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Urban Legends: 
Myths of the Founding of Rome 

 
Why Listen to Legends? 
Very little is certain about the history of the Roman Kingdom, as virtually no written records from that time survive, and 
the histories about it that were written much later during the Republic and Empire are largely based on legends. 
However, there is still a great deal that can be learned from legends. Not only is it possible that, underneath the 
exaggeration and alteration, they contain some historical kernels of truth, but it is also possible to learn about the 
Romans by studying the way they present their own past and by analyzing the changes that occur to these legends over 
time. According to tradition, the history of the Roman Kingdom began with the founding of the city of Rome, traditionally 
dated to 753 BCE with settlements around the Palatine Hill along the river Tiber in Central Italy, and ended with the 
overthrow of the kings and the establishment of the Republic in about 509 BCE. 
 

1. Support the following argument: “If you want to learn about the Ancient Romans, studying their legends is 
a waste of time because…” 

 
 
 

2. Support the following argument: “If you want to learn about the Ancient Romans, studying their legends 
can be very helpful because…” 

 
 
 
 

Early History of Rome  
• Italian Peninsula in the middle of the _____________________ Sea 
• Inhabited by Etruscans in the North, Greeks in the South, and Italic peoples in central Italy 
• Etruscans were advanced, learned writing, art, technology from _______________ 
• Latins were one of the many Italic peoples, learned from Etruscans 

Urban Legends   
• There are several legends explaining the founding and development of the city of Rome 
• Historians disagree as to how much truth may be in them, but they may give us a hint about 

Roman origins 
• It is also worth knowing what the Romans believed to be true, even if it wasn’t, as their beliefs 

shaped their identities and actions 
Romulus and Remus  
• King of Alba Longa gets his throne stolen by his brother, who makes his niece, the princess, a 

Vestal Virgin, so she can’t produce an __________ 
• She is impregnated by the god _________ and has twins, Romulus and Remus 
• New King throws them in the Tiber River but they survive and are raised a She-_________, then 

shepherds 
• In adulthood, they return to kill uncle and restore father to throne 
• Romulus and Remus plan to found a new city, but they argue and Romulus _________ Remus 
• Romulus founds Rome, named after himself, and starts a kingdom there in 753 BCE 



• Some historians think it’s more likely that Romulus was ________________ later as founder to 
match the name “Rome” 

Rape of the Sabines   
• Romulus and his supporters were all men and had no women to start a society 
• Solution: _________________ a bunch of women from the neighboring community of Sabines 

to take as “wives” 
• War breaks out but women plead for peace between their families and “husbands” 
• The Sabines decide to just let it slide and join together as one united Roman people 
• In reality, there were probably conflicts and connections between different communities around 

Rome who eventually merged 
Prequel: Aeneas of Troy   
• This story takes place BEFORE Romulus and Remus (prequel) 
• Aeneas of Troy, relative of Hector and also (apparently) son of the goddess ___________, flees 

the Trojan War with his crew and they sail for a new home 
• They eventually land in Latium (region of Italy), meet the _____________, and move in 
• Aeneas becomes King of Alba Longa, and his descendants will be Romulus and Remus 
• The story comes from the Roman poet ____________, in The Aeneid, written in 19 BCE when 

Rome was already an Empire 
• Historians say this legend was made up later to make the Romans seem _________ and more 

__________________ to their new Greek friends, but it takes place earlier 
• Another purpose was to give honor and legitimacy to the Emperor, who was said to be a 

descendent of Aeneas 
Rape of Lucretia    
• In the Roman Kingdom, Romans elected their kings, and later kings were not Roman but 

___________________ 
• Historians think the Etruscans may have conquered Rome but Roman legends tried to hide it 
• Last king, Lucius Tarquinius Superbus, used __________________ to maintain power 
• King’s son, Sextus Tarquinus, raped a Roman noblewoman, Lucretia, who then killed herself 
• 509 BCE: Romans angrily exiled the King and vowed to never have a ___________ again 
• They established a new government in the form of a ____________________, from Res Publica 

or “That which belongs to the People” 
 

 
Of Kings and Rapists: The Story of Lucretia 
After centuries of the Roman Kingdom, with their seven kings of Roman, Sabine, and Etruscan heritage, Rome went 
through one of it’s most important changes: it got rid of it’s king and became a Republic. Before this happened, there 
were several Etruscan kings in a row, leading some historians to The semi-legendary story of Lucretia is the traditional 
explanation of how and why that happened. According to the story, her rape by the Etruscan king's son and following 
suicide caused a revolt that overthrew the monarchy and established the Roman Republic. 
 
One day when the young men were drinking at the house of (the king’s son) Sextus Tarquinius… they fell to talking 
about their wives, and each man [began] praising his wife to excess. Finally Tarquinius Conlatinus declared that there was 
no need to argue; they might all be sure that no one was more worthy than his Lucretia. "Young and vigorous as we are, 
why don't we go get out horses and go and see for ourselves what our wives are doing? And we will base our judgement 
on whatever we see them doing when their husbands arrive unannounced."  
 
