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Preface


This book originated in a paper which I have given many times over past years to historical societies in Britain and America. It formed the basis of the inaugural lecture that I delivered as a visiting professor at the University of South Carolina in 1982. The paper sought to investigate the impact which health, and mental health in particular, made on personal and political history. Attention was focused in the main on kings and queens, but there was an underlying thesis that there is not merely a fundamental connection between health and politics but that political behaviour may be an externalization of private problems and personality disorders. The interest evoked by the paper was sufficient to make me think that it was worth trying to delve further into the subject.


What follows, if in some sense a pioneer study, is in the main more an informal discussion of the interaction of personality and the historical process rather than a clinical disquisition, for which I lack a specialized knowledge. It can only claim to be in part a work of original research, for it depends largely on a wide range of printed and secondary authorities to which, I hope, due credit has been given in the selective bibliographical notes. But the consequential argument is not without relevance for modern society.


In the course of teaching and writing over many years I have learned much from my colleagues and pupils. I must thank Dr Susan Wormell (Brigden) for reading the chapter on King Henry VIII, and Dr Christine Stevenson and Professor J. Schioldann-Nielsen for helping to unravel the medical history of King Christian VII of Denmark. I am especially grateful to Dr Anthony Storr for reading the first draft of the manuscript and for making many valuable suggestions, and to my friend William Scoular for his constructive and helpful criticisms.


Vivian H. Green


Burford, Oxon


1993





Introduction


For the majority of historians the forces which shape the moving stream of history, signified by the rise and fall of world civilizations, are largely economic and social, religious and political, in both character and content. In this historical process questions relating to health, whether of peoples or individuals, play a minimal part. But the more we investigate the past, the clearer it becomes that epidemics have significantly shaped the course of political, economic and social developments as well as the distribution of population, and that health, corporately and individually, has been an important and sometimes a determinant element in the making of history.1


It was, for instance, as the Book of Kings and the Greek historian Herodotus suggest, some form of plague that foiled the Assyrian king Sennacherib’s invasion of Israel in the seventh century BC.2 Then, at a critical moment in the Peloponnesian War, in 430–428 BC, as Thucydides described it, plague – whether typhus, smallpox, glanders, leptospirosis, tularaemia or some unknown disease remains uncertain3 – struck Athens, causing devastating depopulation. Thucydides related that of some four thousand hoplites in the army which Hagnon led to Potidaea, one thousand and fifty died, a death rate of 26 per cent.4 Bubonic plague was to decimate Byzantium in AD 542–3, delaying the emperor Justinian’s plans for the reconquest of Italy,5 and an epidemic of some sort, pestis, depopulated the British Isles in 664, jeopardizing the future of the infant Anglo-Saxon Christian Church.6 The Black Death of 1348–9, bubonic in type, septicaemic or pneumonic in form, devastated Europe, reducing the population in some places by as much as a third, with grave social, political and economic consequences, causing, among other things, a labour shortage, a fall in landowners’ revenues, some alleviation of the system of serfdom and a consequent social backlash. Until the late seventeenth century – the last outbreak in Europe occurred at Marseilles in 1720–1 – plague was an endemic and often an annual feature of city life, causing death and disruption, more especially in the warmth of summer.7
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A priest celebrating mass for plague victims, from an illuminated manuscript of the mid-fourteenth century (Bodleian MS Douce 313 f. 394v; The Bodleian Library, Oxford)


As malignant in its effects on the population, particularly from the sixteenth century onwards, was smallpox, which had a high mortality rate and struck equally at high and low until inoculation and vaccination became common.8 The disease was historically significant because it was transmitted by the settlers in Central and South America and by slaves imported from West Africa to the indigenous and hitherto unexposed natives of the Spanish and Portuguese colonies with an appalling outcome, resulting in severe depopulation and the disruption of economic life.9 In the nineteenth century cholera, of which there were some six major and two lesser epidemics between 1817 and 1902, swept through Europe causing great mortality.10


But such epidemics did not merely bring about depopulation and promote economic and social change. For contemporaries they formed a lesson in morality. The outbreaks of plague signified the wrath of God at work in the world of sinful men; they were a form of divine retribution for man’s defiance of the divine and natural order. As a consequence there was, for instance, a powerful moral as well as social reaction to the spread of the skin disease, leprosy, so widespread in the Middle Ages.11 The leper was treated as an outcast from society, obliged to live segregated from his fellow men and women in special lazar houses, to wear a special costume and to ring a bell, or shake a rattle or castanet to warn people of his approach. These precautions did not rest merely on the belief that leprosy was contagious, but on the supposition, rooted in scripture and Jewish tradition, that leprosy was a divine punishment for sin, contemporaries assuming that lepers were likely to be carnally minded men and women whose illness had been incurred as a result of sinful sexual incontinence.


In the sixteenth century there was a similar attitude to the spread of syphilis, which as a strain of treponematosis had probably been prevalent in the later Middle Ages but which became more especially virulent from the early sixteenth century onwards, supposedly believed to have been imported from the New World.12 Syphilis was despatched ‘into the world by the Disposition of Providence, either to restrain, as with a Bridle, the unruly Passions of a Sensual Appetite, or as a Scourge to correct the Gratification of them.’13 In some quarters there has been an equally strong reaction to the spread of AIDS, the full significance of which for world history has yet to be registered;14 ‘nature in retribution’, so Patrick Buchanan of the ‘moral majority’ judged it, ‘God’s will, the wages of sin, paying the piper’.


If physical disease can so dramatically and catastrophically affect the world’s history, what of mental illness? Mental illness is not, of course, contagious or infectious. It is a rare but not wholly unknown phenomenon for groups of people to fall victim to mental or psychological disturbance. The medieval Flagellants who sought to placate the wrath of God by scourging themselves with leather thongs tipped with iron spikes until the blood ran were conceivably mass victims of a religious frenzy which bordered on the psychotic and presented, at the very least, a case of mass hysteria.15 Another similar medieval group suffered from the dancing mania. As men and women danced from place to place, they screamed, begging to be freed from the torments of the demons who beset them and the hallucinations which they endured. Contemporaries described them as mad, believing them to be possessed by the devil. More probably they were the victims of ergotism or ergot poisoning, caused by eating bread made from rye infected with a mould or fungus, ergot, which contains the clinical compound, lysergic acid or LSD, giving rise to manic hallucinations.16 There was an outbreak of ergotism with similar mind-boggling delusions at Pont-Saint-Esprit in France in 1951.17 Another example of mass psychological disturbance occurred in the 1930s among a Ugandan tribe, the Ik, who became, so it was reported, a ‘group of cold, relatively isolated, selfish psychopaths’ as a result of the stress they experienced after the land where they had habitually hunted animals was turned into a game reserve.18 Some bizarre religious sects have been in the past, and still are, prone to what can only be described as a corporate psychological disorder,19 sometimes with disastrous social effects, as the mass suicide of some 900 members of the small religious sect The Temple of the People at Jonestown in Guyana in 1978, and what happened to David Koresh and his followers of the Branch Davidian Sect at Waco in Texas in 1993 demonstrate.
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Scene of the Piazza Mercatello in Naples during the plague of 1656, from a painting by Micco Spadaro (Museo Nationale, Naples; photograph: The Wellcome Institute Library, London, © The Trustee of the Wellcome Trust, 1993)
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A doctor’s costume for visiting plague victims (from Traité de la Peste by Maurice of Toulon-surmer; photograph: The Wellcome Institute Library, London, © The Trustee of the Wellcome Trust, 1993)


The scope of this study is narrower: to examine past rulers who have been described as ‘mad’, the nature of their madness, and its effect on the history of their countries. Were the leaders under consideration really insane or was the adjective ‘mad’ bestowed on them by their enemies to explain some major blemish in their rule or character? If they were in fact mad was their madness lifelong, sporadic or progressive? How did the disease express itself in patterns of thought and action? Is it possible, given the limitations, the dubious nature of the available evidence and the long lapse of time, to explain and trace the onset of the illness and to make an acceptable diagnosis? How far have the judgements and decisions of such sovereigns, politicians and dictators been affected significantly by physical and mental ill-health? Finally how far were their public policies shaped by, and to some extent an externalization of, their private traumas?





I



The Wilderness of the Mind


‘Prithee, Nuncle,’ the fool asks King Lear, ‘tell me whether a madman be a gentleman or a yeoman?’ ‘A king,’ Lear replies, ‘a king.’1 Made distraught by the stress brought on by the ingratitude of his daughters, Goneril and Regan, in the agony of his disturbed mind, garlanded by the wild flowers of fantasy rather than a golden crown, ‘cut to the brains’ as Lear describes his illness, Lear yet still remains the king:




Ay, every inch a king:


When I do stare, see how the subject quakes.





