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Map 1: Rome during the mid-first century bce.
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Map 2: The Roman Empire during the mid-first century bce
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NOTES TO FAMILY TREE

* Three siblings, two girls called Julia and a boy called G. Julius Caesar (i.e. THE Caesar).

† This is the same person as G. Julius Caesar Octavianus to the left. He was born G. Octavius, he became G. Julius Caesar Octavianus in 44 bce.

‡ From a second marriage, not a first marriage to Claudia Marcella Major.
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c. 80 BCE – Birth of Fulvia

63 BCE – Marcus Tullius Cicero is elected consul
The Catilinarian Conspiracy

62 BCE – Lucius Licinius Murena elected consul

61 BCE – The Bona Dea Scandal

60 BCE – Establishment of the First Triumvirate

60 BCE (?) – Marriage of Fulvia and Publius Clodius Pulcher

59 BCE (?) – Birth of Publius Claudius Pulcher (‘Young Publius’)

58 BCE – Publius Clodius Pulcher is elected tribune
Marcus Tullius Cicero is exiled

57 BCE (?) – Birth of Claudia Pulchra

57 BCE – Marcus Tullius Cicero returns from exile

August/September 53 BCE – Marcus Antonius allegedly attempts to murder Publius Clodius Pulcher

18 January 52 BCE – Murder of Publius Clodius Pulcher by Titus Annius Milo

April 52 BCE – Trial of Titus Annius Milo

50 BCE (?) – Marriage of Fulvia and Gaius Scribonius Curio

49 BCE (?) – Birth of Gaius Scribonius Curio (‘Young Gaius’)

49 BCE – Gaius Julius Caesar crosses the Rubicon
Civil war between Gaius Julius Caesar and Gnaeus Pompeius
Magnus (Pompey) breaks out

49 BCE – Death of Gaius Scribonius Curio in Africa
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43 BCE – Marcus Antonius declared a public enemy. Fulvia and Julia intercede with senators on his behalf

21 April 43 BCE – Battle of Mutina

43 BCE – Establishment of the Second Triumvirate
Marriage of Gaius Octavius and Claudia Pulchra
Expulsion of Volumnia Cytheris from Marcus Antonius’ house

November 43 BCE – Proscriptions list drawn up

7 December 43 BCE – Murder of Marcus Tullius Cicero

42 BCE (?) – Birth of Iullus Antonius
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3 and 23 October 42 BCE – Battle of Philippi

41 BCE – Divorce of Gaius Octavius and Claudia Pulchra
Perusine War breaks out between Fulvia and Lucius Antonius and Gaius Octavius
Marcus Antonius meets Cleopatra VII, Queen of Egypt, at
Tarsus and begins their relationship

40 BCE – Defeat of Lucius Antonius 40 BCE – Death of Fulvia
Birth of Marcus Antonius and Cleopatra’s twins
Marriage of Marcus Antonius and Octavia

1 August 30 BCE – Suicide of Marcus Antonius

August 30 BCE – Murder of Marcus Antonius Antyllus and Gaius
Scribonius Curio

2 BCE – Execution of Iullus Antonius






A NOTE ON
ROMAN NAMES

DURING THE LATE REPUBLIC (circa 133–31 bce), Roman naming conventions were fairly static. Male Roman citizens either had three names – a praenomen, a nomen and a cognomen – one example being Gaius Julius Caesar, or two names – a praenomen and a nomen – such as Marcus Antonius. Depending on the circumstances of their political or military career, or life circumstances, they might add one or more names to their original nomenclature. If a Roman commander was successful in waging warfare, he might be awarded an additional cognomen to reflect this. Most of these were geographical, in reference to the peoples subjugated, so Publius Cornelius Scipio became Publius Cornelius Scipio Africanus after his victory over Hannibal Barca at the Battle of Zama in 202 bce during the Second Punic War. However, Gnaeus Pompeius became Gnaeus Pompeius Magnus (‘the Great’) in imitation of Alexander the Great, to reflect his unprecedented military prowess at a relatively early age. Alternatively, a Roman might change his name of his own volition, such as Publius Claudius Pulcher adjusting his nomen from Claudius to Clodius (this may have reflected an alternative Latin pronunciation that was considered more fashionable by his sophisticated circle – at least one of his sisters likewise changed her name, going from Claudia to Clodia). If a Roman was adopted into another family (something that could happen in childhood but, unlike today’s adoptions, tended to happen in adulthood, once a man had survived childhood and then proved himself a worthy addition to a family), he would change his name entirely. Caesar posthumously adopted his great-nephew Gaius Octavius Thurinus and made him his primary heir in his will, prompting the boy to change his name to Gaius Julius Caesar Octavianus. However, he subsequently preferred not to use the Octavianus, wanting to associate himself as closely with Caesar as possible in order to bolster his own personal reputation and authority.

The firstborn son was usually given the same name as his father, so Marcus Antonius Creticus (his personal cognomen referenced his undertakings on Crete, and was not used by his descendants) named his eldest son Marcus Antonius, while his subsequent sons were named Lucius Antonius and Gaius Antonius. Daughters were likewise given a version of their father’s name, albeit the nomen. This meant that a family that had multiple daughters needed some way to differentiate them. So we see Servilia’s daughters with Decimus Junius Silanus being named Junia Prima (‘First’), Junia Secunda (‘Second’), and Junia Tertia (‘Third’), while Octavia’s daughters with Gaius Claudius Marcellus were named Claudia Marcella Major (‘Elder’) and Claudia Marcella Minor (‘Younger’). Another way of differentiating sisters once they were grown women was to refer to them according to the man they married, or at least the family that they married into. So Clodia, the oldest of three sisters, became Clodia Metelli (‘Metellus’ Clodia’) upon her marriage to Quintus Caecilius Metellus Celer, whereas her younger sister Claudia became Claudia Luculli (‘Lucullus’ Claudia’) upon her marriage to Lucius Licinius Lucullus.

