I Romani in montagna: tra immaginario e razionalità
The Romans in mountain: between imaginary and rationality
In the imaginary of the ancients, the Alps are almost the most hostile thing one can imagine, comparable, for certain authors, to the underworld. They were afraid of the cold and altitude, and thought that the inhabitants were particularly wild. Even those who had crossed the mountain repeated that it was hostile. MACROBUTTON HTMLDirect 
 The propaganda speeches of Augustus, at the time of the alpine conquest, repeated that populations were aggressive and cruel. Strabo also sums up the conquest to the extermination of looters and the opening of roads. However, the mountain can be a landscape element, when it is far, as can be seen on the frescoes of Pompeii and more explicitely in the letters of Pliny the Younger. The Alps are thus impassable. Yet when the Romans arrived there, they were for a long time open to trade and even to migration.

The literary discourse is clearly refuted by the eventual conduct of the Romans. In 225 BC, after the victory of Talamone, in Tuscany, they pursued the Gauls beyond the Po (nearly 500 km north). As soon as 222, they took Milan, crossroads of the alpine routes to Po and Italy. Once removed the Carthaginian danger (218-201 BC), Rome resumed the conquest of Transpadana. In 196, Come was taken. In very little time, the Romans had managed to seize the main outlet of the Alpine trade routes. This means that they had a very good knowledge of the alpine roads and of the geography of the Po valley. They were also interested in mining. As soon as 143, they attacked the gold mines of the Bessa, north of Turin. Finally, in 100, they created in Ivrea the last Roman colony of Italy, near the Aosta Valley (and the two passes of St. Bernard) and close to gold mines. 

There is no real inconsistency between literary discourse and political reality. The Romans needed to believe that the Alps were insurmountable. So they told terrible things about them, because they thought they formed the natural –almost divine- boundary of Italy. This discourse is still found in Cicero or in Sallust. In January of 49, while Caesar was near Rimini, his enemies in Rome, claimed he was camped on the crests of the Alps! The idea that the Alps form Italy's border can be traced at least to the third century BC, and more precisely to Cato the Elder. Polybius writes that as early as 225, the Romans planned to drive the Gauls out of the Po valley. It certainly was not just to get rid of a dangerous neighbor.

In the second century BC, we see them organizing the region, building roads (via Postumia in 148) and setting the limits of cities. In 173, a proconsul intervened in an “internal conflict” in Padua, and the same year land were distributed to Roman and Latin citizens and a group of Ligurians was deported on the left bank of the Po. Rome was at home in Transpadana. Surprisingly, ancient authors almost always use the word "Italy" to refer to the Po valley, the Transpadana and Venetia, including in speeches attributed to men of the second century BC. Yet at that time, the official Italy stood at the Esino, in the present province of Ancona. The creation of an official province of Cisalpine Gaul is not prior to the beginning of the first century BC. But at this time, there are no longer many Gauls in Cisalpine... The Romans had thus very early the idea that Italy extended to the Alps. Before Augustus, Italy was primarily a religious concept, not so much an administrative structure. Geographical knowledge encouraged the Romans to think that the whole peninsula could be Italian. The conquest of the Cisalpine was therefore quite different from that of Spain or Africa: it served to extend Italy. We notice that Sulla wanted to expand the pomerium -the sacred precinct of Rome-, probably because he had enlarged Italy by reporting the northern boundary to the Rubicon, near Rimini. 

Believing that the mountain was impassable comforted the idea that the gods had made Italy surrounded by seas and by a natural fortification, and, obviously, that Rome had to conquer all that land, because Italy was destinated to be Rome’s garden. Even after the conquest of Transalpine Gaul, when there was no longer any enemy on the opposite side, they continued to tell that the Alps were a terrible place. They were thus ideologically coherent. Caesar, a prudent man, had taken control of the pathways by creating cities on the edge of the plain or in the first reliefs. He had not sought to occupy the mountain, but only to control the outlets. In fact, from that time, Italy was covering the entire peninsula. It is not known if there was a clear boundary: maybe it was the mountain itself. Caesar, as Sulla, enlarged the pomerium. Officially Cisalpine did not become Italian until 42 BC, by decision of the triumvirate. But it was not from generosity towards former "Gauls". Antony, Octavian and Lepidus were just too afraid that one of them could control a rich region, where Caesar had been able to recruit so many legions. It was a measure of political prudence. In fact, Caesar had carried out the old Cato’s project and made the peninsula a Roman Italy.
