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  1500–1000 Aryan (Indo-Iranian) tribesmen from the steppes of southern Russia move into the Indus Valley – in present-day Pakistan and north-west India –

  and begin to compile the hymns of the Rig Veda, the oldest sacred text of Hinduism




  1200 The Aryan priest Zoroaster has a vision of the first supreme god Ahura Mazda and begins preaching in ancient Iran




  1070 Egypt loses control of Meroe – present-day southern Egypt and Sudan – and it becomes an independent kingdom




  1070–AD 350 EMPIRE OF MEROE




  753 Legendary date for the founding of the city of Rome by Romulus and Remus




  744–609 Assyrian (NEO-ASSYRIAN) EMPIRE




  —Originally a kingdom of northern Mesopotamia – modern-day northern Iraq – Assyria acquires a vast territory and has its capital at Nineveh on the banks of the

  Tigris River




  727 Meroite King Pye invades Egypt and founds the twenty-fifth dynasty of pharaohs which rules Egypt 727–653




  727–653 Twenty-fifth dynasty of Egypt




  722 Assyria conquers northern Israel and Jews are deported




  700 Construction of Marib Dam in South Arabia




  —Towards the end of the 7th century Rome becomes an organized city-state




  626 The kingdom of Babylonia in southern Mesopotamia – part of modern Iraq – defeats Assyria




  626–539 BABYLONIAN (NEO-BABYLONIAN) EMPIRE




  587–537 Captivity of the Jews in the city of Babylon – near present-day Baghdad – under Nebuchadnezzar




  586 Babylonia conquers southern Israel (the kingdom of Judah)




  563–483 The life of Siddhãrtha Gautama, the Buddha




  558–479 The life of Confucius




  540 Babylonian (Neo-Babylonian) Empire falls to the Persian King Cyrus




  540–331 PERSIAN (ACHAEMENID) EMPIRE




  539 Cyrus allows the Jews to return home




  510 The last king of Rome is expelled; Etruscan rule ends and the Republic is established at Rome




  510–27 Roman Republic




  497–425 Vardhamana Mahavira, the son of a chieftain in the Indian kingdom of Magadha, in north-east India, establishes the central tenets of Jainism




  396 Rome begins its conquest of Italy




  341–270 Life of Epicurus, founder of Epicureanism




  335–263 Life of Zeno, founder of Stoicism




  334–328 Alexander of Macedonia defeats Darius and conquers the Persian Empire




  334–328 EMPIRE OF ALEXANDER THE GREAT




  328 At Alexander’s death his general Seleucus ‘inherits’ the eastern part of the Persian Empire




  312–204 SELEUCID EMPIRE




  321 Chandragupta Maurya founds India’s first and greatest empire; his chief minister Kautilya writes the Arthashastra




  321–185 BC MAURYAN EMPIRE




  269–232 Reign of Ashoka Maurya, first Buddhist emperor of the Indian subcontinent




  264 The first of the Punic Wars between Carthage – in present-day Tunisia – and Rome; Rome’s conquest of Sicily signals the beginning of its imperial

  expansion beyond the borders of peninsular Italy




  250 Parni nomads from Central Asia settle in Parthia – in present-day Iran – and begin their conquest of the Seleucid Empire




  250 BC–AD 224 PARTHIAN (ARSACID) EMPIRE




  220 Qín Shi Huáng, king of the state of Qin in western China, defeats rival warring states and becomes the first emperor of a unified China; he extends the

  Great Wall, begun in the 4th century BC, to keep out invading nomads




  220–AD 1912 CHINESE EMPIRE




  218–202 The Carthaginian general Hannibal invades Italy but is eventually defeated by Scipio




  206–AD 9 FORMER (WESTERN) HAN DYNASTY (CHINA)




  146 Greece reduced to a Roman province




  135–132 Slave revolt in Sicily led by Eunus, a Syrian slave inspired by the mystery cult of Atargatis




  63 Pompey captures Jerusalem; Palestine becomes a client state of Rome




  53 Parthians defeat the Romans at the Battle of Carrhae




  50 Yuezhi/Kushan tribesmen from western China push into India




  44 Julius Caesar is assassinated




  37–4 Reign of Herod the Great




  31 Octavian/Augustus, great-nephew of Julius Caesar, defeats Mark Antony and Cleopatra at the Battle of Actium




  27 The Senate bestow on Octavian the title of ‘Augustus’, the revered one




  27–AD 14 Reign of Augustus, the first Roman emperor




  27–AD 476/1453 ROMAN EMPIRE




  The Western part of the empire collapses in AD 476 and the Eastern part – the Byzantine Empire – with the fall of Constantinople in AD 1453




  26 Aelius Gallus leads disastrous Roman ‘expedition’ into South Arabia




  25 Juba installed as King of Mauretania – part of present-day Algeria and Morocco




  —Queen Amanirenas of Meroe leads her army against Roman-controlled Egypt




  20 Peace treaty between Augustus and Queen Amanirenas settles the border disputes between Roman Egypt and Meroe – present-day southern Egypt and Sudan




  4 Jewish students in Jerusalem smash the golden eagle erected by Herod the Great on one of the Temple gates




  —Death of Herod the Great




  —Most likely date for the birth of Jesus




  4/2 Former slave-girl Musa murders her husband and becomes co-ruler of Parthia with her son/new husband Phraataces




  3 Cult of the Queen Mother of the West sweeps through China




  2 Augustus is proclaimed pater patriae (‘father of the fatherland’)




  AD
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  2 Parthians and Romans celebrate their peace agreement on the banks of the Euphrates




  6 Rome takes direct control of Judaea and orders a census so that the province can be assessed for tax; Judas the Galilean and Zadok call for a mass boycott – this

  marks the birth of the Zealots, the radical wing of Pharisaism




  9 Battle of Teutoburg Forest; German tribesmen, led by Arminius, wipe out almost the whole Roman army of the Rhine




  —China’s acting emperor Wang Mang seizes the throne and proclaims the Xin (‘new’) dynasty




  9–23 Rule of Wang Mang




  14 Augustus dies and is declared to be a god by the Senate




  14–37 Tiberius, Augustus’ thirty-year-old stepson, becomes emperor




  20–46 Gondophares rules over the kingdom of Gandhara – a vast region in present-day eastern Afghanistan, northern Pakistan and northern India – within

  the Parthian Empire; whether he rules as a loyal client king or has broken away from Parthia is unclear; his capital city is Taxila, near presentday Islamabad in Pakistan




  23 Wang Mang, the usurper of the Han throne, is defeated and killed




  24 Pontius Pilate is appointed procurator (governor) of Judaea




  25 Emperor Guangwu restores the Chinese Han Dynasty




  25-220 LATER (EASTERN) HAN DYNASTY




  28/29 John the Baptist baptizes his cousin Jesus




  —Jesus begins his mission




  —John the Baptist is beheaded




  —Many of John’s disciples become followers of Jesus




  30–80 Kujula Kadphises, chief of the Yuezhi tribesmen from Central Asia, becomes the first Kushan emperor




  First–Third centuries KUSHAN EMPIRE (present-day Central Asia and northern India)




  —Kujula and his successors are patrons of a more populist form of Buddhism, Mahayana Buddhism, which they export to China




  30 Rome takes control of Palmyra




  31/33 Jesus is crucified




  32 Paul’s conversion on the road to Damascus




  37 Death of Tiberius; his nephew Caligula becomes emperor




  38 Pogrom inflicted on the Jewish community of Alexandria; the Roman prefect Aulus Avillius Flaccus forces Jews to live in one area – the world’s first

  ghetto




  —Apollonius, the wandering holy man and miracle worker, visits the Parthian province of Mesopotamia, where the Parthian King Vardanes I is embroiled in a civil war




  40 Paul begins his missionary work in the Near East (modern Turkey and the Middle East) and Gree




  41 Caligula is assassinated; his uncle, Claudius, becomes emperor




  43 Claudius conquers Britain




  48 Paul and Barnabas set off on their first missionary journey




  —Paul preaches his first recorded sermon at ‘Psidian Antioch’ (in modern Turkey)




  49 Claudius imposes martial law on an increasingly violent Palestine, and expels the Jewish community from Rome




  —Paul travels to Jerusalem for a conference to try to heal the differences between the ‘party of the circumcision’, led by Jesus’ brother James, and the

  ‘party of the uncircumcision’, led by Paul




  54 Death of Claudius; his stepson Nero becomes emperor




  58 Paul returns to Jerusalem, where he is arrested in the Temple; he demands to be tried as a Roman citizen under Roman law and is taken to Rome




  60/61 Boudicca, queen of the Iceni, leads a rebellion in Britain against the Romans, but is defeated and commits suicide




  64 Great fire of Rome; Nero blames the Christians who are rounded up to be crucified, torn apart by wild beasts, or burned alive; Paul and Peter may have been among the

  victims




  65 Kujula Kadphises and his Central Asian nomadic army conquer Gondophares’ Indo-Parthian kingdom in Gandhara (today’s northern Pakistan and eastern

  Afghanistan)




