
19

Imagining the Imperial Mediterranean1

Josephine Crawley Quinn

Polybius invented a new way of writing history, in response, he says, to the
�ı��º�Œ� or ‘interweaving’ of history itself in the 140th Olympiad:

Previously [before 220–216] the doings of the inhabited world (�NŒ�ı���Å) had
been, so to say, dispersed, as they were held together by no unity of initiative,
results or locality; but ever since this date2 history has become as if organic (�x��
	N �ø�Æ
�	Ø�B), and the affairs of Italy and of Africa have been interweaved
(�ı��º�Œ	�ŁÆ�) with those of Asia and Greece, all leading up to one end
(
�º�) . . . Just as Fortune has steered almost all the affairs of the inhabited
world in one direction and has forced them to incline towards one and the
same end, so it is the task of the historian to bring before his readers under one
synoptical view (��e ��Æ� ����łØ�) the operations by which she has accomplished
her general purpose. (1. 3. 3–4. 1)

It is this synoptic approach that I shall explore here, and what it means for
Polybius’ presentation of the Mediterranean, not in terms of geography but
in terms of human experience. Frank Walbank’s classic 1975 article on the
�ı��º�Œ� comprehensively covers the practical aspects of this topic;3 what
I want to do here is to examine its ideology. I am going to argue that Polybius’
structure is in itself a construction—of the Mediterranean as a unity between
east and west, Greece and Rome—and that this can be understood as a
political as well as a literary strategy. At the same time, however, alternative
constructions of the Mediterranean can be traced through Polybius’ account

1 I would like to thank Karl Britto, Christopher Brooke, Craige Champion, Tim Cornell,
Bruce Gibson, Erich Gruen, Kieran Hendrick, Irad Malkin, Guy Métraux, Jonathan Prag, and
Andrew Stewart for useful discussion of drafts of this essay. Translations are taken (often with
amendments) from the Loeb edition; I have taken advantage of the Walbank and Habicht
revision now available for Books 1–4.

2 Polybius specifically locates this ‘interweaving’ at the peace conference at Naupactus in 217
that ended the Social War between Philip V of Macedonia and his Hellenic confederation, on the
one side, and the Aetolians on the other (5. 105. 4–5).

3 Walbank 1975.
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and other sources. First, though, a glance at a pair of more recent studies of the
historical treatment of time will set the scene for the rest of the discussion, not
because I think they explain Polybius’ strategy but because I think they don’t,
quite.

EMPTY, HOMOGENEOUS TIME

In his 1983 book Imagined Communities, Benedict Anderson famously point-
ed to the importance of a conception of simultaneous, empty time across a
limited geographical space for the rise of nationalism in the early modern
period:

Beneath the decline of sacred communities, languages and lineages, a fundamen-
tal change was taking place in modes of apprehending the world, which, more
than anything else, made it possible to 'think' the nation . . . [T]he mediaeval
Christian mind had no conception of history as an endless chain of cause and
effect or of radical separations between past and present . . . it views time as . . . a
simultaneity of past and future in an instantaneous present. In such a view of
things, the word ‘meanwhile’ cannot be of real significance . . .What has come to
take the place of the mediaeval conception of simultaneity-along-time is . . . an
idea of ‘homogeneous, empty time’, in which simultaneity is, as it were, trans-
verse, cross-time, marked not by prefiguring and fulfilment, but by temporal
coincidence, and measured by clock and calendar.4

As a result, time is understood as an experience shared by all members of the
national community, and Anderson shows how the structures of novels and
newspapers in emerging nations reinforced this modern idea of simultaneity
across homogeneous, empty time. Novels of this sort present their characters as
doing different things at the same time, linked too because they are embedded
in the same society and in the minds of the common readership; and they often
contain copious references to the readers’ own experience of, and even involve-
ment in, the events and places discussed. In the case of the newspaper, events
and readers are linked through the simultaneous, large-scale consumption of
that newspaper as well as ‘calendrical coincidence’—which is to say that the
paper prints the date at the top of page 1, meaning that there is a single date for
the first time, shared by protagonists and consumers of events.

Much of the inspiration for Anderson’s account comes from Walter Benja-
min’s last essay, the ‘Theses on the Concept of History’, an attack on what he
calls the ‘historicist’ form of history-writing, in which the historical progress of
mankind

4 Anderson 2006 (1983): 22–4.
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was regarded as irresistible, something that automatically pursued a straight or
spiral course . . . the concept of the historical progress of mankind cannot be
sundered from the concept of its progression through a homogeneous, empty
time . . . 5

For Benjamin, this ‘historicism’ always empathizes with history’s victors,
whom it sees as inevitably successful.6 He contrasts with the ‘historicist’ the
‘historical materialist’ for whom time is not progressive, ‘empty’ and ‘homoge-
neous’, but is ‘filled by the presence of the now’;7 this is Anderson’s contrast
between simultaneity-across-time and simultaneity-along-time. And historical
materialism, in this sense, was a political act of serious contemporary relevance:

To articulate the past historically does not mean to recognize it ‘the way it really
was’ (Ranke). It means to seize hold of a memory as it flashes up at a moment of
danger8 . . .One reason why Fascism has a chance is that in the name of progress
its opponents treat it as a historical norm.9

According to Benjamin, revolutionaries can ‘make the continuum of history
explode’, and sometimes do this literally by introducing a new calendar, as
happened after the French and Soviet revolutions, or, more dramatically, by
gunning down clock towers.10

I want to suggest in what follows that this conception of simultaneity-
across-time is not confined to the modern period, as Anderson suggests,11

but is central to the synoptic approach Polybius adopts, which invokes a sense
of simultaneous, shared time and history between the peoples of the Mediter-
ranean. In particular, he presents the Romans and the Greeks as participating
in one historical community as both characters and readers, building not a
nation but an empire.12 This does not mean, however, that Polybius’ history is

5 Benjamin 1968: Thesis 13.
6 Ibid. Thesis 7: ‘ . . . if one asks with whom the adherents of historicism actually empathize

[t]he answer is inevitable: with the victor. And all rulers are the heirs of those who conquered
before them. Hence, empathy with the victor invariably benefits the rulers . . . ’.