When it comes to modern authors writing about the Roman period, the situation becomes rather more complicated. The Anglicization (in modern authors writing in English, at least; modern authors writing in other languages have their own practices and preferences) of Greek and Latin names is to be expected and is applied in a fairly consistent manner – for example, Kleopatra is usually (although not always) referred to as Cleopatra. Yet the modernization of Greek and Latin names is rather more varied – for example, Marcus Antonius can be referred to in that way, or as Antonius, or as Marc or Mark Antony, or even just Antony depending upon the writer’s preference. Other Romans might be referred to using their nomen, thus Publius Clodius Pulcher becomes Clodius and Gaius Cassius Longinus becomes Cassius, or their cognomen, thus Marcus Junius Brutus becomes Brutus and Marcus Aemilius Lepidus becomes Lepidus. Additionally, for various reasons of their own, some modern authors choose to refer to Romans using names by which they were never actually known in antiquity. This can be historically problematic, such as referring to Fulvia as Fulvia Flacca Bambula in an attempt to link her to earlier known Republican historical figures, despite there being no evidence that she was actually related to them, but it can also be an attempt to be helpful, e.g. referring to Gaius Octavius Thurinus/Gaius Julius Caesar Octavianus as Octavian, to distinguish him from his birth father Gaius Octavius as well as his adoptive father Caesar – up to the point in his life where he took on the name Augustus (‘Revered One’).

In what follows, I have tended to refer to the Romans I discuss using their full names at their first appearance, and their most common (and thus hopefully familiar to the reader) modernization on all subsequent occasions, for brevity as much as anything else. There are, however, a few exceptions to this. The first instance is in my discussion of Fulvia’s children. Her first and second sons were named after their fathers (Publius Claudius/Clodius Pulcher and Gaius Scribonius Curio), but I refer to them as young Publius and young Gaius while they are children, both to distinguish them from their fathers and to emphasize their extreme youth. I refer to her third son by his cognomen, Antyllus, while I call her fourth Iullus, his praenomen. Her daughter I refer to as Claudia rather than Clodia, to distinguish her from her infamous aunt. The second is in my treatment of the Roman born Gaius Octavius Thurinus – I refer to him as Octavian throughout, even in my discussion of his life after he took the name Augustus upon becoming emperor in 27 bce, since I do jump backwards and forwards in time throughout this book in order to make connections and highlight resonances between people, events and occurrences.

I hope you bear with me.






INTRODUCTION

OF ALL THE BAD years (and there were many) in the lead-up to the final fall of the Roman Republic, the year 52 bce got off to an especially bad start. Since the Romans sincerely believed that certain days were unlucky, it followed that if the first day of the year happened to fall on one of these unlucky days, the whole year would be marked by misfortune.1 Sure enough, ominous portents began to appear, indicating that things were about to go from bad to worse.2 First, an owl was seen and captured in the city of Rome. While to us this might seem fairly innocuous, albeit a little spooky, to the Romans the owl was associated with blood-drinking and cannibalistic child-killing witches known as striges, and its hoot was thought to signal impending death.3 Second, a cult statue of the god Mars started to sweat, and its perspiration continued unabated for three days.4 This undeniable sign of divine displeasure could only have been worse if the statue had been sweating blood. Third, a meteor streaked across the sky. Like the hoot of an owl, this was often considered a sign of impending death or other sort of doom. Finally, thunderbolts sounded while clods of earth, stones, shards of pot, and blood flew through the air, all obvious signs of the gods in the heavens attempting to communicate with the mortals down below. But what, exactly, were they saying? And was anyone listening, in any case? In such ill-starred circumstances, it was perhaps unwise for the Senate to vote to tear down the city of Rome’s temples of the Egyptian gods Serapis and Isis, which only increased the sense of unease.

This febrile climate of superstition and fear was further exacerbated by the fact that, due to electoral malfeasance, bribery and corruption, no consuls had been installed in office on 1 January, as would have been the usual practice. The positions, Rome’s supreme magistracies, would remain vacant until July, by which time the elections for the following year’s consulships were imminent. Everyone agreed: something terrible was about to happen.

On 18 January, a senator named Publius Clodius Pulcher was travelling north up the Appian Way to Rome, returning from an overnight trip to Aricia (modern Ariccia), an ancient town up in the Alban Hills, south-east of the city. He was accompanied by three friends – and, he thought, amply protected by a bodyguard comprising around thirty enslaved men armed with swords.5 Late in the afternoon, the group reached the ancient town of Bovillae (modern Frattocchie), where they passed a shrine to the goddess Bona Dea, the ‘Good Goddess’. She was a deity with whom Clodius had history, having been accused of impiety towards her back in 62 bce after interrupting an evening of sacred women-only rites. This resulted in him being put on trial for sacrilege, though he was ultimately acquitted of the charge. It was near this shrine that he and his entourage suddenly encountered a man named Titus Annius Milo, Clodius’ fellow senator, political rival and one of his many enemies. Milo was on his way south to his villa at Lanuvium (modern Lanuvio), accompanied by his wife Fausta Cornelia, several friends, and his own substantial bodyguard comprising perhaps as many as three hundred enslaved people, as well as his wife’s entourage of singers, maids and pages.6 Numbered amongst Milo’s bodyguard were several fearsome gladiators – first and foremost Eudamus and Birria, a pair sufficiently deadly in the arena that they had achieved celebrity status.7

