
Our next reading comes from Plutarch's "Life of Crassus."  
Here is a brief biography of Crassus by Ernst Badian. 

Marcus Licinius Crassus, the son of Lucius Licinius Crassus, escaped to Spain in 87 
B.C., joined Sulla after the death of Cinna, played a prominent part in the bellum 
Sullanum and made a fortune in the proscriptions. After his praetorship. he defeated 
Spartacus (72-71); but Pompey, crucifying many fugitives, claimed the credit for the 
victory, thus making an enemy of Crassus. Reconciled for the moment, they were· 
elected consuls, 70, and greatly modified the Sullan constitution. In the next few 
years Crassus further increased his fortune: relying on his connections, financial 
power, and astuteness, and helping any eminent or promising man in need, he tried to 
gain unchallenged auctoritas. After 67, disliked by many Optimates and 
overshadowed by Pompey's special commands, he resorted to unorthodox tactics to 
gain control of the state machinery and perhaps an imperium to match Pompey's. He 
shielded those involved 'first conspiracy' of Catiline, assisted Catiline up to his defeat 
in the elections for 62 (but not in his plans for revolution), supported the ambitions of 
young Caesar (without detaching him from Pompey), tried to gain the support of the 
Transpadanes by enrolling them as citizens during his censorship (65—he was foiled 
in this by his colleague Catulus), perhaps sought a mandate to annex Egypt, and 
hoped to profit by the legislation of Rullus. Failing in all his plans, he left Rome 
before Pompey's return. He was soon back, opposing Pompey's demands, with 
Optimate support; but he did not succeed in securing a refund for the Asian publicani, 
in whose over-optimistic bid his interests were involved. When Caesar returned from 
Spain, Crassus helped him to secure the consulate (59), and Caesar persuaded both 
him and Pompey to give each other passive (and Caesar active) support. As consul 
Caesar secured what.each of thein wanted and received Gaul as his reward. After his 
departure, P. Clodius, whom Crassus had aided earlier, exploited the continuing 
suspicion between Crassus and Pompey and, for his own purposes, drove a wedge 
between them, as also, between Crassus and Cicero. Early in 56, when Pompey 
seemed ready for an Optimate alliance, Caesar intervened: meeting Crassus at 
Ravenna and Pompey (perhaps with Crassus) at the so-called Conference of Luca, he 
arranged for them to be consuls in 55 and have special commands in Syria. and Spain 
respectively after, while he retained Gaul. This was carried out against all opposition; 
and late in 55 Crassus set out for Syria (despite the solemn curses pronounced by the 
tribune Capito), hoping to regain a military reputation equal to that of his allies by a 
victory oyer the Parthians. After some successes and further preparations in 54, he 
crossed the Euphrates in 53, though deserted by the Armenians; but he was defeated 
near Carrhae by the Surenas and killed while trying to extricate himself. 
Crassus saw the key to success in wealth and reputation for wealth. Neglecting his 
early military ability for too long, he finally found unarmed power insecure in the 
changed conditions of the late Republic and died before he could profit by the lesson. 
Had he been less unlucky in his war, he might well have played the decisive part in 
history which he had mapped out for himself (Oxford Classical Dictionary, 2nd 
edition, 295). 



[7] It troubled him to see Pompey so successful in all his undertakings; that he had had a triumph 
before he was capable to sit in the senate, and that the people had surnamed him Magnus, or the 
great. When somebody was saying Pompey the Great was coming, he smiled, and asked him, 
“How big is he?” Despairing to equal him by feats of arms, he betook himself to civil life, where 
by doing kindnesses, pleading, lending money, by speaking and canvassing among the people for 
those who had objects to obtain from them, he gradually gained as great honour and power as 
Pompey had from his many famous expeditions. And it was a curious thing in their rivalry, that 
Pompey’s name and interests in the city were greatest when he was absent, for his renown in 
war, but when present he was often less successful than Crassus, by reason of his 
superciliousness and haughty way of living, shunning crowds of people, and appearing rarely in 
the forum, and assisting only some few, and that not readily, that his interests might be the 
stronger when he came to use it for himself. Whereas Crassus, being a friend always at hand, 
ready to be had and easy of access, and always with his hands full of other people’s business, 
with his freedom and courtesy, got the better of Pompey’s formality. In point of dignity of 
person, eloquence of language, and attractiveness of countenance, they were pretty equally 
excellent. But, however, this emulation never transported Crassus so far as to make him bear 
enmity or any ill-will; for though he was vexed to see Pompey and Cæsar preferred to him, yet 
he never mingled any hostility or malice with his jealousy; though Cæsar, when he was taken 
captive by the corsairs in Asia, cried out, “O Crassus, how glad you will be at the news of my 
captivity!” Afterwards they lived together on friendly terms, for when Cæsar was going prætor 
into Spain, and his creditors, he being then in want of money, came upon him and seized his 
equipage, Crassus then stood by him and relieved him, and was his security for eight hundred 
and thirty talents. And in general, Rome being divided into three great interests, those of 
Pompey, Cæsar, and Crassus (for as for Cato, his fame was greater than his power, and he was 
rather admired than followed), the sober and quiet part were for Pompey, the restless and hot-
headed followed Cæsar’s ambition, but Crassus trimmed between them, making advantages of 
both, and changed sides continually, being neither a trusty friend nor an implacable enemy, and 
easily abandoned both his attachments and his animosities, as he found it for his advantage, so 
that in short spaces of time the same men and the same measures had him both as their supporter 
and as their opponent. He was much liked, but was feared as much or even more. At any rate, 
when Sicinius, who was the greatest troubler of the magistrates and ministers of his time, was 
asked how it was he let Crassus alone, “Oh,” said he, “he carries hay on his horns,” alluding to 
the custom of tying hay to the horns of the bull that used to butt, that people might keep out of 
his way. 
[8] The insurrection of the gladiators and the devastation of Italy, commonly called the war of 
Spartacus, began upon this occasion. One Lentulus Batiates trained up a great many gladiators in 
Capua, most of them Gauls and Thracians, who, not for any fault by them committed, but simply 
through the cruelty of their master, were kept in confinement for this object of fighting one with 
another. Two hundred of these formed a plan to escape, but being discovered, those of them who 
became aware of it in time to anticipate their master, being seventy-eight, got out of a cook’s 
shop chopping-knives and spits, and made their way through the city, and lighting by the way on 
several wagons that were carrying gladiators’ arms to another city, they seized upon them and 
armed themselves. And seizing upon a defensible place, they chose three captains, of whom 
Spartacus was chief, a Thracian of one of the nomad tribes, and a man not only of high spirit and 
valiant, but in understanding, also, and in gentleness superior to his condition, and more of a 
Grecian than the people of his country usually are. When he first came to be sold at Rome, they 