7 Ibid. Thesis 14: ‘[Materialist] History is the subject of a structure whose site is not
homogeneous, empty time, but time filled by the presence of the now [Jetztzeit]. Thus, to
Robespierre ancient Rome was a past charged with the time of the now which he blasted out
of the continuum of history. The French revolution viewed itself as Rome reincarnate.’

8 Ibid. Thesis 6.
9 Ibid. Thesis 8.
10 Ibid. Thesis 15: ‘The awareness that they are about to make the continuum of history

explode is characteristic of the revolutionary classes at the moment of their action. The great
revolution introduced a new calendar . . . In the July revolution an incident occurred which
showed this consciousness still alive. On the first evening of fighting it turned out that the clocks
in towers were being fired on simultaneously and independently from several places in Paris.’ For
examples of the manipulation of time in the Greek world, see Clarke 2008: 41–5.

11 Implied at Anderson 2006: 37 and elsewhere; cf. Momigliano 1966 on, inter alia, the
difficulties of pinpointing the invention of time.

12 Denis Feeney has made the same general point about the application of Anderson’s ‘sense
of simultaneity in a shared time and participation in a parallel space’ to universal, synchronistic
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a straightforward example of Benjamin’s historicism; it does not empathize
solely with the Roman ‘victors’, but suggests alternative ways of understanding
historical events, and recognizes alternative conceptions of the Mediterranean
world. First, I shall discuss how Polybius establishes simultaneity across the
Mediterranean, and what this might have to do with Roman imperialism, and
then I shall look briefly at a couple of slightly earlier and rather different
versions, or visions, of the way the Mediterranean works; before returning to
Polybius, to show that his text, too, contains alternatives to the hegemonic
message of unity between east and west, that he too deals in simultaneity along
as well as across time.

THE POLYBIAN MEDITERRANEAN

First, then, how does Polybius’ structure, and in particular his �ı��º�Œ�,
construct space? After the two introductory books covering sketchily the
years 264–221, and the three books which treat the wars which took place in
the 140th Olympiad

I undertook to make a fresh beginning . . . and henceforth to deal with the shared
experiences13 of the oikoumene (
a Œ�Ø�a 
B �NŒ�ı���Å �æ��	Ø), classing it
under Olympiads and dividing those into years and placing contemporary
experiences side by side for comparison (�ıªŒæ����
	 KŒ �ÆæÆ��ºB 
a

ŒÆ
Æºº�º�ı) until the capture of Carthage, the battle of the Achaeans and
Romans at the Isthmus and the consequent settlement of Greece [i.e.
146]. (39. 8. 6)

So Polybius tells his story year by year, and within each year he works his way
across the world in a figure-of-eight pattern, starting with events in Italy,
Sicily, Spain, and Africa, moving on to Greece and Macedonia, thence to Asia,
and finally reaching Egypt.14 Not every area features every year, not every year
in the narrative conforms strictly to the chronological pattern, and some books
are digressions beyond the narrative history, but that is the basic synoptic
structure, the ‘shared history’ (Œ�Ø�� ƒ�
�æ�Æ) by which Polybius organizes

histories, although he discusses this in the context of the early empire, and does not relate it to
specific structural models (2007: 66–7). For a comparable approach to space, see now Purves
2010 on the competition of synoptic (‘protocartographic’) and hodological (‘countercarto-
graphic’) approaches to space in archaic and classical Greek narrative. Purves notes with
reference to the former model how a map’s ‘ability to lie and distort’ allows it ‘to engage
seamlessly in fictions of power’ (pp. 21–2).

13 I am grateful to Erich Gruen for suggesting this translation of 
a Œ�Ø�a �æ��	Ø.
14 See in particular 28. 16. 11.
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horizontal space in vertical time in a completely new way to describe ‘shared
experiences’.15

What are the contours of this space? As we have seen, Polybius claims at the
end of the work (39. 8. 6, quoted above) that his history has dealt compara-
tively with the shared experiences of the inhabited world, or �NŒ�ı���Å,16

suggesting that for him this �NŒ�ı���Å is made up of the areas his synoptic
structure cycles through: Italy, Sicily, Spain, Africa, Greece, Macedonia, Asia
Minor (with occasional forays further to the Seleucid east), and Egypt. But at
other times he says he is dealing with the known parts of the �NŒ�ı���Å (2. 37.
4), or almost all the affairs of the �NŒ�ı���Å (1. 4. 1); and when he defines the
�NŒ�ı���Å geographically (3. 37), it is as Asia, Africa, and Europe, with
boundaries at the river Don, the Nile, and the Pillars of Hercules. Asia and
Africa lie south of the Mediterranean; Europe lies north. Polybius is very vague
about the extension north and south of these zones, explaining that these outer
areas are not yet known (3. 38. 1–3). It is clear that he conceptualizes these
regions in terms of their centre, the Mediterranean, rather than their far-off
and barbarous peripheries, but it is also clear that when he is technically
defining the concept of the �NŒ�ı���Å, he includes the whole world known
to him, certainly a far larger area than that covered by the synoptic structure.17