As the two groups filed past each other, male members of each entourage began heckling their rivals. Roman toxic masculinity having much in common with its counterpart today, from there, things swiftly escalated into what would later be referred to as the ‘Battle of Bovillae’. Cicero covered the fracas extensively in perhaps his most famous speech, the Pro Milone, ‘In Defence of Milo’, composed and delivered a few months after the event. One hundred years later, the historian Asconius wrote a detailed commentary on that speech, providing crucial information that Cicero neglected to include, focused as he was on implicating his enemy Clodius and exonerating his friend Milo for the massacre. Caught up in the violent and bloody chaos, the gladiator Birria hurled a rhomphaia – a Thracian bladed weapon resembling a spear or javelin – into the fray, and it caught Clodius in the shoulder. Clodius and his friends fled to a nearby inn in pursuit of sanctuary and medical treatment, leaving his hapless slaves to cover their retreat. Unfortunately for Clodius, Milo’s forces quickly managed to overpower the servile rearguard. At this point, Milo seems to have decided that he might as well go big or go home, since a dead Clodius was obviously preferable to a surviving and vengeful one.8

So Milo ordered Clodius’ death and his crony Marcus Saufeius was happy to oblige, hauling Clodius out of the inn, wrenching his gold senatorial ring from his finger, and leaving him bleeding in the middle of the road that his ancestor Appius Claudius Caecus had built three centuries before, surrounded by the family’s tombs.9 Then Milo’s party continued on its journey to Lanuvium as if nothing had happened, trampling Clodius into the cobbles under the wheels of their carriage and the hooves of their horses for good measure. A short while later, Sextus Teidius, a fellow senator who happened to be passing that way, found the body and ordered his servants to transport it on a litter back to Clodius’ famously well-appointed house on the Clivus Victoriae, on the north-west side of the Palatine Hill, a prime location in the centre of Rome. Here Clodius’ wife Fulvia was waiting, eagerly anticipating his return from his business trip.

Had Fulvia adhered to social convention, as his closest female relation and someone roughly equivalent to the modern next of kin, she would have had Clodius’ body brought inside and then overseen the process of preparing it for cremation as he was washed in warm water, anointed with scented oils, dressed in his finest pure white woollen toga, and garlanded with flowers to symbolize the fragility of life, with a coin to pay the ferryman Charon for the journey across the River Styx to the Underworld placed in his mouth. Then, she would have supervised the body’s arrangement on a bier in the centre of the atrium with his insignia of office, surrounded by portrait busts of eminent ancestors – of which he had many – ready to be viewed by family members, friends, acquaintances, and Clodius’ many loyal supporters amongst the urban plebs, the common people. Finally, she would have had a plaster cast mould of his face made, to facilitate the production of a death mask and portraits in the future.

Yet what Fulvia actually did was quite different, and entirely unexpected: she immediately sought to unleash terrible vengeance on her husband’s murderers.10 She proceeded to incite the curious crowd of plebeians and enslaved people who had gathered outside, by throwing open the doors and inviting them in – perhaps the first time people such as this would have been inside such a fine Roman home.11 And then she stripped Clodius’ body naked and displayed the extent of his gory wounds. Enraged and egged on by several of Clodius’ friends, who loathed Milo as much as he had, the crowd seized his body, paraded it down from the slope of the Palatine Hill, along the Sacred Way, and through the Forum. This was a complete subversion of the traditional Roman funerary procession, which under normal circumstances was highly regulated and ritualized; we can see just such a procession depicted in a relief dating from the mid to the late first century bce, from Amiternum (modern Abruzzo) in Italy.12 Usually, the differences between the aristocrats holding the funeral – giving the honorific speeches, wearing the ancestor masks, and sitting on the ivory chairs – and the common or garden onlookers were starkly demarcated; here, they were non-existent. Indeed, Cicero would later blame Clodius’ associate Sextus Cloelius specifically for depriving him of a proper aristocratic funeral, and leaving the smouldering remnants of his corpse to be mauled by stray dogs.13 There were some historical precedents for this, on previous occasions when popular (and populist) heroes had died under mysterious circumstances: for example, in 133 bce, an unnamed friend of Tiberius Gracchus was thought to have been poisoned by the Senate, and his body, covered with boils, was likewise snatched up by a crowd and taken down to the Forum in a politically charged gesture.14

[image: A depiction of a Roman funerary procession.]