  66–73/4 First Jewish Revolt/War against the Romans




  68 Nero commits suicide; his death marks the end of the Julio-Claudian dynasty; he is succeeded by Galba




  70 The Temple and Jerusalem are razed to the ground by the victorious armies of the Emperor Vespasian’s son Titus




  79 Eruption of Vesuvius overwhelms Pompeii




  132–135 Second Jewish Revolt / War against the Romans. After the Jews’ defeat Hadrian expels them from Jerusalem and the rest of Judaea




  —Jerusalem is renamed Aelia Capitolina




  224 The last of the Parthian kings is killed in battle; the succeeding Sasanian dynasty imposes its authority over the empire, adopting Zoroastrianism as the state

  religion




  312 Conversion of Constantine to Christianity




  —Constantine defeats Maxentius, his rival as emperor, at the Milvian Bridge in Rome




  335 Emperor Ezana of Aksum converts to Christianity, and makes Christianity the official state religion




  391 Theodosius bans all non-Christian rites and orders the destruction of all temples, cult images and ancient festivals




  —Christianity is established as the official religion of the Roman Empire




  395 After the death of Theodosius the Roman Empire is irrevocably split into the Western and Eastern (Byzantine) Empires




  





  
INTRODUCTION




  At the end of the first century BC, the world was full of gods. Thousands of them jostled, competed and merged with one another. Many of them flourished briefly before vanishing

  from view. In Syria ecstatic devotees castrated themselves in the streets so as to become priests of Atargatis – goddess of love and war, of fertility and virginity – the contradictory,

  but for pagans entirely unproblematic, result of a fusion of Syrian, Phoenician, Babylonian and Canaanite goddesses. In the Galilee of Jesus’ time, a region that had been forcibly converted

  to Judaism only a century earlier, holy men turned oil into wine, healed the sick, drove out devils, and claimed to be the Messiah. One of the most famous preachers of his day, a neo-Pythagorean

  from Tarsus in modern-day Turkey, who raised a girl from the dead and – according to his disciples – came back to life shortly after his death, preached to the Parthian emperor in

  Babylon. And he preached further away still – to the ruler of the rising Kushan Empire in what is now Afghanistan and Pakistan, where images of the Buddha dressed in a toga, and standing in

  the attitude of a Greek god, were being carved into the mountainsides.




  Kings, queens and emperors were riding on the back of religion as they had always done. Augustus, the first emperor of Rome, though he never dared use the title in the sense of a permanent

  supreme authority, was manoeuvring his way to becoming worshipped as a god; the creation of the Roman cult of emperor-worship formed part of one of the most brilliant makeovers ever undertaken by a

  state. But what for Augustus was a delicate matter was effortless for the stout, one-eyed warrior-queen Amanirenas of the empire of Meroe in north-east Africa: divinity was her

  inheritance. In China an administrator named Wang Mang, who like Augustus wore platform shoes to enhance his less than impressive height, usurped the imperial throne by manufacturing Confucian

  omens to prove he had Heaven’s backing. But though he began his rise to power by cynically using Confucianism he lost both his throne and his life as a result of his obsession with it.




  Gods were getting bigger – small divinities were coalescing with others to become more powerful. But all of them – except, to the amused bewilderment of the pagan observers, the

  jealous God of the Jews – tolerated the existence of other gods. In the cities that were springing up around the Roman world, under the relative peace that Rome had established, temples were

  built to the Greek/Roman god Jupiter, to the Turkish goddess Cybele, to the Babylonian god Bel, and to the myriad gods in their numberless forms that populated the ancient world.




  This great churn of gods and religions was powered by trade and the city. Cities and towns were booming along the trade routes that threaded together four empires – Roman, Parthian

  (formerly Persian), Kushan and Chinese. To the cities came merchants, artisans and peasants from every part of the trading world, thousands of immigrants trying to make a home for themselves, all

  bringing their gods with them. Alexandria, the Roman Empire’s greatest commercial city, was home to a notoriously aggressive and turbulent population of 600,000 people, rivalled by the

  equally tumultuous and vast city of Seleucia in the Parthian Empire and China’s twelve-gated city of Chang’an with its nine heavily regulated markets. People were on the move as they

  had never been before, and as they would never be again until Victorian times.1 A babble of languages rose up from the quaysides and marketplaces of

  these booming cities, where the poor built makeshift homes on derelict sites or jammed themselves into tenement blocks.




  In the absence of constant warfare, there was money to spend. And so, like small cities on the march, merchants – protected by armed guards if they were lucky –

  struggled over mountains, plodded with thousands of heavily laden camels through deserts, or risked shipwreck and pirates to bring silk from China, frankincense and myrrh from Southern Arabia,

  spices and pearls from India, and pomegranates and rugs from Parthia to people who were discovering the delights of luxury goods.




  Trade and the cities it created are at the heart of this book. Pockmarked with building sites, crammed with strangers – all with their own distinctive customs, languages, foods, clothes

  and religious practices – the cities ripped apart the old ties to tribe and neighbour, the old traditions and certainties. They magnified old needs and gave birth to new ones.




  A large measure of peace was essential for the growth of cities, yet peace, paradoxically, was hugely disruptive. The trade it brought created a bewildering, potentially incendiary mix of

  peoples and ideas and an increasingly wealthy group of merchants who were struggling for status against the entrenched interests of the landed aristocracy. The ancient worldF1 was undergoing a period of globalization every bit as dislocating and traumatic as our own.




  And much as they do today, people looked for ways to build new communities as they left their old ones behind or saw them disintegrating. Surrounded by strangers, living in splintered ethnic

  groups which periodically exploded in violence, they needed to find comfort and reassurance in a new community, a new set of shared beliefs and rituals that took account of the complexity of their

  new urban world. Having lost the traditions and customs laid down by the family, village or tribe, they needed to find a new sense of meaning, a new guide to behaviour, to find a moral system under

  which the Samaritan would treat a stranger – even his historic enemy, the Judaean Jew – as a neighbour to be cared for rather than an outsider to be reviled.




  For the rulers, peace posed a different sort of problem: a problem of legitimacy. How could they secure loyalty to their rule now that they could no longer command it by

  military might? The bargain between ruler and ruled that the English political philosopher Thomas Hobbes would describe some 1,650 years later – that is, the gift of stability in exchange for

  the people’s obedience – no longer worked in a time of relative peace. Rulers required a different form of legitimation and a new way of binding together disparate peoples. Force, of

  course, was always available if persuasion did not work. But persuasion was cheaper and ultimately more efficient – willing subjects are far more faithful than coerced ones; and force was

  anyway not always successful. Rome’s expedition to seize the incense-rich kingdoms of Southern Arabia in 26 BC ended in disaster thanks to a bungling leader who failed to see through the

  clever tactics of an ‘unscrupulously ambitious and cruel’ Arabian minister; around 21 BC the one-eyed African Queen Amanirenas successfully invaded Rome’s province of Egypt,

  though she was eventually beaten back; and, most catastrophic of all, in AD 9 Rome’s army of the Rhine was wiped out by German tribesmen in the Teutoburg Forest.




  Each of the four great empires of the Eurasian landmass used religion, to varying degrees, as a means of establishing and strengthening a centralized grip on its territory and peoples. Rulers

  needed religions to keep them on their thrones, just as religions needed rulers to help spread their message and protect their followers




  Empire and religion often used each other, but it was not always possible. In Palestine the violent opposition of the Pharisees to Herod the Great, most loyal of all Rome’s

  ‘vassal’ kings, proved that Judaism was incapable of allying itself to an invading imperial power: the nationalism that lay at the heart of Judaism – and that had kept the Jews

  together as a nation without a land during the ‘Babylonian Captivity’ of the sixth century BC – inevitably put it at odds with foreign rule.




  Nor could all religions adapt to the changing conditions created by trade. Cities killed off most of the old pagan gods. It is not for nothing that the early Christians called

  non-Christians pagani: the Latin paganus means ‘country-dweller’. The pagan gods offered insurance against disaster, as long as they received an appropriate bribe in the

  form of sacrifice. But they did not provide what the mystery cults such as Isis and certain other religions were beginning to offer: a way to live one’s earthly life, the promise of an

  afterlife and a personal relationship with god. Such comforts as these, which today are seen as defining elements of what constitutes a religion, were increasingly necessary in the alien world of

  the cities of the late first century BC.




  The grand causal chain of history is, of course, always twisted by the randomness of the individual. Perhaps Confucianism would never have become so essential to the Chinese Empire had it not

  been for the usurper Wang Mang’s ineptness as a politician, his indecisiveness and belief in magic. The Jesus cult was lucky to have the bandy-legged, touchy, obsessive, brilliant galvanizer,

  theologian and letter-writer Saul/Paul – the best creative thinker and marketer any religion has probably ever had. Paul’s remoulding of Jesus, whom he had never even met, transformed a

  minor Jewish cult into a religion fit for an empire.F2 The wandering philosopher and holy man Apollonius, on the other hand – a near contemporary of

  Jesus but in his lifetime much more famous – did not find in his biographer Philostratus as passionate and subtle a champion and theologian as Jesus would find in Paul.




  Under the forcing house of globalization, pagan gods rose and fell and fluid sets of beliefs and practice coalesced into what we now think of as the ‘world religions’ –

  Judaism, Christianity, Brahmanism, or Hinduism as it came to be called, and Buddhism. The fifth world religion, Islam, would not of course emerge and go on its journey with

  empire for another six centuries.