Lear is confronted by the paradox which faces every mad king: how is it possible to reconcile the madness which is upsetting the balance of his mind with the act of governance, for which, by the very nature of kingship, he is responsible.


There have, of course, been kings so mentally unbalanced that they have been obliged to surrender their responsibilities and to acquiesce in the appointment of a regent or vicegerent to rule on their behalf. Among such rulers were Frederick William IV of Prussia after his health collapsed in 1858, King Otto of Bavaria, the brother of Ludwig II, who in a reign of nearly thirty years was kept in complete seclusion, the Empress Zawditu or Judith of Ethiopia for whom the future Emperor Haile Selassie acted as regent, and in his latter years the father of the Emperor Hirohito, the Emperor Taisho (Yoshihito) of Japan.


But most of the kings who have been called mentally deranged either only suffered from sporadic attacks of madness or were not so obviously insane that they were unable to exercise authority. Even those kings whose mental faculties had been permanently impaired continued, at least nominally, to act as head of their state, as, for instance, Charles VI of France and Christian VII of Denmark were to do. George III’s attacks of so-called insanity were very intermittent and between such attacks he appeared to act normally. Although Henry VI of England experienced some degree of mental weakness, more specifically in the latter years of his reign, he was only critically ill for less than two years in a reign of thirty-nine years. Eric XIV of Sweden similarly had an acute and violent but comparatively short attack of schizophrenia from which he apparently recovered.


But what of those kings who were not clinically insane but who suffered from some imbalance of the mind and some degree of abnormality in their personalities which led contemporaries to describe them as mad? Plainly we are at once confronted with a problem which any discussion of madness inevitably raises and which needs resolution before we investigate the madness of kings. What, simply, does madness mean? Is madness less an illness than a breach of the conventional way of thinking and behaving, a piece of social engineering? Could it be that the mad are those who have chosen to look at the world and its problems in ways different from those of the mass of their contemporaries, dropping out of society or even protesting at the nature of the milieu in which they live? ‘What the mad say’, Roy Porter has written in a very perceptive book, ‘is illuminating because it presents a world through a looking-glass, or indeed holds up the mirror to the logic (and psychologic) of sane society. It focuses and puts to the test the nature and limits of the rationality, humanity and ‘understanding’ of the normal.’ ‘Labelling insanity’, he adds, ‘is primarily a social act, a cultural construct . . . a badge we pin on people displaying a rather subjectively defined bundle of sympathies and traits, but who at bottom are just mildly or severely “different” or “odd”.2


Such a view is not to be dismissed lightly, if only because the borderline between sanity and madness is thin and blurred. Robert Burton, writing in 1621, in The Anatomy of Melancholy, was aware that this was the case:




But see the Madman rage distraught


With furious looks, ghastly sight


Naked to chains doth he lie,


And roars amain, he knows not why.


Observe him: for as in a glass


Thine angry portraiture it was


His picture. Keep still in thy presence;


Twixt him and thee there’s no difference.





All of us have the aptitude to enter into the world of madness, if only to linger shortly on its fringes, as, for instance, when we momentarily give way to an explosion of anger; for though it is possible to use electric currents to stimulate anger in the brain, what actually induces feelings of rage in the brain remains mysterious. No wonder that the Angevin kings of England, much given to fury, were sometimes called ‘possessed’. ‘He is’, the seventeenth-century Bishop Hall observed, ‘a rare man that hath not some kind of madness reigning in him.’ ‘My father’, Charles Darwin once remarked, ‘says there is a perfect gradation between sound people and insane, that everybody is insane at some time.’3 ‘In this sense,’ Raskolnikov’s doctor comments in Dostoevsky’s novel, ‘we all, in fact, very often act like madmen, with the slight difference that the people who are “mental” are a little madder than we are. A normal person, it’s true, hardly exists at all.’


Yet it would be quixotic to deny that madness is not a fact. It may be very differently interpreted but there can be no doubt that madness exists. Whether it is an illness, what causes it and whether it is curable may be matters of debate, but madness is a condition that has been with us as long as society itself. As a descriptive term it covers a very broad spectrum of behaviour, ranging from the madman or mad woman who is so completely incapable of looking after him or herself that he or she has to be confined and, if given to unprovoked violence, even kept under restraint, to the persons who suffer from so comparatively innocuous a psychosis or neurosis that to all intents and purposes they appear as normal. There is still disagreement, for instance, as to whether the psychopath or sociopath can properly be called mad. Although the psychopath may not be classified as psychotic, either legally or according to psychiatric criteria, there can be hardly any doubt that he has an aberrant personality.


Madness in general represents a departure from the norm expressed by behaviour which in ideas, attitudes and activity is aberrant. Yet its constituents vary immensely, not merely because it is difficult to establish what constitutes normality but because of the very wide range of abnormal behaviour. The madman’s most obvious feature might be described as his irrationality. In thirteenth-century England the jurist Henry Bracton described the madman as one who could be likened to a wild beast. Madmen were brutes who lacked the power of human reason. A lunatic, so Sir Edward Coke wrote, in the reign of James I, was a man ‘that hath sometimes his understanding, and sometimes not . . . is called non compos mentis, so long as he hath not understanding’. ‘To have stronger and more vehement passions for anything, than is ordinarily seen in others’, the seventeenth-century philosopher Thomas Hobbes wrote in Leviathan, ‘is that which men call Madnesse.’ The pioneer psychiatrist Kraepelin concluded that irrationality and passion were the mark of the insane. Yet it may be too simplistic to suppose that irrationality is the most obvious or even necessary ingredient in madness. Roy Porter’s discussion of autobiographical writings of mad persons indicates that mad people are capable of communicating their feelings and ideas, occasionally showing genuine insight into their condition, and into the world in which they live.


There is, we may say, a method in their madness but they tend to argue from a false or distorted premiss, if in a pseudological way. An early textbook describes the case of the man who thought that his legs and buttock were made of glass and feared that he might break, a delusion from which King Charles VI of France and many another was to suffer. Another case spoke of a man who thought that he was made of butter and in danger of melting. A third, a citizen of Siena, would not urinate because he was afraid that he might drown the town; to cure him the doctor set fire to his house ‘whereupon he pissed and was by that means preserved’.4 Madmen can act and speak rationally and show consciousness of their problems, yet there is a residue of irrationality with which the normal mind finds it difficult to cope or to argue.
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Rotary machines for treating the insane, designed by Hallaran (from Traité sur l’Alienation Mentale et sur les Hospices des Aliénes by Joseph Guilain, Vol. I, pl. 5; photograph: The Wellcome Institute Library, London, © The Trustee of the Wellcome Trust, 1993)


In practice madness seems like a foreign country and its inhabitants aliens, either permanent residents or temporary visitors, and as a consequence treated in more recent centuries as social outcasts. It is perhaps most true of the madman that his grip on reality is fluctuating and transient, and that he easily crosses the border from reality into fantasy. He looks at the world in a topsy-turvy way as through a kaleidoscope of coloured spectacles. His imagination and thought patterns appear to be disordered. He is emotionally labile, moving from extreme excitability to apathetic immobility, and sometimes given to unprovoked violence. As early as the thirteenth century the physician, Gilbertus Anglicus, described his characteristic symptoms as depression, lack of appetite, insomnia, headaches, irrational fears (such as the belief that the sky might fall) and hallucinations. Though with the advent of psychiatry some attempt has been made to systematize and rationalize the madman’s behaviour and thought-patterns, a strange and alien life-style, often irrational, still seems the basic symptom of madness, for peasant as for king.


But what caused madness puzzled early physicians as indeed it still does. Was it an illness, like a physical sickness, caused by an organic disease? Was it supernatural in its causation, something like lightning sent from the gods or a dispensation of divine providence? Or was it simply a moral trauma, produced by inner conflicts of the mind? It remains a question which even modern experts have been unable fully to resolve.


Those who looked for a semi-physical explanation found it in the so-called humoural pathology which, from the time of Hippocrates in the latter half of the fifth century BC, of Galen and Rufus of Ephesus in the second century AD to the Renaissance and beyond held more or less undisputed sway. Madness, like physical ill-health, resulted from an imbalance of the humours which conditioned man’s temperament and explained the illnesses, mental and physical, by which he was afflicted.


