted of hundreds of members who served for life, and all were required by law to have a sizable fortune. Not unexpectedly, they traditionally came from a circumscribed number of famous old families. For centuries this narrow circle of wealthy aristocrats was the Establishment. Elections simply determined which among them would fill the higher offices and whose sons would get the lower. 

For several hundred years before Cicero's time, campaigning for these offices had been carried out more or less in gentlemanly fashion. The rank and file of voters were content to leave things to their betters. It happened that there were also people's assemblies just as authorized as the Senate to pass legislation, but with the Senate running things, and not at all badly at that, most of the popular assemblies fell into disuse. 

In 133 B.C. and the years that followed, the situation changed radically. First, reformers broke away from the Establishment. Then, ambitious figures from outside it--novi homines (new men, as they were called)--made their way into politics by getting the rank and file behind them. Reformers and new men not only entered the contests for higher office but succeeded in bypassing the Senate by resuscitating the long-dormant people's assemblies and ramming through these the legislation they were after. Early in the game--123 B.C.--they passed a law which gave every voter the right to buy a certain amount of grain at a state-subsidized rock-bottom price. This was the bread of the bread and circuses, not exactly food stamps but the same idea. Like similar items in the federal budget today, it promptly became a sacred cow that few politicians dared tamper with. 

The newcomers introduced a new style in speech-making--a way of getting votes even more important then than now in an age that lacked any equivalent of our printed handouts and campaign gimcracks. They gave up the dignified style of the Establishment for slam-bang, fire-eating oratory; the rostra, the speaker's dais in the forum, was their soapbox. And then they took the most drastic step of all: they introduced into Roman politics what it had so long been spared--chicanery, bribery and violence. it was easy because in those days the Roman Republic did not yet have a police force or even a standing army. Besides, such armed forces as it did have, recruited temporarily for national emergencies, were barred by law from entering the city. 

The time when Rome's political ways truly hit bottom, when the practices of Tammany Hall would almost look good by comparison, consisted of two decades, from 70 to 50 B.C. This is the period reflected in Cicero's letter, the period when candidates bought their own election. Not only did they do it indirectly, by buying visibility and subsidizing gaudy public events and hiring squads of retainers, but directly by greasing the greatest number of voters' palms. Not surprisingly, the most powerful politicians of the age were a pair of multimillionaires, Pompey and Crassus. Pompey owned estates so vast that he was able to recruit a private army from the people on his land. Crassus had made a fortune in finance and real estate. Republican Rome not only had no police department but no fire department either. Crassus amassed properties at knockdown prices by cannily taking advantage of this. When a fire broke out he would race to the spot and bargain for purchase from the wretched owner; as soon as the deal was struck, he would send in his gangs of construction workers and start rebuilding. Crassus came to own a huge part of Rome in this way. During his term as consul he paid for a banquet for the entire voting public of the city--it took 10,000 tables to accommodate all the guests--and then topped it off by distributing a three-month allowance of free grain to each of them. 

Gestures such as this were only for the likes of Pompey or Crassus. The ordinary candidate depended on direct bribery of individual voters. Bribery, in fact, became so taken for granted that voters regarded it as a right, a sort of annually recurring welfare payment. There was even a word for the agents who took care of passing out the funds, divisores (dividers) of the swag. Eventually the buying of elections grew so blatant that something had to be done about it, and various laws were passed whose purpose, like certain campaign laws we have today, was to limit the ways candidates could spend their money. In 67 B.C., for instance it was made illegal to provide free treats for the voters. The penalty was not only a fine but a deeper threat--anyone found guilty could lose forever the right to run for office. Four years later, when Cicero was consul, he put through an even stiffer measure: during the two years prior to running for office candidates were to refrain from subsidizing gladiatorial shows. In addition, there was to be no hiring of sectatores. Cicero's reforms were not entirely disinterested, however. Though comfortably off, he was no multimillionaire, and all the things barred involved expenses that he could not possibly have afforded. 

In 54 B.C. yet another election reform was attempted, this one at the instigation of Cato the Younger. Cato was a politician who bucked the trend toward political profligacy: the flag he flew was honesty, decency, integrity. He even dressed the part, going around barefoot, without a toga--the Roman equivalent of shirt sleeves and suspenders. What enabled him to carry it off successfully was incredible courage and indomitable will. Cato was serving as a judge that year, and he convinced the Senate to pass a law requiring all candidates to appear before a sworn court and make public their accounts. 