  Why amongst the countless religious options available did empire and religion make the particular pairings they did? Why was the tiny Jesus cult, rather than the Isis cult, eventually adopted by

  Rome’s emperors? Isiacism was a religion far more popular and widespread, which also promised some sort of afterlife, believed in some sort of resurrection and had a compassionate goddess.

  Why did China’s rulers hitch their fate to Confucianism, a philosophy more than a religion, which almost uniquely made no attempt to popularize itself and spread its appeal beyond the elite?

  How religion uses empire and empire uses religion is the subject of this book.
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  THE REBRANDING OF ROME




  

    

      What race is so distant from us, what race is so barbarous, O Caesar, that from it no spectator is present in your city! The cultivator of Rhodope [in Thrace] is here from

      Haemus, sacred to Orpheus. The Scythian who drinks the blood of his horses is here; he, too, who quaffs the waters of the Nile nearest their springing; and he also whose shore is laved by the

      most distant ocean. The Arabian has hastened hither; the Sabaeans have hastened; and here the Cilicians have anointed themselves with their own native perfume. Here come the Sicambrians with

      their hair all twisted into a knot, and here the frizzled Ethiopians. Yet though their speech is all so different, they all speak together hailing you, O Emperor, as the true father of your

      country.




      Martial, Epigrams, IX.3, c.AD 81–96




      But it were a difficult thing to administer so great a dominion otherwise than by turning it over to one man, as to a father.




      Strabo, Geographia, VI.4, c.20 BC–AD 23




      In the life of Augustus, we behold the tyrant of the republic, converted, almost by imperceptible degrees, into the father of his country, and of human kind.




      Gibbon, Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire, vol. II, ch. 18, 1781




      Roman, remember by your strength to rule




      Earth’s peoples – for your arts are to be these:




      To pacify, to impose the rule of law,




      To spare the conquered, battle down the proud.




      Virgil, Aeneid, VI, 1151–54 29–19 BC


    


  




  Zero AD in Rome, the largest city in the world. Nearly one million people lived there, packed into its stinking tenement blocks

  or squatting in its vacant lots and abandoned buildings. Among them were more than 30,000 Jews, many of whom had been brought back as slaves by Pompey after his capture of Jerusalem in 63 BC.




  At night, wagons rumbled through the narrow streets, bringing huge pine trunks, stone and marble blocks for the new imperial buildings which were rising up out of the wooden city, where old

  tenement blocks either constantly collapsed because of their height, burned down or were knocked down and rebuilt (though according to the new building regulations they could not be more than 21

  metres high). The alleyways were dark and deserted – the haunts of muggers and gangs of well-born youths out to beat up passers-by, manhandle women or smash up shops. Flaming torches or

  horn-covered lanterns occasionally lit up the four-storey apartment buildings as a troop of slaves ran by bearing a litter, its perfumed occupant reclining inside behind drawn silken curtains. At

  major crossroads, lamps flickered behind stone masks with gaping holes for eyes and mouth. Only the wide boulevards were fully lit by oil lamps burning in every shop.




  Out on the streets during the day the butcher cut up meat, the barber shaved his customers. Drink-sellers and cake-sellers hawked their custom. At countless bars and cafes men ate hot sausages,

  pastries and olives or drank wine mixed with water. From the new public baths came the sounds that would infuriate neighbours like the Stoic philosopher Seneca: men grunting over their weights,

  people singing, the splash of swimmers and the ‘thin screech’ of the hair-removal expert, who was only silent ‘when he’s plucking a customer’s

  armpits and can make someone else do the yelling for him’.




  In the Subura, to the south of what is today Rome’s main railway station – a red-light district then as it still is now – water boys waited outside the brothel doors with

  bidets; in the classier establishments hairdressers repaired the ravaged locks of the vainer, more fastidious clients. A 33-metre-high fire-resistant wall separated the crumbling alleyways and

  lath-and-plaster houses of the Subura from the vast new Forum Augustum.




  In 2 BC, when Jesus was about two years old, Augustus – ‘the revered one’ – formerly known as Octavian Caesar, marked the dedication of his new Forum by treating

  Rome’s inhabitants to a celebration of their empire and their ruler. The lavish games and spectacles that Augustus laid on were also his thank you to the Senate and the people for bestowing

  on him the title of pater patriae (‘father of the fatherland’). The title was confirmation that they had – officially at least – accepted the magnificent charade that

  Augustus was father and moral leader of the nation, and not the autocrat that his less politically adept great-uncle and adopted father Julius Caesar had so nakedly been, and for which he had been

  assassinated only forty-two years earlier.




  The Forum was imperial Rome incarnate – brute force backed by divinity embodied in glittering white marble, bronze and gold. Ranged around its vast paved open space were the temple to

  Vesta, goddess of the hearth, guarantor of Rome’s permanence, whose cult was said to have been introduced by Rome’s deified founder Romulus, and the gleaming snow-white marble temple to

  Augustus’ ancestor the war-god Mars, its entrance heaped with the standards and arms of the peoples Rome had conquered.




  Augustus had vowed to build the temple to Mars after defeating Julius Caesar’s assassins Brutus and Cassius in 42 BC at Philippi in Macedonia, where ninety-one years later Paul would found

  his first Christian church. Steep steps led up to a dense row of huge Corinthian columns. Inside the temple were great gold and ivory statues to another of Augustus’

  ancestors, the goddess Venus, and to Julius Caesar, who had been deified at the prompting of Augustus. Outside were two colonnades; ranged along the left were yet more statues to Augustus’

  ancestors, to Venus’ son Aeneas, to Mars’ sons Romulus and Remus; and to the founding kings of Rome. Flanking them on the right-hand colonnade were statues to other great men of

  Rome.




  This was Rome as conceived by Augustus, his coolly beautiful wife Livia and his right-hand men, Agrippa and Maecenas.




  Noble-born Maecenas, the effete and bisexual ‘soft comforter of adulteresses’, as Augustus called him, was patron to a circle of writers who would prove to be the most successful

  propagandists for a regime that the world has ever seen. ‘That stern man’ Agrippa, in Pliny’s admiring phrase – plebeian populist, military strongman and builder of a

  monumental new Rome of white, pink and greeny-blue marble standing alongside the tiny streets and flammable wooden houses – became the most powerful man in the empire after Augustus. Livia

  – ‘Ulysses in petticoats’ as her great-grandson Caligula called her – was the most powerful woman in the Roman Empire: dignified consort and alleged murderess, she would

  later be co-ruler of the empire with her son Tiberius. The ruthless and politically brilliant Augustus was, at the age of sixty-one, still remarkably handsome and his curly hair was still yellow

  – even if he was beginning to lose his teeth; he was so proud of the ‘divine radiance’ of his eyes that ‘it gave him profound pleasure if anyone at whom he glanced keenly

  dropped his head as though dazzled by looking into the sun’.1 He claimed to be 5 feet 7 inches tall, but, like the Chinese usurper Wang Mang, who

  had just begun to manipulate his way to the imperial throne nearly 5,000 miles to the east, he wore platform shoes to reach even that height. Together Augustus and his three strategists were

  constructing an entirely new type of regime.




  As always in the attempt to create a stable state, it required persuasion more than force. Military might was both too expensive and too unreliable. The people must

  want to belong to the new, wider entity of the empire, or that empire would never stay together. But the Augustan strategists had the additional task of stage-managing the transformation

  from republic – in effect an oligarchy – to empire after nearly sixty years of civil war. Augustus was viewed with deep suspicion by powerful families, by cities and provinces, and by

  kings and local elites who had fought for the Republic or later sided with Mark Antony against him. King Herod of Judaea, who would become one of Agrippa’s closest friends, had been one of

  Mark Antony’s supporters.




  Augustus had to reconcile his enemies to each other and to himself, and that meant attracting the loyalty of many different recalcitrant elements. He and his strategists were trying to persuade

  a Roman elite, accustomed to 500 years of ruling as an oligarchy, to accept submission to an emperor in the sense of a hereditary supreme ruler; only forty-two years earlier many of them had

  supported the assassination of Julius Caesar precisely because of his autocratic ambitions. Julius Caesar, like all successful Roman generals, had used the title imperator (emperor).

  Originating probably in the second century BC as a title used by every military commander (imperare means ‘to command’), it had evolved into a special title bestowed on

  victorious generals and those elected to positions of great military authority. But it was a temporary title the commander relinquished at his triumph or at the end of his time in office. Julius

  Caesar, however, assumed it permanently. Augustus was much more tactful in asking for annual re-election and by using imperator as a first name, rather than as an official title. It was not,

  in fact, until Vespasian, successor to Nero in AD 69 that imperator became the title by which Roman rulers were known.