‘Man’s body’, so wrote the seventh-century Spanish encyclopaedist, Isidore of Seville,




is divided among the four elements. There is the quality of earth in the flesh, of moisture in the blood, of air in the breath, of fire in the vital heat. Moreover, the four-fold division of the human body represents the four elements. For the head is related to the heavens, and in it are two eyes, as it were the luminaries of the sun and moon. The breast is akin to the air, because the breathings are emitted from it as the breath of the winds from the air. The belly is likened to the sea, because of the collection of all the humours, the gathering of the waters as it were. The feet, finally, are compared to the earth, because they are dry like the earth. Further, the mind is placed in the citadel of the head like God in the heavens, to look upon and govern all from a high place.5





The four elements did not merely prescribe the nature of man’s complexion but accounted for the vicissitudes of his temperament. An excess of any one humour was thought to explain the onset of physical or mental sickness; but mental trouble was specifically put down to an excess of black bile, which generated the melancholy temperament, and so caused madness. It was believed that the vapours rose to the brain, affecting its activity, the fore part of the brain being the source of sense and sensory perception, the central part, of the reasoning power and the posterior, of the memory. Any imbalance between these functions produced the conditions for mental disturbance as the brain became overheated.


Even with the growth of a more scientific approach to mental and medical problems, the explanation of human ills proferred by humoural pathology was slow to die. ‘Melancholy or blacke choler is a natural humor cold and dry, thicke, grosse, black and sharpe’, Valentinus wrote in his Epitome of the whole course of physicke in 1612, ‘when melancholy is burned, it becometh vicious and causeth madnesse.’6


There were, however, always those who were convinced, whether or not the explanation for man’s madness lay in his temperamental make-up, that the onset of madness could not be explained in purely physical terms, but only in supernatural and extra-terrestrial language. Madness resulted from a conjunction of the stars or was in the lap of the gods. The madman was made mad by forces external to himself; he became a man ‘possessed’, and was a victim of powers which took over or muddled his mind. Quem Jupiter vult perdere dementat prius. ‘Whom God would destroy He first sends mad’, as the seventeenth-century poet and dean of Peterborough, James Duport, put it. Madness was seen by some as a divine punishment. The tyrannical Babylonian king, Nebuchadnezzar, was reduced to a condition of bestial madness, depicted by medieval illuminators as naked and hairy and in his madness reduced to subsisting on herbs and grass.7 King John was said by some contemporary chroniclers to be ‘possessed’, plenus daemonio. Both Charles VI of France and Henry VI of England were said to have been ‘bewitched’. The bestowal of the nickname el hechizado on Charles II of Spain screened a bizarre scenario in which the physically decrepit king played a central part. Yet, contrariwise, madness might even be a sign of divine grace. The voices which the madman heard could be the voices of God. In an age of faith the madman might appear as the messenger of God. The history of the Christian saints as well as that of holy men of other religions is replete with the cases of men and women who suffered from deep psychological problems but who were revered as holy fools speaking with the voice of God.8 They were seers and prophets, their discordant and even incomprehensible incantations – speaking with tongues – bewildering their hearers and yet evoking admiration and even adulation.


The early physicians could only treat madness as they treated physical illness, with the limited range of prescriptions with which they were familiar, with blood-letting, by the application of clysters, with purges, in the hope that somehow they might be able to restore the true balance of the humours. ‘To purge choler and melancholy after a nightmare’, Chaucer advised, ‘for Goddes love, take thou some laxatyf’, such as ‘lauriol, century, and fumitory or elles of elderbery.’9 Since the seat of madness was in the brain, surgeons made incisions in the head in the hope of relieving the pressure on the brain, so draining the poisonous fluids and vapours which were corrupting it. Charles VI of France had a cautery made at the occiput and Henry VI may have been similarly treated. An operation of a similar character was performed on Don Carlos of Spain. In his Livre de Seyntz Medicines (1354) Henry, duke of Lancaster, advised that a red cock recently killed should be applied to the head of a man suffering from frenzy in the belief that the warm blood of the dead bird would settle in the brain and rid it of the dangerous vapours by which it was afflicted.10 Treatment of a similar kind, in these cases of recently slaughtered pigeons, was given in the seventeenth century to help improve the mental and physical health of the grand duke of Tuscany, Ferdinando dei Medici, and of Charles II of Spain.
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Surgeons making incisions in the head, from a painting by Pieter Brueghel the Elder (photograph: The Wellcome Institute Library, London, © The Trustee of the Wellcome Institute, 1993)


Since in the Middle Ages many thought that madness might be supernatural in origin, more trust was placed in remedies that were more specifically psychological and spiritual than in those that were physical: in the offering of the Mass, in the application of relics to the afflicted and in the use of exorcism to drive away the evil spirits. Jesus Christ had himself expelled devils. St Cuthbert cured people ‘from the troubling of foul spirits’ by prayer, touching and exorcism.11 A woman suffering from calamitas insaniae, who was possessed of a devil, who moaned, ground her teeth and wept, was cured when she touched the reins of Cuthbert’s horse. Cuthbert’s contemporary St Guthlac treated a young man who, under the stress of immensa dementia, had murdered a man with an axe and then mutilated himself. Guthlac ‘breathed the spirit of health into his face’ after prayer, fasting and washing him, so driving out the evil spirit which had possessed him.12 Exorcism was used too on kings. Charles VI of France submitted to a series of strange rites involving exorcism which proved unavailing. Charles II of Spain was exorcised with apparently some temporary benefit to his health.


The use of holy relics in trying to cure the mentally afflicted was widespread throughout the Middle Ages. The early history of the shrine of St Bartholomew in London, as recorded in its Liber Fundationis, lists a large number of cases from the late twelfth or early thirteenth century.13 A London prostitute went out of her mind, rolling her eyes, talking obscenely, tearing her clothes, so that she had to be put in bonds from which she wrenched herself free, but after she was brought to the shrine of St Bartholomew she was cured. Similar cures are recorded of mad men and women brought to the shrines of Archbishop Thomas Becket at Canterbury14 and of King Henry VI at Windsor.15


In general, unless he or she were violent, the lunatic in the Middle Ages continued to live in the community, cared for by his family and friends.16 In the medieval play Le Jeu de la Feuillee the madman appears as a violent and indecent man but after being treated by the priest with relics he returns to rest quietly at home. Even the patients at Bedlam were allowed to wander abroad unless they were positively dangerous.


It was natural that sooner or later hospitals should be set up to care for those who were incapable as a result of mental illness of looking after themselves. One of the first to be established in western Europe was set up at Gheel in Belgium at the shrine of St Dympna, an Irish woman who had been murdered by her father in a fit of rage and who became the patron saint of the mentally unbalanced. In the fourteenth century Robert Denton founded an institution at All Hallows, Barking, for priests and others ‘who suddenly fell into a frenzy and lost their memories’. Before the close of the fourteenth century the hospital of St Mary, Bethlehem, Bishopsgate, better known as Bedlam, came into being.17 While the treatment of the mentally sick was never entirely free of harshness, the mad remained within the confines of the local community and in the care of their own homes and families.


From the late sixteenth century onwards, for social rather than medical reasons, there was a slow change in the treatment of the insane, leading to what Michael Foucault called the ‘period of confinement’.18 The mad were to be separated from the community and housed in special institutions. Private madhouses were set up, often run by clergy to augment their incomes, although the treatment provided was sometimes benevolent and sensible.19 But the belief was growing that the mad had to be ‘managed’ and kept under restraint for their own good. ‘The first indication, viz. Curatory,’ Dr Thomas Willis wrote in 1684, ‘requires thretnings, bonds, or strokes, as well as Physick. . . . And indeed for the curing of Mad people, there is nothing more effectual or necessary than their reverence of standing in awe of such as they think their Tormentors . . . Furious Madmen are sooner, and more certainly cured by punishment, and hard usage, in a strait room, than by Physick or Medicine.’20 It was of such notions that King George III was to be the victim in the late eighteenth century.