The community united by that structure, however, ‘almost’ the �NŒ�ı���Å,
maps fairly closely onto the lands surrounding the Mediterranean. And this
community is not imagined in a vacuum: outside it, defining and threatening
it, lie the barbarians, not included in the regular cycle of events unless they are
on the receiving end of a war. The Persians (3. 6. 10) are a traditional choice,
but Polybius is also and particularly concerned by the Gauls (2. 35), common
enemy to the Romans and the Greeks, as we shall see further below. While
Rome is subsumed into Greek Olympiadic history, these tribes and peoples
remain outside time.
The Mediterranean peoples, by contrast, are now tied together through

time: Polybius’ structure relies on and reinforces a conception of chronological
simultaneity across this space. After the �ı��º�Œ�, Polybius and his readers

15 Cf. Derow in OCD3 (s.v. ‘Polybius’) for the horizontal/vertical image. For Œ�Ø�� ƒ�
�æ�Æ
after the 140th Olympiad, see 4. 28. 3–4; 8. 2. 11 (ŒÆŁ�ºØŒ� ŒÆd Œ�Ø�� ƒ�
�æ�Æ: combining
universal and synoptic approaches); 1. 4. 11 for the importance of seeing the interconnection
and comparison of events, and cf. 5. 31. 7 and 32. 11. 2 (noting a departure from the standard
pattern). Katherine Clarke has discussed at length the various attempts of historians from
Thucydides onwards to draw different communities with different ways of reckoning time into
a single historical narrative (2008: 90–168); on Polybius’ tactics in particular, see 112–21. She
points out that, because of the fragmentary survival of Books 6 and following, ‘we are more
reliant on Polybius’ explicit statements of intent than on the extensive exemplification of the
Olympiadic structure’ (p. 112).

16 5. 31. 6 is a rather vague statement along the same lines.
17 This means that his work cannot describe, as Walbank puts it, the unification of the

�NŒ�ı���Å under Rome (1972a: 68).
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enter Benjamin’s ‘empty, homogeneous time’ as members of a historical
community that stretches from Spain to Egypt. The concurrent narratives
that he employs from this point are the structural exploitation and constant
reassertion of the meaningfulness of ‘meanwhile’ within the Mediterranean
world: ŒÆ
a 
�ı ÆP
�� ŒÆØæ��, a phrase which recurs constantly throughout
the Histories.18 And the synoptic structure is by no means the only way that
Polybius produces this community in time between the eastern and western
Mediterranean, and in particular between Greece and Rome: another is the
provision of synchronisms; the alignment of different dating systems is a third.

Synchronisms orient the reader with respect to events in other areas,19 and
bring the Mediterranean together before the full synoptic structure starts in
Book 7, synchronism systematized.20 This is not just about pulling together
Rome and Greece: six of the nine synchronisms found in Books 4–5 involve
not just Philip V of Macedon and the Greek states but also Rome, eight include
Carthage, and five either Ptolemy or Antiochus.21

Synchronisms between west and east are not of course unheard of by the
time that Polybius is writing, but he takes this technique unusually far back in
time for a Greek historian. Denis Feeney draws attention, for instance, to the
way that Eratosthenes and Apollodorus (writing in the later third and mid-
second centuries, respectively) only ‘start to take notice of Roman events at all
when they arrived at the invasion of Italy by the Greek king Pyrrhus [in

18 With some variation, and usually marking a geographical move sideways within the
synoptic structure, or synchronisms before that structure starts; e.g., before the �ı��º�Œ�: 2.
37. 1 referring to 220; 3. 2. 3 on 220–16; 4. 27. 1 on 220; 4. 37. 4, 8 on 219; 4. 68. 1 on 219/18; 5. 1.
3 on 218; 5. 29. 7 on 218; 5. 101. 3 on 217; 5. 109. 5 on 216; 5. 111. 1 on 216. After the �ı��º�Œ�,
from a random sample of Books 23–7: 23. 6. 1; 24. 5. 2; 27. 1. 1; 27. 3. 1.

19 Denis Feeney now reminds us that the relative rather than absolute nature of ancient time-
keeping made synchronisms a peculiarly powerful ideological tool: ‘correlating Greek and
Roman dates means correlating Greek and Roman events . . . ancient writers are not connecting
numbers; they are connecting significant events and people’ (2007: 15).

20 Synchronisms do occasionally occur later: see Walbank, HCP i. 229 on 2. 41. 1, HCP iii.
235–9 for the synchronism of the deaths of Scipio, Hannibal, and Philopoemen in the same year
(Livy 39. 50. 10, 51. 1 (from Polybius)), although this might be an example of the traditional
Greek respect for striking coincidences (see Feeney 2007: 44) rather than a genuine attempt to
anchor events in time; by this point the synoptic structure renders the latter unnecessary.

21 Synchronisms in Books 4–5 (after Walbank 1972a: 5 n. 20): 4. 26. 7–28. 1 (preparations for
the Social War by Philip and the Achaeans with the elections of the Aetolian strategoi and the
attack of Hannibal on Saguntum); 4. 37 (Achaea, Aetolia, Carthage/Spain, Rome, Syria, Egypt,
Sparta and Macedon, and Rhodes and Byzantium); 4. 66. 7–67. 1 (Philip’s prosecution of Social
War with Rome, Carthage/Spain, and Aetolia); 5. 1. 1–4 (Aetolia and Achaea, Carthage/Spain,
Rome, Antiochus, and Ptolemy); 5. 29. 5–8 (Philip/Social War with activities of Carthaginian
and Roman forces, Antiochus, and Lycurgus of Sparta); 5. 101. 3 (Philip’s siege of Thebes with
Rome and Carthage at Trasimene); 5. 105. 3 (Naupactus, Trasimene, and Antiochus’ battle in
Coele-Syria); 5. 108. 9–10 (Philip, Hannibal, and Rome); 5. 109. 4–6 (Philip, Antiochus, and the
Roman fleet operating off Sicily).
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280] . . .By this approach, the Romans are denied the “likeness” of synchro-
nicity, not being allowed to be part of civilized time until the latest possible
moment.’ The Romans are made allochronic, in Johannes Fabian’s terms.22