Encouraged by the wine, "Yes, let's go!" they all cried, and they went on horseback to the city. Darkness was beginning to 
fall when they arrived [at] the house of Conlatinus. There, they found Lucretia behaving quite differently from the 
daughters-in-law of the King, whom they had found with their friends before a grand feast, preparing to have a night of 



fun. Lucretia, even though it was night, was still working on her spinning, with 
her servants, in the middle of her house. They were all impressed by Lucretia's 
chaste (modest/moral) honor. When her husband and the [sons of the king] 
arrived, she received (welcomed) them, and her husband, the winner [of the bet], 
was obliged to invite the king's sons in. 
 
It was then that Sextus Tarquinius 
was seized by the desire to violate 
Lucretia's chastity, seduced both 
by her beauty and by her 
exemplary virtue. Finally, after a 
night of youthful games, they 
returned to the camp. Several days 
passed. Sextus Tarquinius returned 
to the house [and] was well 
received… [M]addened with love, 
he waited until he was sure 
everyone else was asleep. Then he 
took up his sword and went to 

Lucretia's bedroom, and placing his sword against her left breast, he said, 
"Quiet, Lucretia; I am Sextus Tarquinius, and I have a sword in my hand. If 
you speak, you will die." Awakening from sleep, the poor woman realized 
that she was without help and very close to death. Sextus Tarquinius 
declared his love for her, begging and threatening her alternately, and 
attacked her soul in every way. Finally, before her steadfastness, which 
was not affected by the fear of death even after his intimidation, he added another [threat]. "When I have killed you, I will 
put next to you the body of a nude servant, and everyone will say that you were killed during a dishonorable act of 
adultery (extramarital affair)." With this [threat], Sextus Tarquinius triumphed over her virtue, and when he had raped her 
he left, having taken away her honor. 
Lucretia, overcome with sorrow and shame, sent messengers both to her husband at Ardea and her father at Rome, asking 
them each to come "at once, with a good friend, because a very terrible thing had happened." Spurius Lucretius, her 
father, came with Publius Valerius, the son of Volesus, and Conlatinus came with Lucius Junius Brutus; they had just 
returned to Rome when they met Lucretia's messenger. They found Lucretia in her chamber, overpowered by grief. When 
she saw them she began to cry. "How are you?" her husband asked. "Very bad," she replied, "how can anything go well 
for a woman who has lost her honor? There are the marks of another man in your bed, Conlatinus. My body is greatly 
soiled (polluted), though my heart is still pure, as my death will 
prove. But give m e your right hand in faith that you will not allow 
the guilty to escape. It was Sextus Tarquinius…With his sword in his 
hand, he came to take his pleasure for my unhappiness, but it will 
also be his sorrow if you are real men."  
 
They promised her that they would pursue him, and they tried to 
appease her sorrow, saying that…because she had had no bad 
intention, she did no wrong. "It is your responsibility to see that he 
gets what he deserves," she said, "I will absolve myself of blame, and 
I will not free myself from punishment. No woman shall use Lucretia 
as her example in dishonor." 
 
Then she took up a knife which she had hidden beneath her robe, and 
plunged it into her heart, collapsing from her wound; she died there amid the cries of her husband and father. Brutus, 
leaving them in their grief, took the knife from Lucretia's wound, and holding it all covered with blood up in the aid, cried, 
"By this blood, which was so pure before the crime of the prince, I swear before you, O gods, to chase the King Lucius 
Tarquinius Superbus, with his criminal wife and all their offspring, by fire, iron, and all the methods I have at my 
disposal, and never to tolerate Kings in Rome evermore, whether of that family of any other." 
Source: Livy (Roman Historian), The History of Rome, 9 BCE 
 



3. How did Lucretia react to this brutal crime? How did her husband and father react toward her? What do 
you think about these reactions? Is the victim blamed? 

 
 
 
 
 
 

4. Consider what historians suspect about the relationship between the Etruscans and the Latins in the city of 
Rome toward the end of the Kingdom. In what way did Lucretia symbolically represent the Latin people in 
their relationship with the Etruscans? 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

5. How many of the founding stories of Rome have some mention of or reference to rape? What might that 
reveal about the status and experience of women on the Italian peninsula during ancient times? 

 
 
 
 
 
 

6. During the period of the Roman Republic, Romans hated the idea of having a king and detested even the 
word. How do you think this story contributed to that feeling?  

 
 
 
 
 
 

7. SUMMARY: Now that you have examined these legends, revisit the question you considered in the Nunc 
Agenda. Do you think there is any truth in them? Do you think it is worthwhile for historians to study these 
legends?  

 
 
 