Although the treatment of lunatics became in general more humane and sympathetic, institutionalization and management were its keywords from the late eighteenth century onwards. Like the prison and workhouse, the asylum was where the community housed its deviant members. The asylums served as centres of a social and gender control where the mad could be segregated from the outside world behind high walls. ‘Whereas for [Robert] Burton in 1621’, Roy Porter has written, ‘the madhouse was essentially a metaphor, by the time of the 1815 House of Commons Committee (which set up a public enquiry into madhouses; an act of 1815 had first instituted public lunatic asylums) it had become a literal matter of nuts and bolts.’21


By the closing years of the nineteenth century with the advent of psychiatry22 there began to be new insights into the understanding of mental illness, even if in the late twentieth century madness still remains alien corn. In the 1890s Emil Kraepelin first analysed mental illness by differentiating between affective or manic depressive psychosis, in which a patient’s condition was marked by changing emotional disturbance from which he or she would probably recover, and a more serious and incurable disorder which he called dementia praecox, actually an inadequate description since the disease was not dementia in the sense of progressive brain damage, nor did it always appear in adolescence as the word praecox might suggest, but Kraepelin was right to emphasize its serious nature. Characterized to a greater or lesser degree by delusions, hallucinations and thought disorder, it was renamed schizophrenia by Professor Eugen Bleuler of Zurich. The classification and diagnosis of mental illness have made great progress since Kraepelin’s day, as the long catalogue of personality disorders, listed in the most recent issue of the American Diagnostic and Statistical Manual (1980), clearly demonstrates.


Such is the background against which the madness of kings has to be set. The historian is placed at an acute disadvantage by the sparse and sometimes distorted evidence of the distant past. The knowledge with which the modern specialist is equipped – the molecular and functional structure of the brain, brain wave activity, the role of neuro hormones, changes in enzyme activity and cell metabolism, skin responses, eye movement and so forth – do not exist for mad monarchs. The evidence for their madness is often tenuous, if not positively ambiguous, the sources biased and the information scanty. There must, therefore, be an element of speculation and guess work in seeking to cut a swathe through such unpromising terrain.


In practice mad kings and queens were the likely victims of the ordinary run of mental illnesses. Mental illness can be caused by a brain dysfunction, usually resulting from damage done to the brain at birth or from injuries sustained later in life. If a man develops a degenerative disorder of the brain that damages the cerebral cortex, then he may become disinhibited and prone to aggressive behaviour.23 The injury to the head which Philip II’s heir Don Carlos sustained in 1562 may very likely explain the progressive nature of his mental illness, more especially if, as seems probable, he also suffered brain damage at birth.


There are physical illnesses that can precipitate mental sickness. Encephalitis lethargica, an acute infectious disease of the central nervous system, can cause prolonged mental change, involving visual, tactile and acoustic hallucinations, accompanied by headaches, irritability and insomnia, symptoms very similar to those of schizophrenia.24 In the 1920s after an outbreak of encephalitis children infected by it became destructive and aggressive. It is possible that encephalitis explains the insanity of the Roman Emperor Caligula and the mental imbalance of President Woodrow Wilson. Similar in its effects is temporal lobe epilepsy. Serious illness, the exact nature of which it is now impossible to ascertain, preceded signs of mental imbalance in the Russian tsars Ivan the Terrible and Peter the Great.


Syphilis in its tertiary stages can lead to paralytic dementia, bringing about the degeneration of bodily and mental powers.25 Syphilitic infection is said to have been at work, but without corroborative evidence, in the apparent mental imbalance of Ivan and Peter as also in the madness of Ludwig II of Bavaria. It has been mentioned, but without adequate supporting evidence, with reference to Benito Mussolini and Adolf Hitler.


The madness of George III is now thought by some experts to be organic in origin, a symptom of the metabolic disorder, variegate porphyria, which has, so it has been alleged, afflicted many of his ancestors and descendants.


Where there is an absence of direct physical causation, a mental breakdown originates in the central nervous system. Varieties in brain organization, genetically determined, moulding differences of temperament and personality, may well underlie the predisposition to mental disorder. A mental breakdown never comes like a bolt from the blue but represents a pre-existing tendency in the individual’s nervous system. How far this is the result of genetic factors remains still unclear, for it has as yet proved impossible to locate the gene or chromosomes responsible for schizophrenia or manic depressive insanity, though there can be no doubt that genetic factors are operative, as this study of mad rulers suggests, in many psychiatric syndromes.26 It may be that the predisposition to mental illness represents the interaction of multiple genes rather than that of a single gene. What part, if any, the hemispheric divisions of the brain play in the onset of mental disorder is equally difficult to determine.27 It has been argued that hallucinatory voices, such as those, for instance, which Joan of Arc said she heard, originate in the right hemisphere of the brain.28 It is important to stress that the onset of insanity reflects a pre-existing tendency, dating from birth or even conception. Madness is never a totally new development but normally an accentuation or distortion of normal human responses. ‘Traits of temperament’, Gordon Claridge writes, ‘are synonyms with predisposition to differing forms of mental illness. People develop the kind of psychiatric disorder or form of aberration to which their basic temperament makes them susceptible.’29 It is for this reason that childhood and adolescence are of crucial importance. If we knew more about the relationships of mad kings with their parents and the nature of their upbringing we might find important clues to their subsequent lack of balance. The personal problems confronting Edward II and his great-grandson Richard II become more comprehensible in the light of their inheritance and education.


But if the onset of insanity reflects a nervous predisposition to mental illness, it has to be triggered by environmental and external factors. Stress was perhaps the single most important component in bringing about a breakdown, as the illnesses of Henry VI and Eric XIV of Sweden may demonstrate. In some cases psycho-neurotic disorders represent an escape from the traumas and difficulties of every day existence, and may even, as Sir George Pickering showed,30 give rise to creativity. Ludwig II of Bavaria escaped from political crises by soaking himself in Wagner’s music and by building fanciful castles. Contrariwise, madness may be activated by a desire to call attention to some inner need, real or imagined, or to hide an intolerable inner conflict. Whatever its type, whether a crippling breakdown or a comparatively mild nervous illness, it requires an occasion to come into the open.


The principal mental illnesses from which mad kings and queens seem to have suffered were schizophrenia31 and manic-depressive ailments, which have very similar symptoms. Schizophrenia is a portmanteau term with a very broad spectrum of degrees of severity. As its name implies it means the splitting of certain fundamental basic mental faculties, such as speaking, moving and feeling, the ‘splitting of psychic functions with the fragmentations of the personality’, not to be confused with a split or multiple pesonality. Its onset is marked by significant changes in patterns of thought, speech and behaviour, what Gordon Claridge describes as a ‘chaotic interaction between the person and his environment, manifest in swings of physiological arousal, fluctuating attention, disordered mood, distorted perceptions of reality and patterns of thought and language that disrupt social communication.’32 In its most pronounced form schizophrenia can generate hallucinations, bizarre delusions, incoherent or illogical speech and inappropriate emotional reactions. Schizophrenic paranoia can lead to acts of violence, as was evidently the case with Charles VI of France, Eric XIV of Sweden and Christian VII of Denmark.
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A bishop exorcising a man and woman possessed by evil spirits, from an illuminated manuscript of the fifteenth century (Bibliothèque Nationale MS 424 f. 26r; photograph: The Wellcome Institute Library, London, © The Trustee of the Wellcome Institute, 1993)


In its moderate form schizophrenia is not necessarily a permanent condition, though even after a recovery there is likely to be a legacy of residual impairment, mentally and emotionally. Charles VI had periods of lucidity in which he took up the reins of government, but his mental powers had evidently been enfeebled. Eric XIV made a recovery but died insane. Christian VII had his lucid periods, but for the greater part of his long reign of over forty years was never fully normal. Schizophrenia may come and go over a period of years or make a once and for all attack. It may ultimately change to a chronic state, leading to a virtual disintegration of the personality. Vulnerability to the illness evidently springs from a genetic and temperamental disposition of the nervous system, interacting with environmental and familial surroundings. Except in the most extreme cases schizophrenics do not lose complete touch with reality but tend to have a distorted or partial view of it; nor, by and large, are they unaware of their aberrant behaviour.


Other mad kings were seemingly the victims of manic-depressive insanity,33 though the degree of its severity varied. Depression, melancholia, derived originally from the Greek ‘melaina chole’, was long held to originate in the black bile, the atra bilis, of the humours. It was not until 1899 that Emil Kraepelin first used the term manic-depressive insanity to describe the more severe forms of the depressive state, though there had been a long line of depressives, among them Samuel Johnson. Depression does in fact vary greatly in its severity, ranging from a comparatively short-lived and shallow mood or a superficial emotional upset to a condition so deeply rooted in the constitution as to require treatment and to be hardly distinguishable in its outward signs from schizophrenia. Depression may originate as a mild form of mental sluggishness, with fluctuations of mood described clinically as cyclothymia, an inability to reach a decision, a defective memory and a general lack of interest, but in its more acute form it can escalate into clouded consciousness, incoherence, strong feelings of fear and sadness, sometimes accompanied by gastro-intestinal problems.