But Polybius synchronizes Roman and Greek history much earlier, in his
famously complex evocation in Book 1 of what we call 387/6:

It was, therefore, the nineteenth year after the battle of Aegospotami and the
sixteenth before that of Leuctra, the year in which the Spartans ratified the peace
known as that of Antalcidas with the King of Persia, that in which also Dionysius
the Elder, after defeating the Italiot Greeks in the battle at the river Elleporos, was
besieging Rhegium, and that in which the Gauls, after taking Rome itself by
assault, occupied the whole of that city except the Capitol. The Romans, after
making a truce on conditions satisfactory to the Gauls and being thus contrary to
their expectation reinstated in their home and as it were now started on the road
of aggrandizement, continued in the following years to wage war on their
neighbours. (1. 6. 1–3)

For Polybius, the Romans start on their historical journey more than a century
before Pyrrhus turns up in Italy;23 it is identified here as an imperial journey,24

and it is identifiedwith the history of the Hellenistic east.25 At 3. 22. 1–2 Polybius
goes back even further, dating the first treaty with Carthage in 509/8 by ‘the first
consuls of Rome after the expulsion of the kings and the founders of the temple of
Jupiter Capitolinus’ and by the years before Xerxes’ invasion. Polybius may be
following Timaeus for the 387/6 synchronism,26 and Fabius Pictor for 509/8,27 in
which case it is interesting that he chose to repeat them. Certainly later Roman
authors fill in pre-Pyrrhic parallels between Greece and Rome—in an attempt,
Feeney suggests, to establish likeness between the two peoples where the Greeks
had made Rome different28—but Polybius got there beforehand, and perhaps
even first.

22 Feeney 2007: 24–5, discussing Fabian 1983. The same could be said of Polybius’ Persians
and Gauls (discussed above, p. 341). Timaeus has the even earlier synchronism of the foundation
of Carthage and Rome (Dion. Hal. A.R. 1. 74. 1 = FGrHist 566 F 60), though not examples that
cross east and west, and there are of course mentions of Roman events in fifth- and fourth-
century Greek historians: see the fifth-century reference to Aeneas founding Rome (Dion. Hal. A.
R. 1. 72. 1 = FGrHist 4 (Hellanicus) F 84) and the fourth-century version involving Lavinium
(FGrHist 560 (Alcimus) F 4).

23 Which he admittedly does in the text only a few sentences later, at 1. 6. 5–7.
24 It is none the less striking that this journey begins with a setback, and a more comprehen-

sive one in Polybius’ version than the later Roman tradition on the Sack of Rome suggests
(Williams 2001: 143). Bruce Gibson points out to me that there is a comparable ‘narrative
synchronism’ in the use of Cannae as the date at which to interrupt the historical narrative for
the discussion of the excellence of the Roman constitution (5. 111. 8–10; cf. 6. 58 for the Roman
exploitation of their own defeat there).

25 Cf. Feeney 2007: 47.
26 So Walbank, HCP i. 48 on 1. 6. 2: ‘probably’.
27 Walbank, HCP i. 340 on 3. 22. 2 for a discussion of earlier opinions on this point.
28 Feeney 2007: 25.
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As well as the synchronisms, there is the dating system itself: the use of the
Olympiads as the backbone of the text from Book 3 onwards creates an
impression of one calendar, one kind of time, across the Mediterranean,
quite removed from the local ways of reckoning time that people, including
many historians, actually used.29 Polybius relies on the universality of the
Olympiad scheme, and thus of time itself within the community he creates.
He is not the first to use Olympiads: for that we should probably look again to
Timaeus, though he may not have used them consistently.30 Again, they
certainly weren’t the only choice available: they were not, for instance, the
choice made by Philinus, who seems to use years of the (First Punic) War.31

And, asWalbank points out, a rigid Olympiad scheme which runs midsummer
to midsummer doesn’t sit well with a history that is principally concerned with
the campaigning season, running spring to autumn, and where Polybius is
often also following local time-markers, such as Roman consular years running
March to March.32 He suggests, following De Sanctis, that Polybius therefore
uses ‘manipulated’ and somewhat flexible Olympiads, normally closing with
the return to winter quarters in the autumn.33 The scheme he adopts necessi-
tates the alignment of different dating systems as if they were simultaneous: an
imaginary calendar unites the imagined Mediterranean community.34

A final Polybian parallel between east and west, Greeks and Romans, is the
involvement of the reader in the story. It seems quite clear that Polybius’

29 See Errington 1967b for the way in which Polybius has no consistent method of reckoning
time in the first two books, but tends to follow his sources. On local time, see Clarke 2008.

30 Olympiads are not Timaeus’ only time-keeping system: he puts the founding of Corcyra
600 years after the Trojan war (F 80), and that of Massilia 120 years before Salamis (F 71). See
Clarke 1999: 11 n. 20 on the claims by some scholars that Eratosthenes, though later than
Timaeus, should be given the ‘honour of having first developed the use of Olympiads as a system
of reckoning’ with 2008: 110 on the relative contributions of each to the developing scheme.

31 Walbank 1945a: 1–5, noting the possibility that he also uses consular years. Feeney points
out that Jerome and Eusebius make all their different systems artificially start on the same day
(2007: 225 n. 77).