A relief depicting a Roman funerary procession, circa late first century BCE– early first century CE

The ringleaders displayed Clodius’ battered body to yet more crowds on the Rostra, the public speaker’s platform, in sight of the stone lion that was thought to mark the grave of Faustulus, the foster father of Rome’s founder and first king Romulus and his twin brother Remus, and statues of individuals who had either met their deaths in the service of Rome or performed exemplary deeds of valour.15 No doubt they considered it appropriate, although Clodius’ many enemies thought differently. Finally, they deposited the corpse in the Curia Hostilia, the Senate House, and there, in a frenzy, they built a makeshift funerary pyre from benches, tables and public records. Once lit, it not only succeeded in cremating Clodius’ body – illegally and sacrilegiously, since bodies were supposed to be disposed of far away, outside the pomerium, the sacred boundary of the city – but also in burning down the Senate House and part of the Basilica Porcia, a building used for legal and financial business, next door. It was not just buildings that were affected: Rome’s earliest example of public painting, a depiction of Marcus Valerius Maximus Messala defeating Hiero and his Carthaginian army in Sicily in 264 bce, painted the following year on the exterior west wall of the Senate House, was utterly destroyed, and the ancient statue of Attus Navius, the famous augur of King Tarquinius Priscus, which stood outside the Senate House, was scorched.16 This left a smoking crater in the very heart of the ancient city that would not be filled in for months.17 It would appear that the portents had been right, and an extremely dark future had come to pass.
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Fulvia was born into wealth, privilege and prestige sometime around the year 80 bce, but there was nothing inherently special about her – she was not a goddess, a saint, an empress, a queen or even a princess. Rather, she differentiated herself from her peers by her actions. What fascinates me about her is that she clearly wanted more than the normal lot of an elite Roman woman – which, our predominantly male sources tell us, was to be a shy and retiring wife and mother, and a silent helpmeet to her husband and sons. We so rarely hear about women like this in ancient Roman sources.

At almost every stage of her life, Fulvia faced both extraordinary challenges and devastating setbacks, so the temptation to quietly give up and accept what everyone told her was her fate must have been extreme. But even more fascinating is the fact that, for a time at least, she remained undaunted and succeeded in her endeavours despite all that Rome’s patriarchal and chauvinistic society could throw at her. Securely positioning herself at the centre of ancient Roman society via strategic marital alliances for two decades over the course of the fall of the Republic, by the time of her death in 40 bce Fulvia had amassed a degree of political and military power unprecedented for a woman. Her profile was such that – like Cher, Madonna or Zendaya today – she was and remains known by a single name: Fulvia. Once I learned of her, I was determined to find out how, in a patriarchal society where even the highest-status women were kept far from the reins of power simply by virtue of their sex and gender, she achieved this.

Fulvia’s success came at considerable cost, not only to her but also to her family. While she made three advantageous marriages to men at the peak of their political and military careers, neither the unions nor the men lasted. As we have just seen, her first husband, Publius Clodius Pulcher, was brutally murdered in the street. Her second, Gaius Scribonius Curio, was killed in battle far from home in North Africa, his body desecrated by the opposing general. Her third, Marcus Antonius (more commonly known today as Marc Antony), was openly and unashamedly unfaithful to her with numerous women, finally and most famously Cleopatra, Queen of Egypt. His final act in their marriage was to abandon her on her deathbed in the name of self-preservation and diplomacy, despite the fact that she had gone to war with his rival in Italy in order to protect his interests while he was dallying in Egypt on an extended dirty weekend. And although Fulvia bore five children, three of them came to violent ends, with one executed, one murdered and one forced to commit suicide.

She was repeatedly publicly pilloried in front of the entire Roman Senate and wider Roman society for daring to step outside the confines of the domestic sphere, and this deliberate and systematic destruction of her reputation ensured that the allegations made against her have survived for two millennia, while most attempts at defence have faded from view. I suspect most women living in the supposedly enlightened twenty-first century can relate only too well to this situation.18 I am no stranger to the ways in which prominent women, from politicians to activists to royals to academics to celebrities, are excoriated in public discourse for daring to break with convention, and have to fight tooth and nail for even the smallest amount of bodily autonomy.

We have more literary, documentary and archaeological evidence for Fulvia than we have for almost any other Roman woman during the Late Republic, so we should be able to reconstruct something of her life, should we not? Unfortunately, the problem is that much of this evidence is negative in the extreme. Nearly all of the authors writing during her life or immediately after her death were enormously hostile towards her. The foremost orator of the age, Cicero, called her ‘a thoroughly rapacious female’ and ‘a woman as cruel as she is greedy’.19 Later authors took these portrayals and doubled down on them, adding spicy details that may be true or may simply be exaggerated falsehoods designed to infuriate as well as titillate. Seven decades after her death, the historian Velleius Paterculus described her as having ‘nothing of the woman in her except her sex’, while several decades after that, Antony’s biographer Plutarch elaborated, claiming that she was ‘a woman who took no thought for spinning or housekeeping’, but who ‘wished to rule a ruler and command a commander’.20 Fulvia was described as greedy for coveting the wealth and possessions of others, cruel for overseeing the corporal punishment of soldiers, murderous for ordering the executions of her enemies, and bloodthirsty for mistreating a corpse. She was accused of using her children as props to curry favour with the plebs. Even the details of her sex life were raked over in public, with allegations of adultery and prostitution made against her, homosexual activity made against each of her three husbands, and what amounts to wife-swapping made against all four of them.

