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Introduction

It is early September in the year ad 137. Rome’s empire is almost 
at the height of its power. The imperial eagles have been carried 
into Mesopotamia and Dacia (and back out again, in the case of 
Mesopotamia). From the Thames to the Tigris, Rome is mighty, 
feared and respected. 

Most of the people we encounter in this book don’t really care 
about that. For them, life is not about celebrating the glory of 
empire but about making the rent, coping with difficult relatives 
and the daily challenges of home and work. Rome might be the 
greatest city on earth, but those living here still need to navigate the 
traffic, get on with the neighbours and find good, reasonably priced 
food in the markets.

This book takes us through one day in the life of Hadrian’s 
Rome, with the city seen from the very different perspectives of 
twenty-four of its inhabitants. We begin at the sixth hour of the 
night – rather confusingly, the Romans started the twenty-four-
hour day at midnight, but began counting the hours of the night 
from the previous sunset. This is just one example of the many 
ways in which the Romans saw the world differently from how  
we see it today. 
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From the viewpoint of the modern reader, many of the people 
described here live short, squalid lives in an unjust and highly 
unequal society. Death from infection and illness is omnipresent. 
Health care and policing are rudimentary, and most social services 
non-existent. Yet that is not how the people of Rome perceive things. 
For them, injustice and disease are universal hazards, to be endured 
and accepted. With all its flaws and inconveniences, Rome is still 
a better place to live than almost anywhere in the world. Rome 
has the same disadvantages as everywhere else, but its advantages  
are incomparable. 

Not that the people of this city spend much time wandering 
about, gawping at their monuments and great civic buildings. They 
have lives to get on with, and it is into these lives that we take 
a brief look during this late summer day. Note, though, that our 
main purpose in doing so is not for what we can discover about 
the lives of individual people in Rome, but for what they can tell 
us about Rome itself. Because the Greeks and Romans believe that 
even should you take away the walls, buildings and roads, you still 
have a city.

The people are the city: the buildings and monuments later 
generations of tourists will admire are secondary, important only as 
the physical echo of the people who built and lived among them. 
For this reason there are few monuments in this book. The buildings 
we do encounter are not a set of sterile ruins but one part of a lively, 
multi-layered and challenging environment.  

In the same way, the twenty-four men and women we meet 
today are not just the inhabitants of Rome – they, and hundreds 
of thousands like them, are Rome. This book is not an attempt to 
reconstruct the hours of the day for two dozen individual Romans 
– it strives to reconstruct a slice of the life of the city itself, reflected 