  As well as mollifying the elite, the new Augustan regime also needed to keep the army on its side. Beyond Rome and Italy’s borders, it needed to turn the elites of Rome’s conquered

  provinces from potentially resentful humiliated enemies into loyal defenders of the empire. And from Spain to Syria, from modern-day Romania to Egypt, from city-dweller to

  peasant to nomad tribesman, the regime needed to mould its eighty million ordinary subjects – all to varying degrees ready to revolt against the imposition of Roman power and Roman taxation

  in particular – into faithful subjects united in a sense of Romanness. Such a task required not just the inducements of the material but of the divine as well. Augustus was being transformed

  from the thug who tore out the eyes of a praetor suspected of hiding a sword underneath his robe (though in reality it was only a set of writing tablets), into a clement, moral, semi-divine if not

  divine, ruler. Such a transformation would not, however, convince all his subjects.




  The Forum Augustum represented the Augustan vision of Rome. Augustus himself had written the eulogies below the statues of his ancestors and the other noble Romans ranged in its colonnades. But,

  above all, the Forum embodied the triumphalist Rome of Maecenas’s protégé Virgil. In the Aeneid – the story of Aeneas’s founding of Rome after the fall of

  Troy – Virgil wrote one of the greatest foundation myths that any nation has ever had. Aeneas leaves a Troy destroyed by war, survives shipwreck and despair, resists the love of

  Carthage’s Queen Dido, and descends to the underworld to be shown the future great men of Rome – including ‘Caesar Augustus, son of the deified, who shall bring once again an Age

  of Gold’2 – before conquering the small kingdom of Alba Longa in Italy, from where his heirs will ‘win the mastery of the world’.

  The Aeneid rests self-consciously on its great Homeric predecessors. But unlike the Iliad and the Odyssey, the Aeneid is not just a celebration of military glory and

  heroic virtue. It is an attempt to create the moral foundations of an empire. The Iliad and the Odyssey celebrated the way of life of a warrior class. Aeneas, however, is both mighty

  warrior and also clement, ‘duty-bound’, rational ruler, the ‘son of gods and sire of gods to come’. His mission in founding Rome is to ‘bring the whole world under

  law’s dominion’.




  Like the eponymous hero of Beowulf, written at least eight centuries later, Aeneas is a hero on the cusp between old pagan military virtues and the new

  ‘softer’ virtues of mercy, pity and charity. Aeneas represents the beginning of a change in ideal from the self-assertive to the self-denying man. Odysseus was dedicated to love and

  family; his journey was a journey home. Aeneas, on the other hand, gives up the siren charms of Dido in order to fulfil his destiny of founding an empire. His final enemy is the wild bull-like

  Turnus, the warrior incarnate, who laughs with joy at sight of his charging horses, and who is in many ways a more sympathetic and better-drawn character than the upright Aeneas. Aeneas represents

  the new world not of the passion-driven Turnus, the military hero, but of rationality, law and order.




  But whether the new world should triumph is left superbly ambiguous at the end of the Aeneid, when Turnus is defeated by Aeneas in a sword fight to the death. His knees buckling under

  him, the groans of his watching soldiers echoing in the surrounding mountains and forests, Turnus asks but does not beg for mercy. Aeneas is faced with a choice of sparing Turnus or exacting

  vengeance; he chooses vengeance. The Christian virtues, the non-noble virtues of the weak as Nietzsche sneeringly called them, had not yet conquered the old Roman ones. Such a surprising ending,

  given the whole trajectory of the Aeneid, may have arisen simply because Virgil died in 19 BC before he had had a chance to revise it – Augustus in fact ignored his wish that the poem

  should be destroyed. But it may have been an accurate reflection of Rome’s and Augustus’s increasingly divided loyalties – to the old noble virtues associated with might and

  conquest, and the non-heroic virtues associated with peace.




  Having built its empire over the previous centuries, Rome in the late first century BC ruled ‘the length of land between the sunset and the dawn’, in the words of Maecenas’

  great friend Horace. Its writ extended from Spain in the west to Syria in the east, and from Egypt in the south to the borders of Germany in the north. Rome had been an empire territorially long

  before it became an empire politically under Augustus. But its aim now was to consolidate rather than expand (see chapter 5). Law and order were taking over from the spoils of

  conquest as the raison d’être of empire. True, Augustus wore a steel corselet under his toga, and he was always accompanied by 500 Praetorian Guards to protect him from

  assassination, though in deference to Republican feelings they did not wear military uniform but togas, under the folds of which they kept their weapons concealed. Military might was still the

  foundation stone of the empire, but it was no longer given the value and pre-eminence it had once enjoyed.




  When the Senate, whether prompted or not, proclaimed Augustus pater patriae, they were honouring him not for his military prowess but for being the supreme father of the empire. Augustus

  was fulfilling Aeneas’ mission to create an empire ruled through law and order and only as a last resort by force. This shift in value goes some way to explain the popularity of gladiatorial

  combats. They provided a vicarious way for the elite to enjoy the warrior’s glory that they were now deprived of.




  And so tens of thousands of discerning spectators packed the Campus Martius, the Field of Mars – north of the Forum Augustum – where Julius Caesar had been assassinated, and where

  Augustus’ strategist Agrippa had built a huge pleasure park for the people. There they watched gladiators fighting to ‘cut-off point’, to the death. The gladiators had been

  fattened up with barley porridge, to give them the maximum protection and weight. The semi-naked gladiators wore visored helmets whose anonymity made it easier to injure or kill an opponent with

  whom they had been living and training for months if not years. During the midday lunch-break crowds could stay if they wanted to watch condemned criminals tied to stakes being eaten by lions, or

  – a less expensive form of execution – being crucified. The great geographer Strabo had watched Selouros, a famous bandit who had terrorized the area around Mount Etna, ‘torn to

  pieces by the beasts in the Forum while a contest of gladiators was being performed. He had been put on a high platform, as though on Mount Etna, and when the platform suddenly broke up and

  collapsed, he himself crashed down into wild-beast cages which easily broke open.’




  Ranged in their respective ranks around the arena were the social strata of Rome that Augustus had to appease. In the front fourteen rows, the Orchestra, were the senators,

  their white togas gashed with a broad purple stripe, so that in their supremely status-conscious world everyone would know that they belonged to the tiny elite of the richest and most privileged

  perched on top of the steep pyramid of Roman society. Once they had been the most powerful social and political figures in Rome, but their power and status were slowly being undermined by Augustus,

  who was both turning the Senate into a rubber-stamping body and controlling entry into it. Beside the senators sat the equites – the knights, or equestrians – gold rings on their

  fingers. Though senatorial and equestrian families were often related, equestrians were marginally below senators in wealth and status, reflected in the slightly thinner purple stripe on equestrian

  togas. Hitherto equestrians had formed the non-political section of the aristocracy.3 But Augustus had begun to promote them to positions formerly

  reserved for senators, and equestrian prestige was growing as a result.




  Augustus had decreed that soldiers (though probably not the high-ranking officers who were appointed from the senatorial and increasingly from the equestrian orders) should sit separately from

  civilians.4 These middle- and lower-ranking soldiers, the centurions and ordinary legionaries, formed part of the vast body of ‘plebeians’.

  Over the course of the Early Republic from the fifth to the third century BC the plebeians had fought for political equality with the patricians, the hereditary nobility. By the time of Augustus

  that battle was over: the plebs had acquired the rights and privileges of full citizens, and the old patrician families had anyway virtually died out. ‘Plebeians’ had come to mean

  simply the ordinary, nonaristocratic Roman citizens who were neither senators nor equestrians. They were the professionals: the schoolmasters, architects and physicians, as well as the merchants,

  shopkeepers, traders and artisans – beneficiaries of the booming trade which the pax Augusta had brought.




  Watching the gladiatorial contests from the back rows were non-citizens, foreigners and slaves (slaves made up about 10 per cent of the empire’s population5). Ex-slaves, the freedmen, were also forced to sit there. Though some of the freedmen had become fabulously wealthy as merchants and traders or as officers in the

  imperial household, they were despised by the elite. Hence the popularity amongst aristocratic readers of the Satyricon, a mid-first century AD work of fiction, with its savage portrait of

  Trimalchio, the nouveau-riche vulgarian ex-slave, drying his hands on a slave’s head and weeping, along with his guests, at the thought of his own death.




  Under Augustus, women found themselves confined to the back rows, but as a group apart. In the interests of his moral ‘restoration’ campaign, he had proclaimed that women and men

  could no longer sit together. Only women of the imperial family and the six vestal virgins, the only female priests in Rome, could sit in the better seats. Servants of Vesta, goddess of the hearth,

  the vestal virgins had sworn a thirty-year vow of chastity and were buried alive if they broke it. Four centuries later, the Christian poet and ascetic Prudentius would fulminate against their

  quasi-sexual delight in the gladiator as they ‘looked closely at the bronze-covered face, smashed by repeated casts of the trident, and at the part of the arena which a bleeding gladiator

  stains with his gaping wounds as he tries to flee, and at how many steps he can manage, marked by his blood’. Christians would object to gladiatorial contests because they were sexually

  titillating, not out of concern for the gladiator. Successful gladiators could indeed have their pick of elite women. Crescens the retiarius was so successful with his trident and net that

  he became notoriously desirable, described in a piece of graffiti in Pompeii as ‘the netter of girls by night’. Since he had about a one in seven chance of living into an extremely

  comfortable retirement, the gladiator’s life might be worth the risks in a world where three persons out of five would die before they reached their twenties.