In an attempt to get to some semblance of the truth, I have had to reverse-engineer a portrait of Fulvia, casting a critical eye over the ancient evidence, reading between the lines, and proposing an alternative interpretation, rather than simply assuming the worst in the manner of an ancient Roman man. The criticisms levelled at Fulvia are standard ones that appear throughout Roman invective directed at transgressive women, one contemporaneous and highly pertinent example being aimed at her sister-in-law Clodia Metelli by Cicero in his speech the Pro Caelio, ‘In Defence of Caelius’, on 4 April 56 bce.21 Since that speech was given in an attempt to convince a jury to acquit Cicero’s protégé Marcus Caelius Rufus of the charge of vis (political violence, in this instance encompassing a range of unsavoury activities including civil disturbance, assault, property damage, the attempted murder of Clodia herself, and assassination), it is actually an early example of the DARVO (deny, attack, reverse victim and offender) response, in which ‘a certain kind of indignant self-righteous, and overly stated, denial may in fact relate to guilt’.22 The criticisms will no doubt also prove familiar to contemporary readers, as women in public life today are still being subjected to variations on these themes – consider the myriad conspiracy theories that continue to circulate about Hillary Rodham Clinton, many of which are highly sexualized in nature. What is unusual, however, is the sheer amount of vitriol directed at Fulvia. What was so special about her that she enraged not only her peers but also their descendants to such a degree?

The misogyny directed at Fulvia is flexible, selective and convenient, and part of a larger tactic of character assassination that Romans frequently used against their political opponents: if you wanted to gain the upper hand in either verbal or written communication with a rival, the fastest way to do so was to humiliate them, usually by casting aspersions on their masculinity in some way. Anything they could think of was brought into play to score points, so she served as collateral damage in the propaganda war between Antony and Octavian that raged across the ancient Mediterranean throughout the late 40s and into the early 30s bce as they each attempted to assassinate each other’s character and undermine each other’s position in their fight to replace Gaius Julius Caesar as the sole master of the Roman world. Then, after her death, she was replaced – in all senses – by Cleopatra and reduced to a footnote in her third husband’s story, with Plutarch going so far as to say that ‘Cleopatra was indebted to Fulvia for teaching Antony to endure a woman’s sway, since she took him over quite tamed, and schooled at the outset to obey women’.23

Of course, it is entirely possible that Fulvia was guilty of everything her ancient Roman critics accused her of – that she was calculating and manipulative, cruel and violent, covetous and acquisitive. But even if this is the case, her motivations for her actions were likely to have been rather more complex and nuanced, even perhaps justified, than she is given credit for, and in what follows I have worked hard to try to recover or reconstruct them in a plausible manner.

Unlike other historical figures, we do not have an exact date of birth or date of death for her, and although we know she married three times and bore five children – generally the most important and impactful things a Roman woman could do – we do not know precisely when she did those things, either. Despite the fact that many members of the Roman elite wrote (or at least attempted to write) poetry, we do not have autobiographical or even semi-autobiographical poems by Fulvia, such as those written by her contemporary Sulpicia about her love for her beau Cerinthus.24 We do not have an account of her life in her own words, with her own explanations and justifications for her actions. As far as we know, only one such account was written by a woman in antiquity, and this was a memoir written by Agrippina the Younger, the great-granddaughter of the emperor Augustus, the wife of the emperor Claudius and the mother of the emperor Nero.25

While that must have made fascinating reading, and was used as a source by numerous ancient authors, to date only two fragments of it have been identified in extant ancient literature. The first is in Tacitus’ Annals (he records Agrippina’s mother begging the emperor Tiberius to allow her to marry again after the premature death of her husband, Agrippina’s father), and the second is in Pliny the Elder’s Natural History (he records Nero’s breech birth), but for some reason it has not survived to the present day, more’s the pity.26 But no ancient author mentions Fulvia writing any such thing; she is as silent as the proverbial grave, and this has allowed others to put words in her mouth.

What we do have are detailed and vivid accounts of several episodes from Fulvia’s life.27 When ancient authors wrote about her, even those who were her contemporaries and wrote about her during her lifetime as she was doing the very things they were writing about, they seem to have had wildly diverging opinions about her. Even one author could change their perspective considerably from work to work, and genre to genre: for example, Cicero, writing about Fulvia over a period of some ten years, from 53 bce to 43 bce, starts out fairly neutral and becomes progressively more negative, in both his public speeches and his private letters (these were collected, curated and disseminated by his secretary Tiro after his death). And ancient authors built on the works of their predecessors: by the time we get to the historian Cassius Dio, writing in the third century ce and drawing on more than two centuries of negative accounts of her doings, we have the most lurid portrayals of her. Fulvia is a palimpsest, comprising layer upon layer of ancient literary, documentary and numismatic evidence. But she is also a Rorschach test. Scholarly treatments by classicists and ancient historians, which were relatively rare until about twenty years ago, seem to vary in their interpretations almost as much as those written two millennia ago, with scholars manufacturing their own portrayals.28 These swing between seeing Fulvia as the prime mover and shaker in her circle, ‘the first princess of Rome’ and ‘the missing empress’, the precursor to the empresses of the imperial period, and dismissing her as entirely irrelevant, almost a fictitious recreation, with optimistic historians assigning her far more influence than she actually possessed.29 Might we have similar contradictory views of other ancient women if so many sources discussing them had survived?

Turning to material evidence for our enigmatic subject and her peers, we do not have a securely identified marble portrait bust of any of the elite women from the Late Republic comparable to those that survive of their menfolk Caesar, Pompey, Cicero, Antony and Octavian (we do, however, have portraits from the imperial period of Octavian’s sister and his wife, Octavia and Livia, who were Fulvia’s younger contemporaries, due to his position as the first Roman emperor, Augustus, and their own importance in ensuring a line of succession through the creation of the Julio-Claudian dynasty). While one marble head reportedly recovered from a villa in the Alban Hills in the late nineteenth century has been proposed as a portrait of Fulvia, this identification is tenuous indeed, based solely on its resemblance to a series of coin portraits that may or may not represent Fulvia too.30 Due to a quirk of the Roman epigraphic habit – that tendency to record both public and personal information on stone and other durable materials – we do, however, have some written descriptions of women lower down the social hierarchy.