say a snake coiled itself upon his face as he lay asleep, and his wife, who at this latter time also 
accompanied him in his flight, his countrywoman, a kind of prophetess, and one of those 
possessed with the bacchanal frenzy, declared that it was a sign portending great and formidable 
power to him with no happy event. 
[9] First, then, routing those that came out of Capua against them, and thus procuring a quantity 
of proper soldiers’ arms, they gladly threw away their own as barbarous and dishonourable. 
Afterwards Clodius, the prætor, took the command against them with a body of three thousand 
men from Rome, and besieged them within a mountain, accessible only by one narrow and 
difficult passage, which Clodius kept guarded, encompassed on all other sides with steep and 
slippery precipices. Upon the top, however, grew a great many wild vines, and cutting down as 
many of their boughs as they had need of, they twisted them into strong ladders long enough to 
reach from thence to the bottom, by which, without any danger, they got down all but one, who 
stayed there to throw them down their arms, and after this succeeded in saving himself. The 
Romans were ignorant of all this, and, therefore, coming upon them in the rear, they assaulted 
them unawares and took their camp. Several, also, of the shepherds and herdsmen that were 
there, stout and nimble fellows, revolted over to them, to some of whom they gave complete 
arms, and made use of others as scouts and light-armed soldiers. Publius Varinus, the prætor, 
was now sent against them, whose lieutenant, Furius, with two thousand men, they fought and 
routed. Then Cossinius was sent with considerable forces, to give his assistance and advice, and 
him Spartacus missed but very little of capturing in person, as he was bathing at Salinæ; for he 
with great difficulty made his escape, while Spartacus possessed himself of his baggage, and 
following the chase with a great slaughter, stormed his camp and took it, where Cossinius 
himself was slain. After many successful skirmishes with the prætor himself, in one of which he 
took his lictors and his own horse, he began to be great and terrible; but wisely considering that 
he was not to expect to match the force of the empire, he marched his army towards the Alps, 
intending, when he had passed them, that every man should go to his own home, some to Thrace, 
some to Gaul. But they, grown confident in their numbers, and puffed up with their success, 
would give no obedience to him, but went about and ravaged Italy; so that now the senate was 
not only moved at the indignity and baseness, both of the enemy and of the insurrection, but, 
looking upon it as a matter of alarm and of dangerous consequence, sent out both the consuls to 
it, as to a great and difficult enterprise. The consul Gellius, falling suddenly upon a party of 
Germans, who through contempt and confidence had straggled from Spartacus, cut them all to 
pieces. But when Lentulus with a large army besieged Spartacus, he sallied out upon him, and, 
joining battle, defeated his chief officers, and captured all his baggage. As he made toward the 
Alps, Cassius, who was prætor of that part of Gaul that lies about the Po, met him with ten 
thousand men, but being overcome in the battle, he had much ado to escape himself, with the 
loss of a great many of his men. 
[10] When the senate understood this, they were displeased at the consuls, and ordering them to 
meddle no further, they appointed Crassus general of the war, and a great many of the nobility 
went volunteers with him, partly out of friendship, and partly to get honour. He stayed himself 
on the borders of Picenum, expecting Spartacus would come that way, and sent his lieutenant, 
Mummius, with two legions, to wheel about and observe the enemy’s motions, but upon no 
account to engage or skirmish. But he, upon the first opportunity, joined battle, and was routed, 
having a great many of his men slain, and a great many only saving their lives with the loss of 
their arms. Crassus rebuked Mummius severely, and arming the soldiers again, he made them 
find sureties for their arms, that they would part with them no more, and five hundred that were 