32 Clarke points out that while Polybius’ use of Roman consuls as dating-markers continues
sporadically after the 140th Olympiad (2008: 116), ‘it is interesting and significant that Polybius
refers both to the election and to the accession of consuls, two events which occurred at different
times of year’ (p. 117).

33 Walbank 1972a: 101–2.
34 Compare the way in which Polybius misleadingly involves Asia in his �ı��º�Œ�: when he

claims that events in Italy, Greece, and Asia come together for the first time after Naupactus, he is
faced with the problem that there is no plausible way to include Asia in this story at this time: it
had nothing to do with either the Social War or the Hannibalic War. None the less, we are told
that when all eyes in Greece turned to Italy ‘very soon the same thing happened to the islanders
and those living in coastal Asia’, and that after this embassies were sent from those with
grievances against Philip and Attalus to Rome in future, rather than to the kings of Asia and
Egypt, and vice versa (5. 105. 6–8), though ‘in fact, many years were to pass before any islanders
or Asian Greeks sent embassies to Rome; and no Roman embassy crossed the Aegean before 200’
(Walbank 1972a: 69; cf. Feeney 2007: 59). The alliance of Attalus I of Pergamum with Rome in
the First Macedonian War might have provided Polybius with a better example of Asian eyes
turning west relatively soon after the �ı��º�Œ�.
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intended and expected audience was largely Greek,35 but there are textual
references to Roman readers as well.36 Polybius’ claim at 31. 22. 8 that he is
‘perfectly aware that this work will be perused by Romans above all people,
containing as it does an account of their most splendid achievements’ is
especially striking. I would propose, however, that the unity implied by the
synoptic structure helps to explain this statement and others like it, by
suggesting an implicit parallel claim to Greek readers that they were sharing
the cultural and historical experience of reading Polybius with a Roman
audience; that they and the Romans were progressing together through ho-
mogeneous, empty time, both in the text and in reading the text.
The story so far then is that Polybius constructs for his readers a pan-

Mediterranean community, indeed constructs of his readers a pan-Mediterra-
nean community, crossing the boundaries of east and west, and experiencing
the same processes in the same chronological framework. Is this imagined
community imagined as imperial, one Mediterranean under Rome? In some
ways it seems so: the space which is treated by the synoptic structure and in
which history—‘almost all the affairs of the �NŒ�ı���Å’—organically (so inevi-
tably?) comes together (1. 4. 1, above) is clearly supposed tomap on to the space,
‘almost the �NŒ�ı���Å’, which he says is subjected to Rome over less than fifty-
three years (1. 1. 5).37 And in practice the areas regularly treated in the synoptic
cycle are in fact almost those controlled by the Romans by 167, at least
according to Polybius’ own account:38 he is ordering and homogenizing time
across the space of the nascent Roman empire.39 And one might say that this
imperial space is pre-written in time onto the Mediterranean landscape: these
areas may be for the most part under Roman sway by the mid-second century,
but they were not in the late third century at the time of the �ı��º�Œ�. By
manufacturing a shared historical space and time from the 140th Olympiad,
which fits so closely the practical and political community experienced by the
author and readers under Roman hegemony, the structure of the Histories
seems to write the Roman historical sphere back several decades, and in
this way reinforce the inevitability and inviolability of Roman empire. (The

35 There are various references to, or assumptions of, a Greek audience (e.g. 1. 42. 1–7; 2. 35.
9; 3. 59. 8), the histories of Rome and Carthage are not well known to ‘us’Greeks (1. 3. 7–8), there
is much explanation of the technicalities of Roman military and political life (3. 72. 12, 87. 7, 107.
10–14; 10. 16–17; 14. 3. 6; 21. 2. 2, 13. 11) (adapted fromWalbank 1972a: 3–4). See Seager in this
volume on Book 6 as an attempt to explain Rome to the Greeks.

36 3. 21. 9; 6. 11. 3
37 Cf. 3. 1. 4 (the known parts of the �NŒ�ı���Å). See Clarke 1999: 119 for the suggestion that

after the �ı��º�Œ� space was subordinated to time in Polybius’ account, and 114–28 for
Polybius’ universalizing strategies, including the �ı��º�Œ�, more generally.

38 On which account Roman control is, of course, hegemonic rather than territorial: for the
classic statement, see 3. 4. 3, with the classic discussion of Derow 1979.

39 Time and space none the less remain separate concepts for Polybius, as discussed at Clarke
1999: 80–1.
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barbarians without were in little danger, as it seemed at the time, of being
subsumed.) So Polybius’ imagined Mediterranean community is inextricably
linked to Roman empire. But they are not the same thing: despite his use of a
structure based on simultaneous progress through homogeneous, empty time,
Polybius does not necessarily empathize with the victors.40 The rise of Rome is
for Polybius a process that is not supposed to be complete until 167, whereas the
‘interweaving’ happens more than fifty years earlier. Polybius’ synoptic structure
may foreshadow the empire, but it is not, or not yet, entirely Roman. Instead,
the implied chronological equality and shared community here could as easily
be read as Polybius redefining the victors to include the Greeks. Indeed, the
primary chronological focalization of the work is Greek, panhellenic even,
structured around Olympiads, and employing synchronisms to tie the narrative
of events in other places into those in Greece and Macedonia,41 even though the
geographical focal point could be seen as Roman, since each year starts in the
west.42 This use of time could, in fact, be seen as a technique of resistance, an
attempt to impose a different calendar and a different understanding of the
Mediterranean: an alliance with Rome in Greek time, rather than subjection to
Rome on Roman terms. This would not then be the creation of a nation by the
hegemonic classes, but the redefinition of an empire by its subjects.43

ALTERNATIVES TO POLYBIUS

And Polybius wouldn’t be the only one doing something like this. So far I have
argued that he creates a textual unity for the Mediterranean in the light of, and
in reaction to, Roman imperialism of the mid-second century. By way of
comparison and contextualization, I now want to look at two earlier attempts
to do something similar, one artistic, one epigraphic. Polybius’ synoptic
Mediterranean is a rewriting of these earlier versions, and that is part of its
power.