One example of this practice can be found in the actions of the husband of a woman who is known to modern scholars as ‘Turia’: he commemorated his wife and enumerated her virtues in the lengthy inscription known as the Laudatio Turiae (‘In Praise of Turia’), set up in the latter part of the first century bce and currently the longest-surviving personal inscription from ancient Rome.31 Unfortunately, neither the husband’s nor the wife’s name has been preserved in the fragments of the inscription that have been identified as having survived from antiquity and reunited in the Museo Nazionale Romano at the Terme di Diocleziano (Baths of Diocletian) in Rome.32 But despite that omission, we are given a considerable amount of insight into the intricacies and intimacies of their four-decade-long marriage:

[image: A funerary inscription carved on stone.]

The funerary inscription known as the Laudatio Turiae (‘In Praise of Turia’), circa late first century CE


Why should I mention the virtues of your private life: your sexual morality, your obedience, your considerateness, your reasonableness; your attentive weaving, your religious devotion free of superstition, your unassuming appearance and sober attire? Why should I talk about your love and devotion to family? … You have countless other things in common with all married women who keep up a good reputation. The qualities that I assert you have belong to you alone.33



Unfortunately for Fulvia, she outlived two husbands (it is worth noting that we have no portraits or epitaphs of Clodius or Curio either) and was abjured by a third immediately prior to her death, so she was left without a bereft and loving spouse to commemorate her, giving us no insight into what her nearest and dearest might have thought of her to set alongside the impressions of her enemies.

The lives of elite women in this period were surprisingly culturally, socially and even politically rich, yet they have been consistently overlooked in favour of their fathers, brothers, husbands and sons. Using Fulvia as our guide, we can visit an unfamiliar Rome – one in which women played a crucial, albeit less high-profile, role in many of the events leading up to the fall of the Roman Republic. This is not the Rome we often get to visit in history books, but it is a Rome that I want to spend time in, and I hope you will join me.






CHAPTER 1
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FULVIA’S WORLD

FULVIA WAS BORN AT the close of one outbreak of civil war (Sulla versus Marius, 83–81 BCE), lived through two more (Caesar versus Pompey, 49–45 BCE; Second Triumvirate versus the Liberators, 44–42 BCE), and her actions caused a fourth (Octavian versus Lucius Antonius, 41–40 BCE) and contributed directly to a fifth (Octavian versus Antony, 32–30 BCE), although this last one would not break out fully until after her death. What was the political situation in Rome like during her lifetime? What follows is not intended to be a blow-by-blow account of the fall of the Republic, nor a comprehensive account of all the political and military events that took place in the period 80–40 BCE. Rather, it is intended as an attempt to reconstruct, as far as possible, Fulvia as a living, breathing, flesh-and-blood Roman woman, someone who loved her husbands, bore their children, loved those children, and worked her fingers to the bone – rightly or wrongly – in the service of her family. But here at the outset, some scene-setting is necessary.

By the time of Fulvia’s birth, it is reasonable to describe Roman politics as comprising two factions, the optimates and the populares. The optimates considered themselves boni,‘the best men’, and saw themselves as conservative and traditional, the guardians of the status quo (for example, Cicero, despite the fact that he was a novus homo, a ‘new man’, without any consular ancestors). The populares, on the other hand, saw themselves as representing the Roman people, and sought to increase the power of the Roman people and thereby the elected officials of the tribunate (for example, Clodius, Curio, Antony), at the expense of the Senate as a body, although they were of course members of it. It would be too rigid to describe these as political parties or even ideologies, as individuals crossed between the factions depending on where they believed their best interests to lie on any given day. Likewise, it would be too reductive to say that the optimates represented the wealthy senatorial and equestrian elite and the populares the common people and the poor.1 All three of Fulvia’s husbands can be described as populares, and all three of them held the position of tribune of the plebs, inciting the people to further their own political agendas.

Patricians and plebeians were two categories of Roman citizen, a division that went all the way back to the city’s very beginnings. When Romulus founded Rome in 753 BCE, the Senate’s first one hundred members were the patres (‘fathers’), and they and their descendants through the male line comprised the patrician order. Everyone else comprised the plebeian order. At the beginning of the Republic in 509 BCE, the patricians enjoyed a monopoly on political power since only they could be members of the Senate, elected consuls, and hold the priesthoods. In response, the so-called Struggle of the Orders lasted until the start of the Middle Republic (264 BCE), with plebeians attempting to extract concessions from the patricians in order to achieve some semblance of political equality. Thus, for example, eventually, each year one consul would be a patrician and the other plebeian, while the tribunes would always be plebeians.

The consuls held a type of power known as imperium, which entitled them to convene and preside over the Senate and other popular assemblies, execute the decrees that these assemblies settled on, command armies, and undertake foreign affairs on behalf of the Roman state. Yet they did not have absolute power, as one consul could veto the other if they disagreed, and the tribunes of the plebs could veto them both. Similarly, the tribunes of the plebs presided over the plebeian assembly, passed legislation that affected the plebs alone, and could also call the Senate and present proposals to it, as well as vetoing senatorial decisions. In theory, tribunes were sacrosanct, and interfering with them was punishable by death, which was meant to protect them from obstruction in the execution of their duties, but in reality, by the time of the Late Republic, a number of tribunes had been physically accosted, assaulted and even murdered while in office. Thus the checks and balances that were intended to safeguard the Roman political system were becoming progressively more unchecked and unbalanced.