In his later years Richard II was surely a moderate depressive. Queen Juana of Castile became a victim of manic-depressive insanity. In its severe form it can sometimes give rise, as it did with Juana, to delusions and hallucinations. Religious feelings, accompanied by a strong sense of guilt and fear of divine punishment for wrongdoing, may be a cause or a sequel to depression, as the experience of Philip V of Spain was to demonstrate. The manic-depressive may alternate between a wild state of excitability and elation followed by deep depression, expressed in complete immobility and passivity, such as distinguished Henry VI’s illness.


Less severe in their impact are a group of psycho-neuroses or personality disorders, which extend from the near normal to the psychotic. They may not come within the full scope of insanity, but they can have disturbing and fatal consequences for their victims. The brain may be malfunctioning, but it is like a flickering light rather than a spent bulb. Such borderline syndromes may manifest themselves in irrational fears or in inexplicable anxieties, in phobias and neuroses which are almost indistinguishable in their effects from insanity. Such, for instance, is the so-called borderline personality34 of which it has been said, though inconclusively, that Adolf Hitler was a victim. Though the sufferers’ hold on reality is tenuous, it is never wholly obliterated. Such disorders are often precipitated by some unresolvable conflict between an inner overweening desire and its fulfilment. Personality disorders have an incapacitating effect on those who hold positions of authority and responsibility, for conditions which may well be tolerable for a common citizen may prove to be disastrous in a ruler or statesman.


There remains a further grey and difficult area where the victim shows signs of an aberrant personality but does not seem to be suffering from a mental illness. The psychopath or sociopath may seem to fall outside the range of clinical insanity, but as Lady Caroline Lamb said of Byron, he is ‘mad, bad and dangerous to know’.35 Although he may not suffer from any specific mental disease, and appears outwardly able, alert and intelligent, fundamentally he is a deeply disturbed person whose brain appears not to be functioning normally. The psychopath is wholly egocentric, living according to his own rules or inclinations without concern or compassion for other people. He is in some sense insulated from the outside world, lacking affection and feeling, often as a result of deprivation in childhood and adolescence, for parental rejection is a primary aetiological factor in the making of the psychopath. His feelings for other people are shallow and he is rarely able to form an integrated sexual relationship. He will be flexible in his behaviour, suiting his actions to what he conceives to be his basic objectives. He will use plausible words but his words are divorced from his feelings. He is a master at manipulating other people, convincing them of his good intentions. He has failed to respond to the process of socialization and his feelings are internalized. He lacks any sense of remorse or guilt, is thoroughly untrustworthy and can be prone to abnormally aggressive or seriously irresponsible conduct of an anti-social nature.


The psychopath may well be ambitious, brutal, pitiless and violent, but his sphere is not confined to the realm of the criminal delinquents. He is to be found at all levels of society. There have been princes who seemed to display psychopathic qualities, even if they were not in fact psychopaths, among them the Emperor Tiberius, Don Carlos of Spain, Tsar Peter the Great and his long-time successor the Russian dictator Joseph Stalin. But it is not easy to identify the mind of the psychopath, more especially with respect to characters in the past. ‘Like a cancer’, it has been said of psychopathic disorder, ‘it grows in the dark. It grows in the inner recesses of the mind, its roots embedded in early childhood. It is the AIDS of the mental health world.’36


What constituted the ‘madness of kings’ and how such madness affected the peoples over whom they reigned is the subject of what follows. It forms a study in personality which, among other things, demonstrates how the atmosphere of a royal court, threaded by suspicion and intrigue, can provide an appropriate setting for a mental breakdown, more especially when the ruler is young, immature and impressionable. It shows how political stress can create the conditions for the onset of madness and how even an apparent return to normal health might well conceal a continuing impairment of the mental faculties.
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Tom Rakewell in Bedlam, from an engraving in the last episode of The Rake’s Progress by William Hogarth (photograph: The Wellcome Institute Library, London, © The Trustee of the Wellcome Institute, 1993)


The effect of their rulers’ aberrant characters on the history of their peoples is more difficult to define. It takes outstanding characters, an Alexander the Great, a Napoleon, to change the course of history, but political crises may be affected significantly by the leading personalities in any one country. A Caligula or a Nero affected the destiny of the Roman Empire. The character of King John was one ingredient in the troubles which were eventually to overwhelm him. The disorders of Edward II’s reign bore the imprint of the king’s personality. Richard II might have escaped deposition, imprisonment and murder had he been a different sort of person. Henry VI’s mental debility was a prime ingredient in the civil strife which we know as the Wars of the Roses. Similarly the madness of his grandfather, Charles VI of France, has to be related directly to the chaotic divisions which for long wrought havoc in his kingdom. The madness of Eric XIV of Sweden was critical not merely for his own future but for his country. The illnesses of Queen Juana of Castile and Don Carlos of Spain had a long-term significance for the Spanish Empire, as did the ill-health of later Spanish kings, Charles II and Philip V. George III’s madness precipitated a dangerous political crisis. The course of Danish history in the late eighteenth century was plainly affected by the prolonged insanity of the Danish King Christian VII.


On the other hand the aberrant natures of other kings may have had only a superficial effect on their countries. It is arguable as to whether the personality disorder of Gian Gastone, the last Medici Grand Duke of Tuscany, or that of Ludwig II of Bavaria were politically of great significance. It is even more difficult to decide how far the possible health problems affected the Russian tsars, Ivan the Terrible and Peter the Great, though there cannot be the least doubt that their grandiose policies were of fundamental importance in Russian history. In a sense we have to wait for the era of the modern dictators to see how millions of people, indeed the whole world, may be brutally affected by the mental illness or decay of a great leader, the psychopathic Stalin, the deranged Adolf Hitler and the senile Mao-tse-tung. It is even arguable that a manic disposition is a necessary ingredient in the making of a successful ruler or politician. The personality of the ruler still remains one of the most important influences in history. ‘Le plus importante ressource de la royauté,’ as the French historian Charles Petit-Dutaillis observed, ‘c’est le génie personnel du roi.’ (‘The most important of the resources of the monarchy is the personal ability of the king.’)37





II



Roman Orgies


The Roman emperors ruled over a vast territory, stretching from the inhospitable island of Britain and the dangerous frontiers of the Rhine and Danube to the hot shores of North Africa and the deserts of the Near East. Whatever lip service they paid to the maxims of so-called constitutional government, their word was ultimately law. They assumed a dignity that had a sacred character; many of them were deified after death, and some even in their lifetime claimed a semi-divine status. The consequences of an unbalanced head of state could therefore be far-reaching and momentous.


Fortunately, though the empire was often the prey of power-seeking generals, there were relatively few deranged emperors. Yet, in the first half of the first century, and at the close of the second, the Roman Empire was at the mercy of men who were abnormal personalities, who could indeed be loosely described as mad. The Julio-Claudian emperors, of whom Nero was the last representative, bore the imprint of their genetic inheritance, both on their temperaments and their health, which the stress placed upon them by the absolute power they wielded was further to accentuate. The founders of the line, Julius Caesar and his great-nephew Octavian (or Augustus as he became), were not in any significant respects abnormal, but Augustus’s step-son and successor Tiberius may have been a psychopath or at least had psychopathic qualities. Of his successors Gaius or Caligula, as he is more usually called, had periods of insanity after a serious illness in AD 37, Claudius was certainly neurotic and Nero was very likely mentally unbalanced. The second group of emperors, Commodus, Caracalla and Elagabalus, who reigned in the later second and early third centuries, were nearly all young men with limited political experience whose talents were clearly unequal to the tasks of government, and whose heads were almost literally turned by the vast powers at their disposal. They found release from their responsibilities in self-indulgence, dissipation and oppression which brought them to the brink, and possibly over the brink, of madness and to a violent end. The governance of these emperors illustrates admirably the different if converging features which may precipitate mental imbalance, with disastrous effects at least for some of their subjects.


To understand the setting we have to go back a generation or so to watch the rejection of the republican tradition which had for so many centuries determined the character of Roman government and which for long remained the cherished ideal of Rome’s intellectuals, and the subsequent gestation of the Roman Empire. At the heart of its inception there stood the formidable figure of Julius Caesar, the great general who had swept his rival Pompey from power at the battle of Pharsalus, who had subjugated Gaul and invaded Britain. While he attained princely power, he was never accorded the princely title which the senatorial order, suspicious of his ambition, was reluctant to give him. He was dead before constitutional changes could be made in the government of the state, but the title of ‘dictator’ which was eventually conferred upon him for life, was in fact a screen for a form of authoritarian monarchy.