  Augustus had laid on the combats as a triumphant celebration of Romanness for ‘the lords of the world, the toga-bearing Romans’, as his favourite line from the

  Aeneid called them,6 though in reality togas had become so unpopular that Augustus had to legislate that senators and anyone entering his Forum

  wore a toga rather than the more practical tunic.




  By a specially constructed lake on the Campus Martius 50,000 baying spectators watched 3,000 slaves and condemned criminals fighting for their lives; rowing in warships and triremes, they

  refought the fifth-century BC naval battle of Salamis, when the Greeks defeated Xerxes and his invading Persian army; and like the original combatants they were wounded or killed.




  This staged naval battle was designed specifically to remind the spectators of the battle of Actium, fought off the western coast of Greece in 31 BC. Actium was the battle in which Octavian (as

  Augustus was then known) defeated Mark Antony, his rival since the assassination of Julius Caesar, and put an end to the long-running series of civil wars over the future of the Roman Republic.

  Augustus’ victory made him sole ruler of Rome. But for all its historical importance, the battle had been an inglorious affair: it is unlikely that much blood was shed, and, as in all civil

  war battles, loyalties were uncertain and contingents changed sides at the last moment.7 But in the Aeneid Virgil had transformed this unheroic

  encounter into the moment when Rome reclaimed its virtus (that sum of manly virtues including valour, required of the true Roman) and defeated the barbaric and decadent East where Mark

  Antony and Cleopatra had ruled, presenting themselves to the people as the resurrected god Osiris and his wife-sister Isis. It was the moment when Egypt’s queen with her ‘monster forms

  of gods of every race, and the dog-god Anubis barking’ were defeated by ‘our Neptune, Venus, and Minerva’ and ‘Mars, engraved in steel’. Noble, plain, rugged Rome in

  the shape of Augustus had prevailed.




  In Virgil’s heroic reimagining of the battle, Augustus Caesar leads the senators and people, along with the household gods and great gods, to victory. Agrippa, ‘favoured by winds and

  gods’, plays – as he would throughout his life – the part of second in command. In reality he was much the better general, and it was his tactics that won the

  battle for Augustus. Agrippa and Maecenas had been amongst Augustus’ earliest backers and at Actium their gamble paid off. Once that battle was won, however, the struggle between them for

  Augustus’ favour began in earnest.




  Maecenas and Agrippa probably loathed each other. They were totally different in background, temperament and taste. A naked statue of Agrippa at about the time of his victory at Actium when he

  was thirty-one, the same age as Augustus, shows brute force personified. Square-faced, with a boxer’s slightly squashed nose and vast thighs, he stands frowning, his whole body proclaiming

  that what he lacked in refinement – his father was a plebeian, a non-aristocrat – he made up for in power and energy. For Pliny, he was the ideal Roman: soldier-statesman and practical

  man of letters. Agrippa embodied the strength and virility of Rome, though even Pliny admitted that he was ‘a man more accustomed to rustic pursuits than to culture’. Agrippa was and

  consciously remained a man of the people, despised, feared and disliked by the old Roman aristocrats for being a ‘new man’, a novus homo (the derogatory term for the first man of

  a family to reach the Senate).




  Stern, ruthlessly ambitious and morally upstanding, Agrippa stood in total contrast to the louche, aristocratic Maecenas, the descendant of Etruscan kings. Lean-faced, his thin lips poised for a

  witticism, and with slightly bulging eyes, he maliciously enjoyed emphasizing Agrippa’s humble origins, just as Mark Antony had sneered at those of Augustus. Like Agrippa, Augustus was of

  plebeian, non-noble stock. Augustus’ great-grandfather had been a freedman, an ex-slave and ropemaker. His grandfather had become a wealthy usurer and it was thanks to that wealth that

  Augustus’ father had entered the top ranks of the aristocracy and become a senator: money had always ensured some social mobility. But as the first member of the family to become a senator,

  Augustus’ father would always be considered a novus homo by the old nobility, even if he had married the niece of Julius Caesar. The age of their lineage was often

  the only measure of superiority the old noble families had left to them.




  Maecenas made an aristocratic show of indolence and lack of ambition, though in reality he must have been as eager as Agrippa to profit from his friendship with Augustus. According to Velleius

  Paterculus, admittedly an historian with a tendency to flatter, Maecenas ‘lived thoroughly content with the narrow stripe of the equestrian order’, rather than striving to acquire the

  broad purple band of a senator.




  Many – including the Stoic philosopher Seneca – distrusted Maecenas for his effeminacy and decadence. Even his admirer Velleius Paterculus conceded that though he was ‘a man

  who was literally sleepless when occasion demanded… when any relaxation was allowed him from business cares [he] would almost outdo a woman in giving himself up to indolence and soft

  luxury’. Maecenas had, like Agrippa, fought with Augustus against Sextus Pompeius in Sicily, against Brutus and Cassius at Philippi, and against Antony and Cleopatra at Actium, though he had

  never equalled Agrippa in military success. But he excelled as ideologue/propagandist. An appalling writer himself, ridiculed by Augustus for his florid style, and sneered at by Seneca who compared

  ‘the looseness of his speech’ to his ‘ungirt attire’, Maecenas had not only a superb eye for discerning literary talent in others but also the ability to encourage or

  channel that talent into eulogizing the ideals of the new imperial regime. Chief among the writers who enjoyed his patronage were Livy, the historian who defined for Romans the greatness of their

  national character; the shy and taciturn Virgil, who laid out Rome’s moral destiny; and the poet Horace, who – though he had fought for the Republicans with Brutus and Cassius at

  Philippi – went on to celebrate Augustus as the epitome of ‘the just and steady-purposed man’, a man who was on his way to godhead. Amongst the great writers of the period, only

  Ovid seems to have been outside Maecenas’ influence. Ovid only became an ‘Augustan’ poet when he was exiled to Tomis in modern Romania and, heartsick for Rome,

  desperately tried to flatter his way back into Augustus’ and Livia’s favour; he never succeeded.




  To his detractors Agrippa represented the aggressive coarseness of an earlier militaristic age; to his admirers he was, in a sense, Virgil’s Turnus – exemplar of the old military

  Roman virtues and symbol of Rome’s strength and virility. On the other hand ‘the soft Maecenas’, as the satirist Juvenal called him, was, for his enemies, the antithesis of the

  noble, upright Roman. His love of the good life (he was said to have had the first heated baths in Rome), his love affair with the actor Bathyllus and his seduction of other men’s wives

  (although he loved his own beautiful and unfaithful wife Terentia) embodied the weakness and decadence of the new Rome. But to his supporters Maecenas symbolized the new civilized Rome of thought

  and beauty, which could only be created by honouring the gentler virtues of peace.




  Maecenas was known for restraining Augustus’ rages. Augustus had been the most vengeful member of the triumvirate in dealing with the supporters of Julius Caesar’s assassins. But

  after the defeat of Brutus and Cassius, Maecenas had counselled mercy for the defeated. And Augustus had followed Maecenas’ advice. ‘Great clemency was shown in the victory; no one was

  put to death, and but few banished who could not bring themselves even to become suppliants,’ wrote Augustus in the Res Gestae Divi Augustae (The Achievements of the Divine Augustus),

  the only account written by an emperor of his own career, which was inscribed on pillars outside Augustus’ Mausoleum on the Campus Martius. Maecenas, from this perspective, did not exactly

  represent Aeneas – he was far too decadent for that – but he did represent a newer world that valued rationality and law more than military glory.




  Following in the tradition of Thucydides who put into the mouths of his historical subjects oratorical set pieces, the Greek senator and historian Cassius Dio, writing in the early third century

  AD, imagines Agrippa and Maecenas arguing before Augustus about what direction the new regime should take.F3




  Agrippa, the plebeian, not surprisingly takes a more populist approach and argues for the restoration of the Republic, by which he really meant oligarchic rule: in such a system each member of

  the oligarchy works for the benefit of the whole because they share an equality before the law; in a ‘tyranny’, the majority ‘exert themselves only in their own interests and hate

  their fellow citizens’ and the ruler dare not promote talented men to be his advisers because they would then pose a threat to him.




  Maecenas, the elitist aristocrat, argues that ‘the supposed freedom of the mob proves in reality to be the bitterest servitude, under which the better elements suffer at the hands of the

  worse, until in the end both are destroyed’; much better (as Brahmin priests, the upholders of the caste system on the Indian subcontinent, would agree) that each class of citizens

  ‘zealously discharge the duties which devolve upon them’. Monarchical rule ensures better government for all. More tellingly, perhaps, Maecenas argues that a ‘republic’

  might work in a homogeneous society but cannot work in an empire as diverse as Rome’s:




  

    

      

        while we were but… few in number and differed in no important respect from our neighbours, we got along well with our government… but ever since we were led

        outside the peninsula and crossed over to many continents and many islands, filling the whole sea and the whole earth with our name and power…, like a great merchantman manned with a

        crew of every race and lacking a pilot, [Rome] has now for many generations been rolling and plunging as it has drifted this way and that in a heavy sea, a ship as it were

        without ballast.8


      


    


  




  Maecenas was right. Over the previous three centuries Rome had created a territorial empire roughly the same size as China’s, but without imposing on it the same centralized governmental

  control. Rome’s empire was far more heterogeneous, partly because it was fundamentally a trading empire, based round the Mediterranean, but also because it was culturally and linguistically

  divided between its Eastern half which had been Hellenized thanks to Alexander the Great’s conquests, and its Western non-Hellenized half. At the time of Augustus, the Eastern part of the

  empire consisted of what is now Greece, Asia Minor (that is, modern-day Turkey east of the Bosphorus), Egypt, Syria and Judaea. The Western part of the empire consisted of Spain, Gaul, Italy, parts

  of Germany – Rome never managed to subdue all of Germany, though Augustus was beginning to control Central Europe – and North Africa along the Mediterranean coast, that is, parts of

  modern Tunisia, Algeria and Libya. Britain had not yet been conquered despite invasions by Julius Caesar and three planned invasions by Augustus, which, however, were called off.