The cursus honorum, ‘ladder of offices’, was the hierarchy of magistracies, starting with aedile, then quaestor, then proconsul, and finally consul. In exceptional circumstances, one person could be appointed dictator for a limited period of time in order to address a specific issue (for example, Sulla was appointed dictator in order to restore order after the first outbreak of civil war). Additionally, there were two tribunes of the plebs, elected as officers of the assembly of the plebs. They had the power to prevent the Senate from convening, and to veto senatorial decrees.

Due to the limited number of positions available, there was a huge amount of competition for each one. Consequently, ancient Rome was an agonistic society, and people had exceedingly long memories when it came to their own personal dignitas, ‘dignity’, and auctoritas, ‘personal prestige’ or ‘authority’ – the ability to exert influence over those around them – and the extent to which they felt like they had been either supported or slighted by their peers in their pursuit of individual achievement. This means that not only was ancient Rome a quid pro quo society, with agreements and alliances contracted between individuals and their families that could extend across different generations, it was also a tit-for-tat society where defending oneself did not just involve the repelling of an attack, but also reprisal. Thus rivalries and feuds could easily be acquired and, as we shall soon see, the consequences could be severe.
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What was life like for an elite Roman woman like Fulvia in the middle of the first century BCE? Born to parents who were Roman citizens, she was a Roman citizen too, albeit one with fewer rights than a male one. She could not vote in the annual elections, nor have any say in the government of what was fast becoming a vast empire with territories located all around the Mediterranean. Only under exceptional circumstances would a woman’s input into state business be sought – one rare case was when Sempronia, sister of Tiberius and Gaius Gracchus and wife of Scipio Aemilianus, was brought in front of a public assembly by the tribune of the plebs to validate the claims of an imposter who sought recognition and reputation as her nephew, but she stood her ground and refused to acknowledge him.2

A woman could not hold any sort of political or military office herself. Yet she might exert influence upon those who could – perhaps in the manner of Praecia, a courtesan famous for her beauty and wit who used her powers of persuasion to advance the policies of her friends and ‘added to her other charms the reputation of being a true comrade, and one who could bring things to pass’; for this reason, she was courted by the general Lucius Licinius Lucullus for her power to convince her lover, the political powerhouse Publius Cornelius Cethegus, to grant him the command he sought in the Mithridatic War, since Lucullus despised Cethegus and did not wish to deal with him himself.3

A Roman woman could, however, hold a very few select religious offices. She could be a priestess of Vesta, the Roman goddess of the hearth (assuming she was fortunate enough to be selected for one of the six positions while still a child, with both parents living), with responsibility for tending the sacred flame and protecting the Palladium (a wooden statue of the goddess Athena, an heirloom supposedly salvaged by Aeneas from the legendary city of Troy after the Greeks sacked it at the close of the Trojan War) and the fascinum (an erect phallus that averted evil) in the Temple of Vesta. Additionally, on the earthly plane, the Temple of Vesta was something akin to a safe-deposit-box facility, used to store important documents including copies of wills and treaties and valuable possessions, which gave Vestals immense power over certain individuals and their affairs. That is not to say that their lives were entirely taken up with sacred or even administrative drudgery: an account of a luxurious banquet celebrating the inauguration of the new priest of Mars, Lucius Cornelius Lentulus Niger, in 69 BCE has survived, and the feast was attended by four of the six Vestal Virgins serving at that time (the remaining two had presumably drawn the short straws and been left back at the temple tending the sacred flame). Popillia, Perpennia, Licinia and Arruntia, along with the new priest’s wife and mother-in-law, enjoyed the perks of a private dining room. The lavish spread set out before them comprised starters including sea urchins, raw oysters, cockles and mussels, thrush over asparagus, fattened hen, baked oysters and cockles, white and black acorn-molluscs, clams, jellyfish, fig-peckers, loin of roe deer, loin of boar, and fattened fowl wrapped in dough, murex and purple-shell; and main courses of sow’s udders, boar’s cheek, baked fish, baked sow’s udder, ducks, boiled waterfowl, hares, roasted fattened fowl, and gruel with bread from Picenum on the side.4

If her husband held one of the three major priesthoods, serving as the priest of Jupiter, Mars or Quirinus, she would serve as the priestess by virtue of being his wife – he would be the flamen Dialis (or Martialis, or Quirinalis), she would be the flaminica (for the duration of her husband’s lifetime, at least) – and since her person was intrinsically holy, she was bound by a lifetime of arcane rules and religious obligations, which dictated such things as her hairstyle (she was not allowed to comb or dress her hair, and had to wear a headdress with a twig from a fruitful tree in it) and clothing (she had to wear dyed robes), and forbade her from mounting a staircase of more than three steps.5 She could be a priestess of Ceres in her own right, expected to perform the religious rites in Greek since the goddess and her worship had originated there, and so women from Roman locales with a strong Greek heritage like Neapolis (modern Naples) and Velia (modern Ascea) were often selected.6 This role, like that of the priesthood of Vesta, seems to have required celibacy from the start of the individual’s tenure, although since it would be taken on much later in life (Vestals were recruited around the age of six years old) it might require setting aside a husband.7 She could also bear temporary responsibility for certain female-centric rites and rituals celebrated annually, one famous example being the Bona Dea festival, held in celebration of the Italic deity known simply as the ‘Good Goddess’ because her actual name is unknown, so secret were the rites surrounding her, which were hosted by the wife of a magistrate in the privacy of her home.8