40 Sometimes he certainly does: Dubuisson, for instance, discusses his frequent use of the
phrase � ŒÆŁ’ ��A Ł�ºÆ

Æ, i.e. the Latin mare nostrum, which in that period ‘n’a guère de sens
dans la bouche d’un Grec’ (1985: 172). Thanks to Craige Champion for pointing this out to me.

41 Walbank 1972a: 105; Plb. 5. 31. 3 for the Greek basis of the synchronism technique in the
140th Olympiad, ‘in which I state in what year of this Olympiad and contemporaneously with
what events in Greece each episode elsewhere began and ended’.

42 Cf. Clarke 1999 on the Greek focal point of Polybius’ history and ideology, in contrast to
the broader focalization of his geography (98–101).

43 The panhellenic nature of Olympiad dating is emphasized at Clarke 2008: 66.
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A similarly broad conception of Mediterranean community identity, de-
fined by the presence of external barbarians, can be found in the Lesser Attalid
Dedication on the Athenian acropolis (the Little Barbarians, or Small Gauls).
We now possess only in Roman copies this series of battle-scenes involving
statues of defeated and dying barbarians, a little less than 1 metre high, in high
baroque style.44 These were a gift to the Athenians from Attalus I of Perga-
mum (r. 241–197), who owed his royal title to his defeat of the Gauls, ‘then the
most formidable and warlike people in Asia’.45 Although no date is given by
our sources for the dedication, Attalus came to Athens in the spring of 200 bc
and successfully persuaded the Athenians to join his alliance against Philip of
Macedon after a long period of neutrality; this visit, or perhaps the brutal
season of campaigning that followed for Athens, provides an ideal context for
the gift.46 Rome was involved in this alliance, too: Attalus had appealed to
them the previous year, the Roman senate had already decided to renew
hostilities with Macedon, and in fact Roman ambassadors were also in Athens
at the time with a declaration of war against Philip.47

Pausanias describes the group:

By the south wall [of the acropolis at Athens] Attalus dedicated the legendary
battle of the Giants, who once lived around Thrace and the Isthmus of Pallene,
the battle of the Athenians against the Amazons, the affair against the Persians at
Marathon, and the destruction of the Gauls in Mysia. (1. 25. 2)

The Athenians defeated the Amazons and the Persians, the Pergamenes
defeated the Gauls in Mysia, at the Caïcus Battle of c.237, and now they will
join together to repeat the divine defeat of the giants, whose geographic
location suggests identification with the Macedonians and the neighbouring
barbarians; it is striking that immediately after this passage Pausanias
launches into an attack on Macedon, calling the battle of Chaeronea ‘the
beginning of misfortune for all the Greeks’ (1. 25. 3), and discussing its
unhappy aftermath at length. This identification between giants and Mace-
donians is not just a conceit that can be read into Pausanias, but an ongoing
theme of Pergamene sculpture: on the Great Altar of the 160s or so, one of the
humanoid giants has a Macedonian starburst on his shield.48 So with this gift
Attalus is propagandizing on behalf of a Pergamene–Athenian alliance against

44 For a comprehensive study of these sculptures from the Hellenistic period to the present,
see Stewart 2004.

45 Plb. 18. 41. 7–8; cf. Strab. 13. 4. 2. It is unlikely that the ‘Attalus’ referred to here is Attalus II
(r. 158–138), or Attalus III (r. 138–133) since no battle against the Gauls took place during their
reigns.

46 See Stewart 2004: 218–36, esp. 218–23, on the dating problems, and the weight of evidence
in favour of a date in or shortly after 200.

47 Plb. 16. 25.
48 Stewart 2000: 40 for this and other ‘anti-Macedonian allusions’ on the Altar.
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Macedon, by defining a historical community which excludes Gauls, Persians,
and Macedonians, and emphasizes Athenian and Pergamene battles against
them. In real life Rome, too, was part of this alliance, as noted above, and
this is mentioned in a letter that Attalus wrote to the Ecclesia in 200, under-
lining the benefits for the Athenians of an alliance with him, the Rhodians,
and the Romans,49 but it is striking that Rome is left out of the picture on the
acropolis: the terms, and symbolism, of the sculpture are entirely eastern
Mediterranean.50

Polybius then repeats this overall scheme and technique half a century later,
but with modifications: Attalus’ Gauls and Persians do map on to Polybius’
barbarians, but by the time he is writing the Macedonians are firmly under
Roman control, and so he no longer needs to define them as barbarians.
Instead, they are included in his synoptic Mediterranean community, as are
the Romans, now very visible indeed. The Attalid dedication can, however, be
seen as a challenge to another discourse of Greco-Macedonian unity, emanat-
ing from the allies of Macedonia in Greece, which was flowering just a few
years earlier in a famous set of inscriptions found at Magnesia-on-the-Maean-
der.51 The story is well known. The Magnesians decided to found a festival for
their goddess, Artemis Leukophryene, after an oracle given in 221/0. Accord-
ing to an inscription they erected in the marketplace, they appealed to the rest
of the Greeks in Asia to participate in the festival, who seem to have complete-
ly ignored them.52 But they renewed the appeal in 207, in the last stages of the
First Macedonian War:

