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In this paper I will explore one of the most salient elements in the development of early Rome’s sense of cultural identity, namely, their relationship with the land, and specifically with farming.  Agricultural concerns are clearly evidenced in Roman religion where we find some of the most important gods, such as Mars (originally a fertility god associated with the critical agricultural month of March) and Venus, celebrated in Lucretius’ De rerum natura, not so much as the goddess of love, but as the great life force that animates all of nature.  The Romans had a virtual “assembly line” of minor deities, associated with such specific agricultural elements as manure (the Roman god Stercutus is the Latin word for manure).
 Long after Rome had been transformed from a small farming community on the Tiber into a powerful political state, the idea of the Roman as farmer persisted in legends such as that of Cincinnatus, the dictator who gave up military and political power to return home to farm his cabbages.  Virgil and Horace, poets who were patronized by some of the most powerful and wealthy urbanites in Rome, placed the idealized Roman landscape at the center of much of their poetry and celebrated nostalgically the charms and the virtues of “country living.”  By the time of Cato the Elder, a crusty curmudgeon who wrote a treatise on agriculture in the second century B.C.E., Roman political leaders were already concerned about the “decline and fall” of Roman virtues and values.  Roman poets, like Juvenal, in the first century C.E. were commenting on the degradations of urban life, including the coarsening and trivializing of public life (“bread and circuses”) as well as issues of pollution (mostly from an aesthetic perspective).  And Augustus, the patron of Virgil and Horace, was deeply concerned about problems of sexual mores and the falling birth rate in Rome.  
Despite these forces of nostalgia and reaction, the inexorable urbanization of Roman life continued apace throughout the years of the late Republic and the early Empire, even as the myth of a rustic past and a deep sense of attachment to the countryside and what it represented continued to inform Roman cultural and social life as well as politics.  