To whom should his immense power and possessions pass? Caesar was a lusty man, a womanizer who frequently deserted his marriage couch, and who had fallen victim to the wiles or charm of the beautiful Egyptian queen, Cleopatra, by whom he had a son, Caesarion. He was sufficiently wide-ranging in his sexual tastes to court the warrior king of Bithynia, Nicomedes, whose ‘queen’, the Roman wits said, Caesar had become. ‘Caesar conquered Gaul; Nicomedes Caesar.’ ‘He was’, as Curio the Elder put it, ‘every man’s wife and every woman’s husband.’1 Caesar had only a legitimate daughter, and as his heir adopted his great-nephew Octavian who was eventually to emerge as the beneficiary of his power. At the great sea battle of Actium in 31 BC Octavian’s forces wrought Mark Antony’s and Cleopatra’s defeat and death (by suicide). Within four years Octavian assumed the principate as Augustus, the first in the long line of emperors that lasted in the west to 476 and in the east until Constantinople fell to the Turks in 1453.


Although the outward trappings of constitutional power were retained, and the Roman senate enjoyed a nominal authority, for the state was described as a dyarchy, in practice the empire was a military despotism. Augustus was Imperator Caesar Divi Filius, the son of the deified Caesar, inaugurating by his title alone a power that was sacral in its nature and which in a mentally unbalanced occupant of the imperial throne could become obsessive and extravagant.


Augustus was himself a shrewd, solid statesman, immensely successful in peace and war, a brilliant administrator and, though amorous by habit and nature, a loving husband. Augustus’ wife, Livia, was beautiful and ruthless, ‘Ulysses in skirts’ as the future emperor Caligula called her, ‘genetrix orbis’, ‘a woman implacable in her ambition, frigid and tenacious, a cat or a panther as it might suit her’. She was above all concerned to foster the fortunes of her own family and in particular to ensure that Tiberius, her son by her previous husband, might succeed her husband as the next emperor. Tiberius’ character was powerfully affected by his ambiguous relationship with his powerful, dominating mother. If she loved him, it seems doubtful whether he loved her or indeed was capable of deep affection. He was to remain much under her thumb until she died in her eighty-sixth year, but resentful of her unrelenting influence, he had his revenge by refusing her the honour of deification after her death.


Tiberius may well have wished for a private rather than a public existence, pursuing his military career without the political responsibilities of empire,2 but he could not escape the imperious ambitions of his mother, even though his step-father, the Emperor Augustus, regarded him with half-concealed dislike. If we knew more in detail of Tiberius’ early life before his mother married the emperor, part of which was apparently spent in exile, we might well discover the roots of resentment and suspicion which were to fructify in the later stages of his life.


The question of the succession to the Roman Empire was as much in Augustus’ mind as in that of his wife Livia. Augustus wished the empire to pass to members of his own immediate family, the sons of his daughter Julia, rather than to his step-children, Livia’s brood. Julia’s husband, Marcus Agrippa, who would have been a suitable successor to Augustus, had died in 12 BC. Julia was too significant a pawn to be left a widow for long. Livia realized that if Julia could be married to her son Tiberius this would be likely to enhance his chance of becoming emperor. At the command of Augustus Tiberius agreed, if reluctantly, to divorce his wife, Vipsania, and to marry Julia. That Tiberius and Julia were incompatible was soon plain. Tiberius was a cold egocentric, neither affectionate nor warm-hearted. Julia was over-sexed, a pathologically erotic nymphomaniac for whom the sexually timid Tiberius was no match.3 Julia’s private life was so scandalous that it brought about her own ruin and momentarily foiled Livia’s plans for Tiberius. Seneca wrote:




the divine Augustus exiled his daughter, who had surpassed in impudicity every infamous meaning of the word, thus covering the imperial house with scandal: lovers admitted in droves: nightly orgies throughout the city; the forum and the Tribune, whence her father had proclaimed laws against adultery, chosen by his daughter as a place of disorder; daily meetings beside the statue of Marsyas, where, worse than an adultress, a mere prostitute, she claimed her right to every shamelessness in the arms of the first passer by.4





When the emperor, long kept in the dark, heard of his daughter’s life-style, he sent her in harsh exile to the island of Pandateria. Her husband, Tiberius, may not have regretted Julia’s passing from his life but he suffered deep humiliation as a result of the scandal. When he became emperor he withdrew her allowance and, so it was alleged, had her starved to death. Tiberius had been manipulated into a loveless and disastrous marriage. He was now to be pushed by his mother into position as Augustus’ successor. No wonder that one of his modern biographers called his life ‘a study in resentment’.


The fates served Livia’s purposes well in frustrating her husband’s plans for the succession to the empire. Augustus’ grandchildren and immediate heirs, Gaius and Lucius, educated so that they might later inherit the imperial mantle, died young. The emperor then felt that he had to associate his surviving grandson Agrippa Postumus with his son-in-law Tiberius as his probable successors. But, young as he was, Agrippa had no better reputation than his mother: ‘a brutal and violent temper’, ‘extremely depraved in mind and character’, ‘grossly ignorant and stupidly proud of his physical strength’. He ‘grew’, Suetonius wrote, ‘no more manageable but on the contrary became madder from day to day’.5 His unsuitability for rule was so painfully apparent that he was banished to the island of Planesia where he was probably put to death on the orders of his dying grandfather, with the connivance of Tiberius, now the only candidate for the succession.


Reluctantly but inevitably Augustus accepted Tiberius as his heir. ‘Since cruelty of fortune has robbed me of my sons,’ Augustus was reported as saying, ‘let Tiberius Caesar be my heir.’ ‘This wording’, Suetonius wrote, ‘confirmed the suspicion of those who thought that Augustus had chosen his successor not so much through affection as through necessity.’6


Tiberius was already fifty-six years old when he became emperor and he had twenty-two years in front of him. Although his face was scarred by ulcers, which he tried to conceal with plasters, suggesting a skin infection, he was physically a healthy man. He was so strong that he could break open a green apple with his hands. He evidently suffered from hemeralopia, for his sight was poor in daylight though, as Pliny reported, he could see in the dark like an owl. In many respects he was frugal, almost austere in his tastes, his favourite food, asparagus, cucumbers and fruit. But at least in his early days he was so addicted to drinking that his soldiers gave him the nickname ‘Biberius’. His heavy drinking may have contributed to his personal problems; alcoholism has not infrequently been an ingredient in government.


Tiberius may not have wanted to be emperor. Cold and impersonal, he seems to have made no effort to win the affections of the Romans, failing to provide them with the bread and circuses which they regarded as their due, so earning their hostility. But, in the early years of his principate, he appears to have ruled conscientiously and efficiently, seeking to uphold Augustan law and order and repressing tribal trouble on the frontiers.


But there were signs of cracks in the façade which betrayed not merely a growing sense of insecurity, increasingly paranoic in its intensity, but also other features, for example eccentricity, lack of feeling, untrustworthiness, vengeance on foes and friends alike, which seemed psychopathic in their nature. There was a canker in Tiberius’ personality which became steadily most pronounced. This developing angst was demonstrated in his relations with his own nephew Germanicus, the son of his elder brother Drusus, who had been married to Agrippina, the ruthless and energetic daughter of Julia, Tiberius’ former wife. Germanicus’ close kinship to the imperial house was such that, should Tiberius die, he would have better claims to the imperial diadem than Tiberius’ own son, Drusus.


Tiberius was jealous of Germanicus who seemed to be exploiting his position to win favour and saw his growing reputation as a threat to his own power. Germanicus was an attractive young warrior, the darling of the people upon whom the good fairy had poured all her gifts, save one, that of good health, for Germanicus suffered from epilepsy, a disease which he was to pass on, possibly with ultimately fateful results, to his son, the future emperor Caligula. Fate eventually conspired to bring down the popular Germanicus, for he fell seriously ill. Rumours that he had been poisoned may have been true, given Tiberius’ hatred for him. Tiberius reacted characteristically. He was fearful that fingers might point to him as the author of the deed and decided that the best way out would be to find a scapegoat, no less a person than his own legate, Calpurnius Piso. The legate returned home and in the best Roman tradition cut his throat, leading Tiberius to complain that by taking his life Calpurnius Piso was trying to shift the blame onto himself. It was characteristic of Tiberius’ psychopathic habit that he readily sacrificed those who served him to save himself.


Germanicus’ removal did not settle the problem of the succession, for his two elder children, Nero and Drusus were accepted as heirs rather than Tiberius’ own son, Drusus. If Germanicus was dead, the claims of his family were represented by his widow, Agrippina, a woman after the model of Livia, with, as Tacitus commented, an ‘insatiable desire to dominate’, so much so that her ‘virile passions diverted her from the vices of her feminine sex’.7 Suspicious of her motives, apprehensive of her popularity, Tiberius regarded her with hostility.