  At the end of the first century BC, the empire was a mosaic of semi-autonomous cities run by local wealthy landowners and loosely bound together into provinces under Roman control. Roman

  imperial government was in fact minimal: even by the end of the second century AD there was still only one Roman administrator for every 400,000 people.9

  Routine administration was predicated on the cooperation of the local elites of the provinces, just as the defence of the empire was largely dependent on client kings (rulers who were given nominal

  independence and the protection of the Roman Empire in return for their loyalty) and their troops.




  Augustus would use the city as an essential element in the Romanization of his empire. The residents of the cities of the empire, and certainly their wealthier members, would become the most

  reliable supporters of the imperial regime, and it was on them – and on the army – that the emperor’s power would rest.10 But the cities themselves remained collections of diverse peoples who brought their differences with them from all over the empire: they came with their distinctive clothes and

  customs, and they brought their gods. And they spoke a bewildering array of languages. Although there were the linguae francae of Latin in the Western and Greek in the Eastern parts of the empire,

  Celtic dialects and Iberian were spoken in the West; a Libyan-Punic dialect was used in the Roman province of Africa, that is, North Africa; Coptic dialects were spoken in Egypt; Syriac, Armenian,

  Phoenician and Aramaic were spoken in the Near East (modern Turkey and the Middle East), along with Hebrew in Palestine, and all the cities of the Jewish Diaspora.F4




  According to Cassius Dio, the Augustan task was to construct a political system that would be acceptable to both Agrippa and Maecenas – to the populist and to the elitist. The problem was

  how to satisfy both the politically powerful in Rome and the numerous Roman subjects throughout the empire. The political solution was to disguise the emperor in the Republican garb of primus

  inter pares; the religious solution was the imperial cult.




  In engineering the sea-change from republic to empire Augustus paid careful attention to the sensitivities of the elite. Almost every noble family had some members who had fought against

  Augustus. They might have greeted the end of the civil wars with relief, but any overt sign that they had lost their power risked provoking violent resentment. And so Augustus played out a long

  charade in which he never formally took on authoritarian powers or the ‘perpetual dictatorship’F5 which had been conferred on Julius Caesar.




  Instead, he ruled through an ad hoc system of prolonged extraordinary powers and special privileges all ‘voted’ him by the Senate, and through the Plebeian Council, which elected

  those who qualified by birth or by Augustus’ favour for magistracies and priesthoods. Augustus was, according to this consciously constructed fiction, merely first amongst

  his aristocratic equals. He greeted each senator by name (though Augustus’ nomenclator, a slave employed by the wealthy to remind them of the names of people they met, was said to be

  rather forgetful) and kissed them, probably lightly on the mouth. This mode of greeting was a sign of equality, unlike kissing the hand, which the client did when he begged a favour of his patron,

  or, worse still, kissing the feet, which the Emperor Caligula would later demand. Kissing on the mouth would become such a common form of greeting amongst the Roman elite that Augustus’

  successor Tiberius had to ban it in order to stop a serious outbreak of herpes.




  In 28 BC Augustus entered the Senate wearing a sword and steel corselet hidden under his tunic, ‘with ten burly senatorial friends crowding around him’;11 they would only allow senators to approach Augustus’ chair ‘singly and after the folds of their robes had been carefully searched’, according to the imperial

  biographer Suetonius whose biographies are filled with gossipy details, making him delightful to read though he is not nearly as perceptive a historian as Tacitus, who saw the big issues of cause

  and effect behind the detail. Augustus read out a list of the senators who had been selected for a new purged Senate. Over 300 of the old Senate’s 1,000 members had supported Mark Antony and

  the Republic, though some had quickly swapped sides before the final battle of Actium. Augustus now purged 140 senators. At the head of the new list of senators Augustus had entered himself as

  princeps, a title that had been bestowed on the leading citizens of the state from the early days of the Republic. From this moment on, the Augustan regime effectively took over control of

  the Senate and increasingly of the elite in general.




  Partly to counter the power of the senators, Augustus deliberately increased the status and numbers of equestrians and increasingly relied on them to run the empire. He promoted equestrians to

  senatorial rank – not just in Rome but amongst the local elites in the provinces as well. Formerly senators had had a virtual monopoly on high office. Augustus now

  appointed equestrians instead, above all in the vital task of overseeing taxation.




  Augustus in effect nationalized the collection of direct taxes. Taxation from the provinces financed the empire. It took the form of a property tax on land, houses, slaves and ships, and a head

  tax, which was levied on all adults between the ages of twelve or fourteen and sixty-five regardless of income. Tax farming had been a way for the Roman aristocracy and local elites to recoup the

  expenses of public life and finance their own systems of patronage. In 27 BC Augustus introduced a regular census on which calculations of tax could be based – Jesus’ family, according

  to the Gospel of Luke, had to travel to Bethlehem to be registered in the Judaean census of AD 6.F6 The head count gave the imperial treasury a good idea of

  what it could expect in tax revenue so that neither senatorial governors nor publicani – the corporations of Roman businessmen with whom senators had often collaborated in financial

  sharp practice – could milk the provinces as they had done so spectacularly in the past. Augustus appointed equestrians to collect the taxes, with strict instructions not to ‘exact

  money beyond the amount appointed’.12 These tax collectors, and even the equestrian governors he appointed to run the less important provinces,

  were for the first time paid a fixed salary. The Augustan regime was, it could claim, freeing the provinces from the worst effects of Roman extortion. By allowing them to bask in prosperity, the

  pax Augusta was also giving the provinces an incentive to stay loyal – although not all would do so.




  In January 27 BC, before a Senate now packed with his supporters, Augustus formally renounced the consulship (the highest office of state and the crown of a senatorial career), which had been

  bestowed on him by the Senate. As Augustus himself put it in the Res Gestae, his own triumphal summary of his reign, which he wrote at the age of seventy-six: ‘When I had extinguished

  the flames of civil war, after receiving by universal consent the absolute control of affairs, I transferred the republic from my own control to the will of the senate and the

  Roman people.’




  In return, the grateful Senate promptly made him proconsul of the provinces of Gaul, Spain, Syria and Egypt. In theory, the proconsulship simply made Augustus the equal of any other proconsul

  ruling a province, but he had been given control of the most strategically important Roman provinces, where the great bulk of the legions were stationed to guard the empire’s vulnerable

  borders from attack. In Gaul the threat came from Germanic tribesmen on the Rhine frontier; in Syria from the Parthians on the Euphrates; and in Egypt from the Meroites of sub-Saharan Africa whose

  Queen Amanirenas was about to invade (see chapter 4). Thanks to the power formally granted him by the Senate, Augustus now directly controlled twenty-three of Rome’s twenty-seven legions:

  military power was in his hands.




  Augustus had reduced the size of the army to about 300,000 men, barely 2 per cent of all adult males in the empire, compared to 13 per cent in its aggressive heyday during the previous two

  centuries BC.13 Although its primary role was now not territorial conquest but defence of Rome’s 4,000 miles of frontier and maintenance of order

  in the provinces, the Augustan regime depended as much as any on the threat of force. And Augustus well understood the necessity of maintaining the army’s loyalty. As Plutarch, the Greek

  historian, philosopher and biographer of the late first century AD, would remark in his Precepts of Statecraft: ‘do not have great pride or confidence in your crown, for you see the

  soldier’s boot just above your head’.




  Augustus made sure to keep the soldiers sweet. He turned what had been an army of conscripts into a professional standing army of volunteers and rewarded them well. They received fixed salaries,

  plus cash rewards and allotments of land (admittedly often on poor soil far from home) on retirement – a package that made them better off than most of their civilian peers. He also increased

  their chances of promotion: under the Republic an ordinary soldier, however talented, could rise no higher than the rank of centurion (commanding a century, that is, a company

  of about 80 to 100 men), but under Augustus he could rise to a senior command. And Augustus further boosted the status of the equestrians, who became in effect the junior officer corps of the army.

  He even appointed equestrians instead of senators as heads, praefecti, of the Praetorian Guard, and doubled their pay, a wise move given that they would play such a determining role in the

  life and death of succeeding emperors. Augustus’ stepson and immediate successor, Tiberius, was probably murdered by the head of the Praetorian Guard; his nephew Caligula would be trapped in

  a narrow exit from the arena by his Praetorian Guard and assassinated; Caligula’s cruel, stammering uncle Claudius owed his throne to the Praetorian cohorts, as did Claudius’ stepson,

  Nero, who later lost his throne when they deserted him in favour of Galba.