This put the voters' noses badly out of joint. They had been counting on the customary annual handouts. When Cato took his seat at court, a crowd entered and raised such a commotion that he had to adjourn the session. He was carried along by the mob to the forum, and there he managed to grab hold of the rostra and, partly because of eloquence, partly because of the courageous image he projected, make a speech that succeeded in quieting them down. 

Naturally the candidates themselves were in a quandary, afraid of being caught passing bribes--but equally afraid that their competitors might risk it. Finally an agreement was reached to ensure that everyone would stay in line. Each candidate put into a kitty 125,000 drachmas in cash--perhaps about $600,000 in purchasing power today--and anyone caught breaking the law would forfeit his money. The holder of the stakes was Cato, the one man in Rome who could be trusted. 

There was yet another important politician active in this age of rough politics, the roughest of them all--Julius Caesar. We tend of think of Caesar as the great general who conquered Gaul, the impassive (and impressive) author of his campaign memoirs, the statesman who managed to "bestride the narrow world like a Colossus." All that came later. For years he was simply Rome's most efficient rabble-rouser, as well as being one of her "beautiful people." Caesar's togas had a longer fringe and a wider purple stripe than anyone else's. He had his barber not only shave him but finish off with tweezers. His hairdresser outdid himself in devising arrangements that would cover up Caesar's nagging bald spot. 

He began his career under the worst possible handicap; he had no money. He made up for this in two ways. The first was an unmatched talent for managing mobs. No one was more adept at leading a gang of bully boys down to the Campus Martius, where the elections were held, or to the forum to manhandle the opposition. The second was a genius for getting people to lend him money. This enabled him to spend on political gestures as lavishly as a Pompey or a Crassus. He once gave a gladiatorial show that offered no less than 320 contests. And he was brilliant at public relations. When his first wife died, he conducted a public funeral that had the whole town talking about him. 

Caesar's money problems were eventually solved when Crassus, who was trying to hold his own against Pompey on the political scene, decided that Caesar would make a very useful ally. The first step was to pay off Caesar's debts. The sum turned out to be an awesome 830 talents, about $25 million today; there was nothing small-scale about Julius Caesar. Finally, in 60 B.C., Crassus' money bought Caesar the consulship from which he emerged with the command of Rome's armies in Gaul, a command that ultimately put all Rome in his hands. 

While Caesar was away in Gaul, Pompey and Crassus were in unofficial charge and they flirted with the voters in ways that are astonishingly similar to what takes place today. In 56 B.C., for example, it was perfectly clear that the two were going to go after the consulship. When the question was put to Pompey, however, he replied that "maybe he would run, and then again maybe he wouldn't." And when it was put to Crassus, he replied, "If it is in the best interests of our city, I will seek office; if not, I will desist." Both ran. 

The thorn in their side, the one man who gave Pompey, Crassus and Caesar no end of trouble in politicking, was the incorrigible Cato. Once there was a meeting of the people's assembly at which one of Pompey's men, Metellus Nepos, with Caesar's help, had made all the preparations to run some legislation through, packing the place with the usual roughnecks, plus a seasoning of moonlighting gladiators. 

As Cato arrived, followed by a pathetic handful of courageous allies, he had a good look at the opposition--they were stationed around a nearby temple, armed men along the sides and the gladiators on the front steps with Nepos and Caesar at the top. But Cato was unfazed; he was of stern old Roman stuff. The session opened and the clerk began reading the text of the bill. Cato stopped him. Metellus took the document, began reading it himself, and Cato pulled it away from him. Metellus continued from memory, and one of Cato's allies clapped a hand over his mouth. Metellus gave the signal to his gang, they charged and Cato's friends hustled him off in the nick of time to safety in the nearby temple, now emptied of the opposition's men. Metellus started his reading over again, but he had made one fatal slip; thinking he had the situation perfectly in hand, he had dismissed his men--and out the temple door popped Cato to put an end to the bill once and for all. 

But the tide of popular opinion was running against him. A few years later there was a session in which Caesar, by now consul, introduced a law to give away land free to the needy. When Cato got up to speak against it--the only one with enough nerve to do so--Caesar simply had his men haul him down from the dais and pack him off to prison, with Cato haranguing the public at large on the inequities of the legislation right up to the gate. 

Ten years later, in 49 B.C., Caesar crossed the Rubicon to make himself dictator; five years after that he was assassinated and, when the smoke of the civil wars that ensued died down, Rome was no longer a republic but an empire with Augustus on the throne. Among his first reforms was the creation of a fire department, police department and standing army. No more violence, no more bribery, and by the time his successor took over, no more running for high office. 