the beginners of the flight he divided into fifty tens, and one of each was to die by lot, thus 
reviving the ancient Roman punishment of decimation, where ignominy is added to the penalty 
of death, with a variety of appalling and terrible circumstances, presented before the eyes of the 
whole army, assembled as spectators. When he had thus reclaimed his men, he led them against 
the enemy; but Spartacus retreated through Lucania toward the sea, and in the straits meeting 
with some Cilician pirate ships, he had thoughts of attempting Sicily, where, by landing two 
thousand men, he hoped to new kindle the war of the slaves, which was but lately extinguished, 
and seemed to need but little fuel to set it burning again. But after the pirates had struck a bargain 
with him, and received his earnest, they deceived him and sailed away. He thereupon retired 
again from the sea, and established his army in the peninsula of Rhegium; there Crassus came 
upon him, and considering the nature of the place, which of itself suggested the undertaking, he 
set to work to build a wall across the isthmus; thus keeping his soldiers at once from idleness and 
his foes from forage. This great and difficult work he perfected in a space of time short beyond 
all expectation, making a ditch from one sea to the other, over the neck of land, three hundred 
furlongs long, fifteen feet broad, and as much in depth, and above it built a wonderfully high and 
strong wall. All which Spartacus at first slighted and despised, but when provisions began to fail, 
and on his proposing to pass further, he found he was walled in, and no more was to be had in 
the peninsula, taking the opportunity of a snowy, stormy night, he filled up part of the ditch with 
earth and boughs of trees, and so passed the third part of his army over.  
[11] Crassus was afraid lest he should march directly to Rome, but was soon eased of that fear 
when he saw many of his men break out in a mutiny and quit him, and encamped by themselves 
upon the Lucanian lake. This lake they say changes at intervals of time, and is sometimes sweet, 
and sometimes so salt that it cannot be drunk. Crassus falling upon these beat them from the 
lake, but he could not pursue the slaughter, because of Spartacus suddenly coming up and 
checking the flight. Now he began to repent that he had previously written to the senate to call 
Lucullus out of Thrace, and Pompey out of Spain; so that he did all he could to finish the war 
before they came, knowing that the honour of the action would redound to him that came to his 
assistance. Resolving, therefore, first to set upon those that had mutinied and encamped apart, 
whom Caius Cannicius and Castus commanded, he sent six thousand men before to secure a little 
eminence, and to do it as privately as possible, which that they might do they covered their 
helmets, but being discovered by two women that were sacrificing for the enemy, they had been 
in great hazard, had not Crassus immediately appeared, and engaged in a battle which proved a 
most bloody one. Of twelve thousand three hundred whom he killed, two only were found 
wounded in their backs, the rest all having died standing in their ranks and fighting bravely. 
Spartacus, after this discomfiture, retired to the mountains of Petelia, but Quintius, one of 
Crassus’s officers, and Scrofa, the quæstor, pursued and overtook him. But when Spartacus 
rallied and faced them, they were utterly routed and fled, and had much ado to carry off their 
quæstor, who was wounded. This success, however, ruined Spartacus, because it encouraged the 
slaves, who now disdained any longer to avoid fighting, or to obey their officers, but as they 
were upon the march, they came to them with their swords in their hands, and compelled them to 
lead them back again through Lucania, against the Romans, the very thing which Crassus was 
eager for. For news was already brought that Pompey was at hand; and people began to talk 
openly that the honour of this war was reserved to him, who would come and at once oblige the 
enemy to fight and put an end to the war. Crassus, therefore, eager to fight a decisive battle, 
encamped very near the enemy, and began to make lines of circumvallation; but the slaves made 
a sally and attacked the pioneers. As fresh supplies came in on either side, Spartacus, seeing 



there was no avoiding it, set all his army in array and when his horse was brought him, he drew 
out his sword and killed him, saying, if he got the day he should have a great many better horses 
of the enemies’, and if he lost it he should have no need of this. And so making directly towards 
Crassus himself, through the midst of arms and wounds, he missed him, but slew two centurions 
that fell upon him together. At last being deserted by those that were about him, he himself stood 
his ground, and, surrounded by the enemy, bravely defending himself, was cut in pieces. But 
though Crassus had good fortune, and not only did the part of a good general, but gallantly 
exposed his person, yet Pompey had much of the credit of the action. For he met with many of 
the fugitives, and slew them, and wrote to the senate that Crassus indeed had vanquished the 
slaves in a pitched battle, but that he had put an end to the war, Pompey was honoured with a 
magnificent triumph for his conquest over Sertorius and Spain, while Crassus could not himself 
so much as desire a triumph in its full form, and indeed it was thought to look but meanly in him 
to accept of the lesser honour, called the ovation, for a servile war, and perform a procession on 
foot. The difference between this and the other, and the origin of the name, are explained in the 
life of Marcellus. [Translation by John Dryden, revised by Arthur Hugh Clough, 1992] 