  Unlike some of his successors, Augustus never underestimated the importance of his army. Promotion in the army became increasingly dependent on him. Rather than swearing an oath of loyalty to

  their own general, soldiers now swore an oath of loyalty to Augustus, who became the sole head of a permanent army.




  Augustus was creating a compliant elite. His regime kept the Republican institutions – the Senate and the plebeian assemblies – in place, but it simply sidestepped them or

  transformed them into instruments of patronage. ‘From this time there was, strictly speaking, a monarch,’ wrote Cassius Dio. ‘The Senate as a body, it is true, continued to sit in

  judgment as before, and in certain cases transacted business with embassies and heralds, from both peoples and kings; and the people and the plebs, moreover, continued to meet for the elections;

  but nothing was done that did not please Caesar.’




  Augustus, however, proclaimed that the Republic had been restored. When in 22 BC plague and famine hit Rome, and the people shut the senators up in their meeting place and threatened to burn the

  building down if they did not elect Augustus dictator, he ‘fell on his knee and, throwing back his gown to expose his naked breast, implored their

  silence’.14 But Augustus did accept the cura annonae (charge of the corn supply, including the distribution of free corn to an allocated

  number of Roman citizens), a hugely important route to popularity, since it enabled him to alleviate the starvation that threatened Rome’s people.




  Four days after the Senate had in effect handed over control of the army to their princeps, they bestowed on him the novel title ‘Augustus’ – ‘the revered

  one’. Augustus, formerly known as Octavian Caesar, had together with his strategists put in place the political framework of the new imperial regime. They had dressed up an empire in the

  clothes of a republic; they had given the Roman elite and those other potentially dangerous elements of the empire – the conquered elites, the army and the ordinary people – good

  material reasons to support the new regime.




  Augustus had established himself by military force. Now, like every successful ruler, he had to find something beyond the threat of arms to command the obedience of his subjects. The Hobbesian

  contract between ruler and ruled of stability and protection in return for obedience, had been made redundant by the pax Augusta. Though ultimately he would always rely on brute force,

  Augustus increasingly needed to wield power by manipulating the beliefs and behaviour of his subjects. In doing so, he would discover the great power of religion in capturing hearts and minds.

  Augustus was on his way to becoming a god.
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  AUGUSTUS: GOD AND FIRST CITIZEN




  

    The poets were not alone in sanctioning myths, for long before the poets the states and the lawmakers had sanctioned them as a useful expedient. They needed to control the

    people by superstitious fears, and these cannot be aroused without myths and marvels.




    Strabo, Geographia, I.2.8, c.20 BC–AD 23




    The various modes of worship, which prevailed in the Roman world, were all considered by the people, as equally true; by the philosopher, as equally false; and by the

    magistrate, as equally useful.




    Gibbon, Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire, vol. I, ch. 2, 1776




    . . . religion has been the historically most widespread and effective instrumentality of legitimation.




    Berger, The Sacred Canopy, 1967


  




  The Senate’s ‘decision’ in 27 BC that their princeps (their leading citizen) should become ‘Augustus’ marked

  the beginning of the imperial cult. Within a few decades, the divine or semi-divine Augustus dominated the physical and mental landscape of the empire. Altars and temples to him were built in the

  highest and most prominent places in hundreds of cities; great carnivalesque festivals, with sacred processions, public banquets and games celebrating events in the life of Augustus and his family,

  were added to the monthly round of festivals dedicated to the gods.




  The worship of a divine man was not new, but under Augustus and his fellow strategists it was moulded into a unifying political force. Thanks to them, worship of the divine

  man reached unparalleled heights.1 By the end of the first century AD, the idea of the divine emperor would be so well entrenched that Vespasian was

  acknowledged as soter (saviour), and his son Domitian demanded to be called dominus et deus (lord and god). The imperial cult, which was actually a much looser practice than the term

  implies, encompassing any type of worship of an emperor living or dead, lasted into the fourth century AD when the Emperor Theodosius finally did away with all the gods, including the divine

  emperors, in favour of the one Christian God. Worship of the emperor had prepared the mental and emotional ground for the worship of one supreme ruler.




  The founding of the imperial cult, like the founding of the political regime, had to be very carefully tailored to the more or less resistant constituents of the empire: both the Eastern and

  Western parts of the empire which were culturally so distinct, the one Hellenized, the other not; and within that basic division, the elite of Rome and Italy, the local elites of the conquered

  provinces East and West, and the ordinary people of the empire both within Italy and beyond.




  Augustus had, according to Cassius Dio, been




  

    

      

        exceedingly desirous of being called Romulus, but when he perceived that this caused him to be suspected of desiring the kingship, he desisted from his efforts to obtain

        it, and took the title of ‘Augustus’, signifying that he was more than human; for all the most precious and sacred objects are termed augusta. Therefore they addressed him also in

        Greek as Sebastos, meaning an august personage, from the passive of the verb sebazo, ‘to revere’.2


      


    


  




  The new title of ‘Augustus’ had strong associations with divinity – it was a synonym for sanctus (holy) and divinus (divine). Its advantage was

  that while indicating Augustus’ superiority over the rest of humanity, and hinting at his divinity, it avoided any overt reference to his autocratic rule.




  The Augustan strategists were playing a delicate game. A cult that glorifies the individual ruler will almost inevitably antagonize the elite whose own status and power is

  correspondingly degraded. The assertion of Augustus’ divinity would enhance his majesty and authority in the eyes of the people, but it could also fatally antagonize a Roman elite brought up

  to humble themselves to no one, not even their gods. Julius Caesar had made the fatal mistake of ‘accepting’ divine honours in his lifetime: it only served to make his dictatorship that

  much more unpalatable to his supposed peers. The regime had to balance the Agrippan populist strategy of appealing to the people with the Maecenas one of appealing to the elite.




  Yet again Cassius Dio makes Maecenas a determining voice. The interdependence of religion and state was an integral and unquestioned feature of every empire in the ancient world. Political power

  naturally had a religious dimension. And Maecenas was well aware of the crucial role religion could play in shaping the nature of both ruler and ruled and moulding resistant peoples into loyal

  subjects. ‘You must worship the divine everywhere and in every way according to ancestral custom and force everyone else to honour it’, Maecenas counsels, ‘since anyone despising

  them [the gods] will not honour anyone else.’3 It was commonly believed that Rome had nearly destroyed itself in civil war because the old Roman

  piety had been neglected.




  Inevitably, the elite were likely to be more sceptical than the majority. By virtue of their wealth, they had less need of the divine. Amongst this elite were some of the richest men in the

  world. Living in their airy villas, waited on by hundreds of slaves, they were comparatively cushioned from the vagaries of fate, unlike the majority of people who struggled more or less

  desperately to survive in a world where famine constantly threatened, where half the babies born in a city would die before they were five years old and those that survived would lose at least one

  of their parents before gaining adulthood. Ordinary people needed their gods as insurance policies; the elite less so. For the elite, the gap between them and the gods was smaller than for ordinary people and allowed less room for awe, fear and gratitude. Like elites throughout the ancient as in the modern world, they liked to make a distinction between their

  ‘rational’ belief and the superstitious, irrational belief of the common and not so common people.




  But, as Seneca delighted in pointing out, they were on the same spectrum of belief, magic and superstition as everybody else. ‘Go into the Capitol and you will be ashamed of the madness on

  display,’ he wrote in a polemic against superstitious worship, now lost but quoted in the early fifth century by Augustine, the North African bishop of Hippo, in his City of God.




  

    

      

        One is suggesting divine commands to a god; another is telling the hours to Jupiter; one is his bather, another his anointer – at least he makes an empty gesture

        with his arms to imitate anointing… There are women who arrange the hair of Juno and Minerva, standing far away not only from her image, but even from her temple. These move their

        fingers in the manner of hairdressers. There are some women who hold a mirror. There are some who are calling the gods to assist them in court. There are some who are holding up documents to

        them, and are explaining to them their cases.4


      


    


  




  Augustus himself ‘had absolute faith’ in premonitions and dreams. He wore a sealskin amulet for protection against thunder and lightning, of which he was terrified. Many people wore

  as amulets bits of the bodies of those who had suffered a violent death such as gladiators, or executed criminals. Prominent Romans listened to the voice of god speaking through an oracle and were

  as hoodwinked as everyone else by the gifted faker Alexander, who rigged up a talking serpent as an oracle for which he charged high prices. Cato the Elder joked that when two haruspices

  (diviners who interpreted the entrails of sacrificed animals) passed one another in the street they could not help but grin at one another.