In the stephanephorate of Moiragoras (son) of Stephanos [208/7], they [estab-
lished] a crowned [contest], Pythian in rank, offering as prize a crown made from
fifty gold pieces, and when the kings accepted, and [all] the others to whom they
sent envoys by leagues and by cities [voted], to honour Artemis Leukophryene
and that the city and land of the Magnesians should be [inviolable], because of the
bidding of the god and the [friendships and] relationships obtaining from
ancestral times between them all and the Magnesians. (Syll.3 557, tr. Bagnall
and Derow 2004, no. 153)

49 Plb. 16. 26. 5–6.
50 Cf. Gruen 2000: 18: ‘Attalos’ success is conjoined with those of the great historical and

legendary triumphs of Hellenism over barbarism.’ Gruen also draws attention to Attalus’ late
third-century building projects at Delphi, suggesting that the location ‘deliberately associated’ his
own defeat of the Gauls with the Aetolian victory over them in 279 (25). The implicit shadow of
Rome, ally of Aetolia and Attalus in the First Macedonian War, may fall over the Delphic
monuments as well.

51 For a comprehensive and thought-provoking account of Hellenistic Greek approaches to
the Mediterranean that differentiated east from west, including the Magnesia-on-the-Maeander
dossier, see Erskine forthcoming; I want to acknowledge a major debt both here and in the next
section to this detailed survey of the varieties of conceptual gulf between east and west in this
period.

52 I.Magnesia 16.
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In response there was an avalanche of letters to the Magnesians recognizing
their festival and in some cases the city’s inviolability; the letter from Epidam-
nus records that the envoys from Magnesia requested these honours on the
basis that those asked were ‘kinsmen and friends’.53 The letters come from
Greek cities in Asia and on the mainland, from Ptolemy IV, Antiochus III, and
Attalus I, and, almost certainly, from Philip V himself.54 Notable by their
absence in the marketplace are the Romans. Peter Derow drew attention to
this dossier as a panhellenic phenomenon,55 but it is panhellenic in a rather
particular, which is to say broad, sense: the states and monarchs that do accept
the Magnesians’ invitation form an eastern Mediterranean community
(stretching as far west as Sicily) that does not require, or request, Roman
validation. This is closer to the traditional eastern Greek view of a Mediterra-
nean divided between east and west, with Rome out of the(ir) picture.56

ALTERNATIVES IN POLYBIUS

This is, of course, a quite different imagined community from the one I have
claimed that Polybius synoptically constructs, but it is none the less visible even
within the Histories, and it is with some examples of this that I want to finish.
Again, they suggest that we should not read Polybius straightforwardly as a
Benjaminian historicist: his text opens upmultiple possibilities for understand-
ing the geography and history of the Roman empire.57 At the peace conference
at Naupactus in 217 between Philip V of Macedonia, his Hellenic confedera-
tion, and the Aetolians, the very event which Polybius saw as ushering in the
�ı��º�Œ�, there is an appeal from the Aetolian ambassador to panhellenic
sentiment, with a warning of dangers to come from the west, whether Rome or
Carthage. Addressing Philip, he says

It would be best of all if the Greeks never made war on each other, but regarded it
as the highest favour in the gift of the gods could they ever speak with one heart
and one voice, and marching arm in arm like men fording a river, repel barbarian
invaders and unite in preserving themselves and their cities . . . For if once you
wait for these clouds that loom in the west to settle on Greece, I very much fear

53 Syll.3 560, l. 22, trans Bagnall and Derow 2004, no. 155. See Rigsby 1996: 179–279 for the
full dossier.

54 Welles 1934, letters 31–4; Philip’s letter is not preserved but seems assured by Syll.3 561,
ll. 1–5, where Chalcis recognizes the festival at his request.

55 Derow 2003: 57.
56 e.g. Purcell 1995: 139, and Erskine forthcoming.
57 See Davidson 1991 for the similar point that Polybius often surveys different views of the

same episode ‘overlaying one another and competing with each other’ (p. 13); I suggest here that
the same is true of larger phenomena.
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lest we may all of us find these truces and wars and games at which we play rudely
interrupted . . . (5. 104. 1–10)

Then there is the speech made by a Rhodian ambassador to the Aetolians ten
years later, in order to persuade them to make peace (again) with Philip,
accusing them of making a treaty with the barbarians—i.e. the Romans—for
the enslavement and ruin of Greece:

You say that you are fighting with Philip for the sake of the Greeks, that they may
be delivered and may refuse to obey his commands; but as a fact you are fighting
for the enslavement and ruin of Greece. This is the story your treaty with the
Romans tells . . . you have made a treaty by which you have given up to the
barbarians the rest of the Greeks to be exposed to atrocious outrage and vio-
lence. (11. 5. 1–7)

At 3. 7. 3 Polybius describes the Aetolians going round with Antiochus III in the
190s, announcing the liberation of the Greeks.58 These Greeks do not see Roman
rule as inevitable, nor alliance between east and west, but instead represent the
point of view that divided the Mediterranean. This point of view continues to
feature in his account of the second century, with resistance to Rome and
attachment to Macedon on the part of, in particular, the lower classes in Greece;
inAchaea of the 180s, for instance, partisans of Rome faced violence and contempt
from themob;59 in the next decade when Perseus ofMacedonwon a cavalry battle
against Rome, ‘the attachment of the people to Perseus burst forth like fire’.60

This disjunctive version of the Mediterranean is found not only in other
voices in Polybius but also, despite what I have argued above, in the text’s own
time and structure. In terms of time, I have already noted that Polybius
chooses to use not only a Greek core dating system, but one which is specifi-
cally panhellenic; not, for instance, Athenian archonships or Achaean strate-
goi.61 In addition, he sometimes uses his synchronisms to exclude rather than
include Rome (and less often Carthage) in historical time.62 And finally, to

