The Contradictions of Rome’s Rise:

Livy’s Treatment of the Myth of the Horatii and Curiatii

The mythical stories that Livy fashions into the early chapters of his history offer him an abundance of opportunities to establish Rome’s fundamental characteristics. Scholars have noted, for instance, how Romulus’ qualities are linked with the city that he founds, as Rome takes on his hardy strength and comes to justify his patriotic deeds (Penella 1990; Stem 2007). This paper argues that Livy’s depiction of the duel between the Horatii and the Curiatii likewise has significant ramifications for our understanding of Rome and, in particular, the process of Rome’s growth. Specifically, Livy’s characterization of this battle and its immediate aftermath (1.24-6) shows Rome’s development to be a constant struggle between fighting the enemy and fighting oneself, a struggle where violence plays a dynamic and sometimes troubling role.

Livy’s initial description of the Alban and Roman fighters makes it nearly impossible to differentiate between the two groups (Feldherr 1998, 130-1). With an agreement made that the war between Alba and Rome will be settled by combat between two sets of triplets, Livy dwells upon the adversaries’ similarities. Having already described how the Horatii and Curiatii are equal in age and strength, Livy further blurs any possible distinction between the brothers by relating how there is no agreement as to which set of triplets were named the Curiatii and which the Horatii (1.24.1). This level of similarity extends to the armies watching the fight, as they have the same concerns and hopes for their respective representatives (1.25.1-5).

Violence proves to be the engine for defining the difference between the Roman and Alban triplets. Just when the blurring between the two sides seems unable to proceed further as Livy describes how they meet in battle with their “hands intertwined” (consertis … manibus, 1.25.5), first blood is drawn and the opponents become distanced from one another: two Romans are killed, while all three Albans are wounded. The violence that ensues in Livy’s battle-narrative continues to separate the two sides, a slow and bloody delineation of the Albans being killed off one by one. It culminates in the description of how the Albans and Romans bury their dead with “spirits in no way equal” (nequaquam paribus animis, 1.25.13), a phrase that stands in sharp contrast with Livy’s initial declaration of the equality between the Horatii and Curiatii.

Just as violence plays a pivotal role in shifting the battle from being against oneself to being against an enemy, it has a similar effect on the fight’s immediate aftermath. As Horatius returns home, his sister, engaged to one of the Curiatii, cries out upon seeing that her brother carries the spoils of her dead fiancée (1.26.2). Her reaction blurs the boundaries between enemy and friend, so recently established by the conclusion of the triplets’ duel. Here again, violence separates Alba from Rome and shifts the target of Rome’s martial energy from within to without. When Horatius kills his sister and is allowed by the Romans to go free (1.26.3-14), this series of events marks the boundary of the patria as the line where one’s loyalty begins and ends. 

The motif of a battle that pivots from being fought within to being fought without, with violence acting as the catalyst for this shift, complicates any consideration of Rome’s manner of growth. Livy likely gave this episode its unique features and particular narrative bent (Solodow 1979, 261-8), and, in its conclusion, the paper considers the implications of Livy’s portrayal of Rome’s expansion, with an eye toward the seeming necessity for violence and its relationship to issues of personal identity and civic definition.
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