  Rich and poor celebrated the same festivals, and performed the same rites. The difference between them turned more on the nature of their belief. Ordinary people still

  believed in the individual gods who haphazardly affected humanity according to their own self-indulgent whims. But the elite’s gods were turning from flawed superhumans into something more

  abstract and moral, according to the historian of ancient Rome, Paul Veyne.5 When the Romans began their conquest of Greece in the second century BC,

  Zeus, the sexually uncontrolled, self-indulgent but most powerful of all the gods, merged with the Roman god Jupiter to become ‘the supremely just, powerful, and even benevolent protector of

  the Roman empire’.6 But whereas most people continued to worship Zeus/Jupiter as an individual, in the eyes of the elite he was shedding his

  individual identity and becoming part of an amorphous collective identity – ‘the gods’ or even ‘god’ – a sort of divine providence or Fate which loved virtuous

  men and would ensure the victory of the just cause. The amoral individual gods were combining to become a moral force. Augustus had embarked on the same moral journey, though the elite may have

  known him too well to have been convinced that he would ever reach his destination (see chapter 8 for more on the coalescing of the gods).




  Augustus and Livia had in fact scandalized the more devout citizens of Rome with their ‘Feast of the Divine Twelve’, a private banquet in which guests came dressed as the twelve

  Olympian deities; ‘impious Caesar’, as an anonymous lampoon about the banquet called Augustus, had appeared as Apollo. Now Augustus made a point of restoring Rome’s temples which

  were crumbling away from neglect. They were rebuilt in the traditional style with limestone, heavy wooden roofs and terracotta decoration, while alongside them armies of architects and artisans

  from the East, who had been schooled in the Greek style, built shining new temples to the gods associated with the imperial house. Senators were no longer allowed to build temples in Rome, though

  they could do so in the provinces. The grandiose temples rising up in Rome could only be built by members of the imperial family; every marble and bronze facade was associated

  with an Augustan god and with the great builder Augustus himself. But when it came to Augustus’ own divinity, Maecenas advocated caution. ‘No man ever became a god by popular

  vote,’ Cassius Dio makes him say.




  ‘Hence, if you are upright as a man and honourable as a ruler, the whole earth will be your hallowed precinct, all cities your temples, and all men your statues’; as to those rulers

  who too overtly took on the mantle of divinity, ‘such honours not only do not lend holiness to them, even though shrines are set apart for them in all their cities, but even bring a greater

  reproach upon them, becoming, as it were, trophies of their baseness and memorials of their injustice’.7




  Agrippa did not agree with Maecenas. He wanted to build a temple to Augustus which would form the centrepiece of the great building scheme he was undertaking on the Campus Martius, the vast open

  space on the Tiber flood plain, where part of the 2 BC games to celebrate Augustus would be held. Augustus, however, declined the honour of a temple. It would have been too direct an attribution of

  divinity. Instead the temple was dedicated to Augustus’ ancestors – Venus, Mars and the deified Julius Caesar – and the temple was named the Pantheon, meaning ‘all the

  gods’ (though it was not until the second century AD, during the reign of Emperor Hadrian, that it was remodelled into the Pantheon we know today). A statue to Augustus was placed not inside

  the temple, as Agrippa had wished, but on one side of the entrance; on the other was that of Augustus’ faithful helpmeet, Agrippa himself.




  Paradoxical though it might seem, it was perhaps not surprising that Maecenas, who in Cassius Dio’s schematic rendering of the creation of the Augustan regime advocated one-man rule, was

  more cautious about the imperial cult than the populist Agrippa. Maecenas, the aristocrat, was far more sensitive to how Augustus’ deification would be perceived by the elite. For the old

  Roman nobleman, brought up in a tradition of Republicanism and struggling to come to terms with the new regime, it might well have been intolerable to accept that one of them

  – a man not even as good as many of them since his father had been a novus homo, the first member of the family to become a senator – had been elevated to divinity.




  It was not that the idea of a man becoming god was inconceivable. Egypt had worshipped its pharaohs for centuries. Throughout the Hellenized east, the ruler had been worshipped as divine since

  at least the fourth century BC, when Alexander the Great brought the tradition from Greece to his conquered lands. Rome had its deified founder Romulus. Only the monotheistic Jews made a clear-cut

  distinction between the divine and the human. For Philo, the first-century AD Jewish philosopher from Alexandria, the change from man to god ‘was not a small one but an absolutely fundamental

  one, namely the apparent transformation of the created, destructible nature of man into the uncreated, indestructible nature of God, which the Jewish nation judged to be the most horrible of

  blasphemies; for God would change into man sooner than man into God’. But for the non-monotheists, the pagans, the divine nature was not something totally perfect or therefore totally

  different from the flawed human: gods and humans were on a continuum, not two distinct species.




  The gods were jealous, lustful, capricious and touchy; they were humans but on a more magnificent scale – and they were immortal. Man’s relationship with them reflected the

  relationship which patterned the Roman world – that of client and patron. The gods were super-patrons and Augustus fitted easily into that mould. His rule rested on patronage as the whole of

  Roman society did. Rome was governed through webs of personal relationships, unlike China where, despite the rise of an inner court of the emperor’s favourites, there was always the outer

  court, the meritocratic civil service, to contend with. In Rome there was no clear distinction between the personal and the political, just as there was no clear cut-off between the political and

  the religious, or the divine and the human. It would take Saul/Paul, the zealous Pharisee who would transform a small Jewish cult into a world religion, to sever the connections by demarcating a personal spiritual domain that was superior to the physical world (see chapter 19).




  In Rome in the early mornings, while the public slaves were cleaning the pathways or repairing the aqueducts, and cafes were selling rolls and cheese, the alleys and lanes were filled with

  ‘clients’ walking or being carried in litters and chairs to their patrons’ houses for the morning salutatio.8 In return for

  performing small favours, poor clients could virtually eke out an existence on gifts from their patrons. They might be given tesserae or tokens entitling them to admission to the games, a

  small sum of money or even a pot of hot food carried on a portable barbecue by ‘a poor little slave’, wrote Juvenal, ‘with head erect, fanning the flame as he runs along’.

  Wealthier clients might hope to get an appointment through their patron’s influence – testimonia were routinely sent to the emperor, recommending officials.




  But as far as the Roman elite were concerned, it was essential that the power imbalance inherent in the relationship of client and patron should be disguised. Patronage for them had to be more

  an exchange of favours between equals, not a bestowal of favours by the powerful on the less powerful. Though satirists like Juvenal and Martial took delight in exposing the true nature of the

  relationship between the ‘voluntary slave’, as Juvenal called the client, and the arrogant patron, the fiction of equality was maintained by each addressing the other as amicus

  (friend).




  The Confucian civil servant’s kowtowing to his emperor in China would have been unthinkable to a member of the Roman elite. It was too demeaning, too antithetical to their sense of all

  that was virtuous and noble about being a man. Only the common people worshipped, placated and begged for favours from their patrons, just as they did from their gods. The Roman elite preferred to

  treat their gods as partners with whom they could offer quid pro quos – sacrifices in return for favours. When they passed a statue of their god in the streets they blew him a kiss

  with their fingers: this was no reverential genuflection.




  Deference was the attitude of the slave to his master. Humility was not a virtue, merely a sign of inferiority. But for the non-elite, and for many of Rome’s conquered

  peoples, elite and non-elite alike, the experience of being humbled was always with them. It was Paul’s triumph to transform the ever-present discomfort of humiliation into a spiritual

  exercise. He turned humility from something shameful into a supreme virtue. What better way to reconcile the ordinary people of the empire to their status as subjects? As Nietzsche commented, it

  was the elevation of the everyday reality of submission into an ideal.9




  But this could not – yet – be an ideal for an elite for whom any sign of submission could be seen as an acknowledgement of defeat. Which was why Augustus, the super-patron of the

  empire, played the game of equality. He too had his salutatio, his morning greeting, though he had instituted the requirement that when he was resident in Rome every senator and prominent

  equestrian had to attend him, unless they were specifically excused. To control the numbers, the visitors to his palace on the Palatine Hill were divided up into groups. But the emperor made sure

  to kiss each one in greeting and to address them by name, at the prompting of his nomenclator (who was, unfortunately for Augustus, rather forgetful). Beneath the velvet glove of apparent

  approachability, however, there lurked the iron fist of imperial power. One amicus was unwise enough to have been overheard talking about the imperial succession to his wife. When it was his

  turn to greet the emperor, Augustus replied: ‘Farewell, Fulvius.’ His meaning was all too clear. Fulvius went home and committed suicide, along with his wife.10




  It was the increasing dominance of Augustus and the erosion of their own political power, however well disguised by the Augustans, that perhaps explained the appeal of Stoicism for the elite.

  The goal of Stoicism – founded in the early fourth century BC in Athens by Zeno – was autonomy and mastery, rather like that of the aristocrat in control of his estate. The

  Stoic’s mastery, however, was not of the external world, but of his private interior world, the inner space which certain religions were beginning to create, or colonize,

  and where many – especially city-dwellers (see chapter 3) – would find solace. Stoicism carved out for the individual an internal realm where he could reign supreme as sovereign of the

  self, ‘not being a slave to any circumstance, to any constraint, to any chance’, in the words of the Spanish Stoic Seneca who would become tutor and then political adviser to Nero, the

  fifth and last emperor of the Julio-Claudian dynasty that Augustus had founded. Stoicism offered a form of mastery that compensated for the political mastery the Roman elite were losing. By the

  time Paul began preaching his own Judaic version in which the powerless found solace in an inner realm created by God, Stoicism had overtaken Epicureanism as the religion of the elite and was

  hugely popular.
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