58 A phrase with a long history: see e.g. Seager 1981.
59 24. 10–13 (Callicrates’ speech).
60 27. 9. 1; see also 28. 4. 12; 39. 3. 8.
61 Cf. Thucydides’ use of Argive priestesses, Spartan ephors, and Athenian archons to date the

beginning of the Archidamian war (2. 2. 1). The Marmor Parium (FGrHist 239) uses Athenian
kings and archons. Feeney notes that while ‘[w]e may talk casually about synchronisms between
Greece and Rome . . . there is no Greek time against which to plot Roman time. Roman time is
unified, as the time of one city, but Greek time is not . . . It is always vital to ask which perspective
on Greek time is being adopted at any moment, through which calendrical or historical tradition
the idea of Greek time is being focalized, and what motivates the choice of dates that are going to
be used as hooks on either side’ (2007: 23). It should be noted that for a truly pan-Mediterranean
system of synchronisms, we have to wait for Castor of Rhodes writing his Chronica in the mid-
first century bc, a work which brings together the times of Asia, Greece, and Rome (Feeney 2007:
63–4).

62 e.g. 2. 41 on 284/80 with Greek and Egyptian dates. 4. 27. 9–28. 1 and 5. 29. 7–9 include
Carthage but not (directly) Rome.
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come full circle, in 3. 2–3, the proekthesis (preliminary summary) of the
account of the years 220–168, there is the shadow of an alternative structure
to the whole work.
Polybius introduces this summary by saying that he is going to use ‘the

following method of procedure in my exposition (K��ªÅ�Ø)’ (3. 1. 11), but the
summary of Books 7–39 that follows is not in fact a fair reflection of what he
actually does in Books 7–39: rather it ignores, contradicts even, the annual
synoptic structure which might be reasonably said to be his ‘method of
procedure’, and instead emphasizes progress along time rather than through
space, dividing the Mediterranean into different historical places:

Interrupting my narrative at this point, I shall draw up my account of the Roman
constitution, as a sequel to which I shall point out how the peculiar qualities of the
constitution conduced very largely not only to their reconquest of the Italians and
Sicilians, and subsequently of the Spaniards and Celts, but finally to their victory
over Carthage, and their conceiving the project of universal empire. Simultaneously
in a digression I shall narrate how the dominion of Hiero of Syracuse fell and after
this I shall deal with the troubles in Egypt, and tell how, on the death of Ptolemy,
Antiochus and Philip, conspiring to partition the dominions of his son, a helpless
infant, began to be guilty of acts of unjust aggression . . .Next, after summing up the
doings of the Romans and Carthaginians in Spain, Africa, and Sicily I shall shift the
scene of my story definitely, as the scene of the action shifted, to Greece and its
neighbourhood. I shall describe the sea battles in which Attalus and the Rhodians
met Philip, and after this deal with the war between the Romans and Philip, its
course, the persons engaged in it, and its result. Following on this I shall make
mention of the angry spirit of the Aetolians yielding to which they invited Anti-
ochus over, and thus set ablaze the war from Asia against the Achaeans and
Romans. After narrating the causes of this war, and how Antiochus crossed to
Europe, I shall describe first how he fled from Greece; secondly how on his defeat
after this he abandoned all Asia up to the Taurus . . . (3. 2. 6–3. 4)

After Book 6, he says, he will deal with Roman victories in the west up to the
defeat of Hannibal and Rome’s conception of a universal aim, with a digres-
sion on Hiero and a brief diversion to Egypt for the civil war and plot to
dismember the country before rounding off the events of the Second Punic
War; this does describe Books 7–15. 20, though there is also much on the east
in those books.63 Then ‘I will shift the scene of my story definitely, as the scene
of the action shifted, to Greece and its neighbourhood.’ As a result, the events
of 15. 21 and thereafter (which in fact contain plenty of activity in the west as
well) are presented here as happening over their own time, not at the same
time as those in the west: this is a denial of the importance of meanwhile. The
emphasis in this passage, first on Rome and the west up to 200, and then on

63 The dismemberment of Egypt is actually discussed at 15. 20, after the discussion of the
settlement after Zama in 15. 19.
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Greece and the east after 200, illustrates the counter-conception of the histori-
cal division rather than unification of the Mediterranean, with different things
happening in different places at different times.

This historical division is drawn more succinctly at 3. 32. 2–3, where
Polybius is discussing how easy it is ‘to acquire and peruse forty books, all
as it were woven together in an unbroken series, and thus to follow clearly
events in Italy, Sicily, and Libya from the time of Pyrrhus to the capture of
Carthage, and those in the rest of the world from the flight of Cleomenes of
Sparta on till the battle of the Romans and Achaeans at the Isthmus . . . ’: here
the Mediterranean is again divided into east and west, identified as having
quite different historical narratives.

Polybius’ Mediterranean community maps onto Roman hegemony, but it
does not simply reproduce that hegemony; instead, the text reinterprets, and
at points subverts it, reproducing instead recent and contemporary frictions
between wider cultural conceptions of mutual identity. In this sense the
account of the rise of Rome is not at all historicist in Benjamin’s terms but
is instead ‘filled with the presence of the now’, which was, of course, for
Polybius a disturbed and troubled time.64

64 3. 4. 12–13 on the period after 167 as a time of 
ÆæÆåc ŒÆd Œ��Å�Ø. As I said in Liverpool,
this approach has also been characteristic of much work on Polybius, including that of Frank
Walbank and of other absent friends.

OUP CORRECTED PROOF – FINAL, 2/2/2013, SPi

352 Josephine Crawley Quinn