He had meanwhile allowed more and more authority to pass to the prefect of the Praetorian Guard, Sejanus. The emperor himself was increasingly neglectful of the details of administration and his interest in government, always lukewarm, was slackening. He believed that he had a faithful servant in Sejanus, but Sejanus was to use his position to advance his own fortunes, with an eye to the imperial throne itself. He managed to procure the elimination of Germanicus’ widow, Agrippina, and two of her sons. Her youngest surviving son, Gaius or Caligula, together with the emperor’s young grandson, Tiberius Gemellus, constituted the only close heirs to the ageing emperor. Tiberius had, however, foiled Sejanus’ desire to marry his own son’s widow. Sejanus could only wait and hope.


Tiberius, having largely withdrawn from active government, had retreated to the beautiful island of Capri. It was ideally situated as a fortress and a refuge where he was free from fears of conspiracy and assassination which haunted him. It was at Capri that the septuagenarian emperor felt at liberty to indulge in the perverse pleasures which were to blemish his reputation. Tacitus wrote:




In that place he gave rein to his inordinate appetites. . . . With the pride of eastern despotism, he seized young men of ingenuous birth and forced them to yield to his brutal gratifications. . . . New modes of sensuality were invented, and new terms for scandalous refinements in lascivious pleasure.8





Suetonius was more explicit. In the presence of the emperor young men and women would copulate in groups of three ‘to excite his waning passions’. Little boys whom he called his ‘minnows’ were trained to chase him when he went swimming ‘and get between his legs to lick and nibble him’. He tricked men into drinking huge draughts of wine ‘and then suddenly knotted a cord tightly around their genitals, which not only cut into the flesh but prevented them from urinating’. He perpetrated acts of torture and sadistic cruelty. ‘In Capri they still shew the place at the cliff tops where Tiberius used to watch his victims being thrown into the sea after prolonged and exquisite tortures.’9


Whether these scenes actually occurred we cannot be absolutely certain. In the context of the emperor’s lonely life they do not seem entirely implausible, for after years of apparently sedate chastity, in the private paradise of Capri, Tiberius could take a voyeuristic pleasure in a sensual recall to the youthful past. He was an old, unhappy man, tristissimus hominum as Pliny calls him, who found temporary oblivion in visual sensation and who may have experienced sadistic, perhaps sado-erotic, satisfaction in acts of torture and death, perhaps as a measure of compensation for the humiliations which, as he saw it, he had been forced to endure. Although it is possible that such pleasures may have been the result of growing senility, there is insufficient evidence to suggest that the emperor was in the grip of senile dementia.


The trust which he had once placed in Sejanus had already proved to be unfounded. After Germanicus’ mother, Antonia, managed to send a secret message to Tiberius informing him of Sejanus’ seditious ambition, he acted promptly to rid himself of his treacherous minister. For three days Sejanus’ body suffered the insults of the mob before his soiled remains were thrown into the River Tiber.


But Sejanus’ death did not make the emperor any more popular. He had suffered the last, perhaps, to him the greatest betrayal: Julia, Germanicus, Sejanus. He had outlived them all but stood alone, in his old age paranoid, ready to strike out at the real or imaginary enemies who threatened him. He acquiesced in, if he did not initiate, innumerable acts of cruelty and of injustice which made him feared and reviled. When Agrippina took her life, the emperor grimly informed the senate that she was fortunate that she had not been strangled and exposed on the Germoniae for her supposed adultery with Asinius Gallus. The senate, servile men in awe of their prince, thanked the emperor for his clemency and in celebration voted an offering to Jupiter. Condemnations, executions, forced suicides, occurring at the slightest whisper of imperial displeasure, punctuated the closing years of the emperor’s reign.


At Capri Germanicus’ son, Gaius, the emperor’s eighteen-year-old great nephew kept him company. As he was the sole survivor of the Julio-Claudian clan who had escaped the decimation of his family, with Tiberius Gemellus he could look forward to being Tiberius’ successor. So he flattered the old emperor and perhaps encouraged him in his perverse pleasures. Tiberius was, however, still shrewd enough to size him up. He did not love him, nor anyone else. When Gaius mentioned the famous republican politician Sulla, the emperor commented sharply that Gaius had all Sulla’s vices and none of his virtues. He predicted that Gaius would soon rid himself of Tiberius Gemellus: ‘You will kill him and another will kill you.’


In March 37 Tiberius fell ill at Misenum. When he collapsed in a coma, it was supposed that he had died but just as the court officials began to congratulate Gaius on his accession to the principate, Tiberius stirred and even apparently asked for a drink. Gaius’ chamberlain, Macro, went into the bed chamber and smothered the emperor with the bed clothes. The detail of Tiberius’ death varies in other accounts, but the dying man may well have been hurried to his fathers. No one regretted his passing. The Romans, by whom he had been so rarely seen in recent years, execrated him: ‘Tiberius in Tiberim’, they shouted, ‘Tiberius into the Tiber.’ Macro read the emperor’s will to the senate in which he decreed that Gaius and Tiberius Gemellus were to be jointly his heirs: but Gaius wished for no rival, even though only a boy. The senate obligingly declared that Tiberius had been of unsound mind when he made his will. Many of the emperor’s other bequests were implemented but before the year was out Gemellus was dead and Gaius reigned supreme.


The senate’s decision that Tiberius was of ‘unsound mind’ has been dismissed by historians as a political ploy instigated by his successor to ensure the removal of Tiberius Gemellus. That this was the case is not indeed impossible, but Tiberius’ mental balance may have been in question in his later years, even if there seems insufficient evidence to support the conclusion of a modern German historian that Tiberius was a schizophrenic. It seems more likely that Tiberius may have been a psychopath, though the Spanish historian and psychologist Gregorio Marañon found the root of his troubles in a cumulative resentment at the personal and political rebuffs he had encountered. In his formative years he experienced the uncertain climate of exile before his family was restored to favour. Although he was said to have been fond of his first wife, he appeared a lonely, introspective man, incapable of giving or receiving affection. His step-father Augustus disliked him; he grew to resent his dominating mother. He had been acutely jealous of Germanicus and acquiesced without remorse in the decimation of his family, Gaius alone excepted. He may have wished his son Drusus to succeed him but he seemed to be unmoved by his death. Sejanus in whom he had placed so great a trust betrayed him. No wonder if to escape the humilations and fears of the real world he found a temporary escape in the perverse voyeurism of Capri. In human relations he lacked warmth and sacrificed friends and enemies alike to suit his convenience. He was an embittered and unhappy man. He was abnormal, on the brink, experiencing what may be described as a ‘borderline syndrome’, not mad ‘yet . . . not entirely in his right mind’.10 While there may be insufficient evidence to describe Tiberius definitely as a psychopath, there were undoubtedly psychopathic qualities in his make-up.


The jeers which greeted his corpse contrasted with the enthusiastic reception accorded to his successor, the Emperor Gaius, better known as Caligula, so called from the military bootees (caligae) which he had worn when a child in his father’s camp. The old emperor had been an aged recluse of seventy-eight. Caligula, unlike his father, Germanicus, was not physically attractive. He was tall and pale with spindly legs, prematurely bald and so sensitive about his lack of hair that sometimes he ordered those with a fine head of hair to be shaved. He made up for lack of hair on his head by an abundance of body-hair. About this too he could be equally sensitive; even the mention of ‘hairy goats’ in conversation might have dangerous consequences. But if Caligula was not the acme of good looks, he was young and energetic. That at least to the Romans promised better things.


To do the Emperor Caligula justice his reign was not void of achievement. He began well, relaxing some of the more unpopular features of Tiberius’ rule. His policies and his performance in many respects showed good sense and some political judgement. At the hands of modern historians, he has, like Tiberius, undergone some measure of rehabilitation. His English biographer, Dacre Balsdon, found that there was much to be said on his behalf, and following the German writers H. Willrich (1903) and M. Gelzer (1918) refuted the charge of madness, suggesting that the features of his life which were thought to indicate signs of his insanity were simply ‘certain undeveloped (and unpleasant) traits in his own character’.11 Since it is often the overdevelopment of traits in character that constitutes madness, the conclusion is not a happy one.


The Roman historians, if writing some time after his death, had no doubt that he was either bad or mad, and probably both. ‘Nature’, Seneca commented, ‘seemed to have created him in order to demonstrate what the most repulsive vices in the highest in the land could achieve. You had only to look at him to see that he was mad.’12 He was, Tacitus wrote, ‘commotus ingenio’. Suetonius called him a monster made so by lunacy.13


What were the features of his personality that seemed to suggest mania? He was plainly bisexual. Possibly guilty of incest with his sisters, he was married four times, and had a number of homosexual affairs, with an actor Mnester whom he was accustomed to kiss in public, as with Marcus Lepidus and Valerius Catullus. Suetonius claimed that Caligula had exhibited his wife in a state of nudity; and that he had actually opened a brothel in the palace where matrons and free-born youths could be hired for money. Such activities suggest that Caligula was lecherous and licentious, and may hint at a measure of mental instability.


The real trouble with Caligula was that he took his divine nature so seriously that he entered a world of fantasy with bizarre manifestations. It was his self-indulgence in this fantastic world which was the root of his insanity. He believed that he was divine. Deification, oriental in its origins, was to become a part of the Roman imperial tradition though it was not an honour bestowed on all (Julius Caesar and Augustus were described after death as gods but Tiberius was not accorded the honour). On his death-bed the Emperor Vespasian chuckled wryly ‘Methinks I am becoming a god.’


Caligula did not doubt that in his own lifetime he was divine and entitled to behave as a god and to receive the honours suitable to his position. Addressed by one of his eastern cities as the ‘New Sun’, he believed implicitly in his divinity and threatened those who did not accept him with condign punishment. Philo wrote:




He no longer consented to remain within the bounds of human nature, but began to stretch beyond them in his aspiration to be thought to be a god. They say that at the beginning of this lunacy he reasoned as follows: just as the keepers of animals, goatherds, cowherds and shepherds are not oxen or goats or sheep, but men, possessing a more powerful estate and resources than their charges, so I too, who am the herdsman of the best of herds, mankind, shall be considered different, and not upon the human plane, but the fortunate possessor of a mightier, a more divine estate. With this notion stamped upon his mind, the fool carried about as infallible truth what was in reality only the invention of his fancy.14





He may have been a ‘fool’ but his folly was masterful and dangerous. He dressed and lived the role of a god. By his extravagant expenditure he was soon to exhaust the imperial treasury. He was clothed in rich silk, ornamented with precious stones, wore jewels on his shoes and dissolved pearls in vinegar which he then drank. He was called ‘princeps avidissimi auri’ who even provided golden bread for his guests and golden barley for his horses.


He claimed fellowship with the gods as his equals, identifying himself in particular with Jupiter.15 Dressed for the part, brandishing a supposed thunderbolt, he issued a challenge to the god intimating that the god was really an imposter and that he, Caligula, was the real Jupiter. To support these pretensions he had a piece of machinery designed which produced a passable imitation of thunder and lightning. When Jupiter spoke through the medium of a thunderstorm, Caligula repeated Ajax’s challenge to Odysseus in the Iliad, ‘Destroy me or I’ll destroy you.’


Yet on other occasions he called Jupiter his brother and even claimed to talk with him. ‘Styling himself Jupiter Latiaris, he attached to his service as priests his wife Caesonia and other persons who were wealthy, receiving ten million sesterces from each of them in return for this honour.’ Claudius’ entrance fee was so prodigious that he fell into debt. There was perhaps after all a method in Caligula’s madness.
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A bust of the emperor Caligula (The Mansell Collection/Fratelli Alinari)


‘He set up’, so Suetonius states, ‘a special temple to his own godhead, with priests and victims of the choicest kind. In this temple was a life-sized statue of the Emperor in gold, which was dressed each day in clothing such as he wore himself. The richest citizens used all their influence to secure the priesthoods of his cult and bid high for the honour. The victims were flamingoes, peacocks, guinea-fowls and pheasants, offered day by day each after its own kind.’16 When the emperor asked the actor Apelles which of the two, Jupiter or himself, was the greater, the actor’s natural hesitation in making an immediate response led to his being put to the torture.


Caligula had married his wife Caesonia when she was already pregnant and held that their daughter Drusilla was in fact the child of Jupiter; the infant was placed on the knees of the god’s statue in the Capitol and the goddess Minerva was employed to suckle her.


But the emperor was nothing if not logical. If earth-wise he was married to Caesonia, as a sun god he was married to the moon or at least he talked to her and courted her embraces, chilly as these must have been. Once he enquired of the courtier Vitellius if he had seen the moon goddess in his company, to which he replied with some presence of mind, ‘No, sir, only you gods can see one another.’


Divine family relationships were as complex, indeed far more so, than human ones. Caligula did not confine himself to one divinity but explored the gamut of heaven. He ‘would pose as Neptune because he had bridged so great an expanse of sea; he also impersonated Hercules, Bacchus, Apollo, and all the other divinities, not merely males, but also females, often taking the role of Juno, Diana or Venus. . . . Now he would be seen as a woman, holding a wine bowl and thyrsus, and again he would appear as a man equipped with a club and a lion’s shield and a lion’s skin. . . . He would be seen at one time with a smooth skin and later with a full beard.’ To add to his other problems the emperor certainly suffered from gender confusion.


It was in his role as Neptune that shortly after his accession he decided to proclaim his mastery of the sea. He had a bridge of boats constructed across the northern part of the bay of Naples, from Puteoli to Baiae, making a sort of roadway along which the emperor, having made a sacrifice to Neptune, rode on horseback, garbed in a cloak of purple silk studded with gems which sparkled in the sunlight. He wore the breastplate which had supposedly belonged to Alexander the Great. The infantry and cavalry followed. After spending the night in Puteoli, he returned in triumph the next day in a chariot drawn by two racehorses. He spoke of the building of the bridge as a work of genius and praised the soldiers for their achievement in crossing the sea on foot.17


That the sea had remained calm showed that even Neptune feared the emperor. In the junketing which followed, Caligula, inflamed by drink, ‘hurled many of his companions off the bridge into the sea, and sank many of the others by sailing about, and attacking them in boats equipped with beaks’.


Another triumph, again more imaginary than real, awaited him when in 39–40 he masterminded expeditions to Germany and Gaul with the ostensible object of invading Britain (which though Caesar had invaded it in 55 BC was not under Roman control). Modern historians have suggested that the emperor’s expedition was more serious and sensible than the Roman chroniclers suggest. It was intended primarily to pacify the Rhine frontier and to abort a serious conspiracy against the emperor in which the legate of upper Germany, Gaetulianus, was involved. Yet the expedition had also elements of the pantomime in which the emperor loved to indulge. Across the Rhine there was no conflict, a few woebegone prisoners were taken and seven times Caligula was hailed as the imperator. In northern Gaul he embarked on a trireme, then disembarked and ordered the soldiers to collect sea shells from the shore.18


There were those who knew how to curry favour with the emperor who responded to their flattery with gestures which revealed his mental instability. When his sister, Drusilla, whom he had named as his heir, died suddenly, he had a temple erected in her honour. A senator, Livius Germinus, flatteringly told the emperor that he had seen a vision of Drusilla ascending into the heavens and being received by the gods, and was rewarded richly for his sycophantic vision. He lavished gifts on his lover, the actor Mnester, and if anyone interrupted his performance he was likely to be scourged. Eutyches, the leader of the green faction in the charioteers of the circus, whose cause the emperor championed enthusiastically, received some two million sesterces in gifts. Highest of all in Caligula’s estimation was his favourite horse, Incitatus, whose health he drank in a golden goblet. He had, we are told, though the story may be ben trovato, ‘a stall of marble, a manger of ivory, purple blankets and a collar of precious stones, he even gave this horse a house, a troop of slaves and furniture . . . and it is also said that he planned to make him consul’.19


The applause that had greeted Caligula when he became princeps had long subsided. The senatorial order was offended by the favours which he showed to men of low rank, actors, gladiators and others whose company he liked to frequent. After four years his rule was as tyrannical and cruel as that of Tiberius. His actions were often unpredictable as well as unjust. When Caligula was ill a loyal citizen, Afranius Potitus, swore that if the emperor recovered he would give up his own life. When Caligula recovered his health, he took Afranius at his word, had him wreathed as for sacrifice, driven by the imperial slaves through the city and flung to his death from the Tarpeian rock. He suffered from a folie de grandeur which had no compensations for his people who suffered from the grinding taxation which his extravagance promoted. His life-style was as capricious as it was bizarre. He would summon staid senators to see him at midnight so that they might watch him dance ‘dressed in a cloak and a tunic reaching to his heels’ to the sound of flutes.
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