A Roman woman with some kind of religious power and influence could parlay that into other types of power and influence.A Vestal Virgin did not necessarily set aside her family ties and familial obligations for the three decades of her tenure, and there are numerous examples of Vestals using their clout to further the interests of their male relatives, safe in the knowledge that, due to their sacrosanctity, they were safe from reprisal. For example, in 143 BCE one named Claudia shielded her father Appius Claudius Pulcher from physical violence by riding with him in his chariot during his illegal triumphal parade celebrating his victory over the Salassi tribe from Cisalpine Gaul.9 During Fulvia’s formative years, she would have witnessed several examples of similar behaviour. In 69 BCE one named Fonteia embraced her brother Marcus Fonteius during his trial for corruption while serving as provincial governor in Gaul, in an attempt to influence the judges, arguing that she had the goddess Vesta on her side and there would be severe consequences if her intercession were ignored and her brother found guilty; while a few years later, in 63 BCE, a Vestal named Licinia granted her prominent seat at a gladiatorial bout to her relative Lucius Licinius Murena in order to boost his public profile as he campaigned for the position of consul in the following year’s elections.10

Yet becoming involved with the politics and political figures of the day was not without a degree of personal risk, even for a Vestal Virgin: the same Licinia who attended gladiatorial games (and the aforementioned banquet) was accused of breaking her vows of chastity with Marcus Licinius Crassus, one third of the First Triumvirate alongside Caesar and Pompey (this was an unofficial political alliance in which all three magnates sought to use their respective influence to support each other, thereby bypassing normal senatorial procedures). If she had been found guilty of the offence, she would have been buried alive. Luckily, she was able to explain that the reason that Crassus had been hanging around and paying attention to her was that he wished to purchase her suburban villa, and she was acquitted.11

In some respects, the Vestal Virgins were subjected to more stringent policing of their behaviour than were other Roman women: one priestess named Postumia was accused of unchastity and put on trial because of the way that she dressed and her scurrilous wit.12 Although she was acquitted, she was ordered to dress more sedately and refrain from joking in the future. Subsequently, the prosecution and defence of a Vestal Virgin became a popular rhetorical exercise.13

A Roman woman did not even need an official religious position to use some aspect of religion to further her own agenda. She might suddenly have a dream fraught with foresight, such as Caecilia Metella’s during the Marsian War (91–89 BCE) in 90 BCE, in which she saw the goddess Juno fleeing from the city because she was aghast at the filth in the Temple of Juno Sospita, a place of worship that had fallen into such disrepair that a bitch had commandeered it as her lair and borne a litter of puppies inside, which was subsequently restored; or Calpurnia’s in 44 BCE, which foretold the assassination of her husband Caesar on the Ides of March.14 She might witness an omen and seek to interpret it, like Terentia’s construing of the reignition of the ashes and bark on the sacrificial altar during the Bona Dea rites in 63 BCE as support for her husband Cicero’s actions in putting down the Catilinarian Conspiracy (a disgruntled aristocrat’s efforts to kill key political figures such as the consuls and seize power for himself ).15 Or she might use a religious benefaction to draw attention to herself even while ostensibly highlighting her male relatives, in the manner of Publicia’s restoration of the Temple of Hercules sometime in the first half of the first century BCE, which she marked with the following inscription: ‘Publicia, daughter of Lucius Publicius, wife of Gnaeus Cornelius, son of Aulus Cornelius, built this temple of Hercules and the doors, and she adorned it. And she restored the altar sacred to Hercules. All these things she did with her own and with her husband’s money. She oversaw that it was done.’16 This same emphasis on money as a means of agency is also found in Ansia Rufa’s inscription commemorating her restoration of the sacred grove at Padula (near modern Salerno): ‘Ansia Rufa, daughter of Ansius Tarvus, by order of the decurions (local officials), ensured that a brick wall and (another) wall and a gate were built around the grove. She paid for it with her own money.’17 Finally, Octavia’s inscription detailing her own activities at the sanctuary of the Bona Dea in Ostia in the period 70–60 BCE is even more specific: ‘Octavia, daughter of Marcus Octavius, wife of Gamala, saw to it that the Bona Dea’s portico was adorned, benches were set up, and the kitchen was given a roof.’18

A woman would bear a version of her father’s name, so that her paternity and paternal line would be instantly perceivable – and, depending upon her behaviour, she would be viewed as either an ornament to or a stain upon that line. Some of the highest praise she could expect to receive would be comments on how similar to her father she was, either in appearance or in spirit. She was expected to embody the virtue of pietas, a sort of moral righteousness not too dissimilar to our modern concept of piety, towards her family, her fatherland and the gods. We find this illustrated in several curious mythological episodes where lactating women breastfeed their parents as a means of preventing them from starving to death. In the most frequently cited version, the woman is named Pero and her father is Cimon or Micon.19 It was such a popular tale that it was frequently depicted in art, and a fresco that once adorned the wall of a triclinium in Pompeii (IX.2.5) featuring this scene is currently housed in the National Archaeological Museum of Naples.20

However, there are also several seemingly historical accounts of a woman visiting her imprisoned mother, who had been sentenced to death, in around 150 BCE. The prison guard could not bring himself to strangle her as ordered so decided to starve her to death instead, but he did allow her daughter to visit her in the interim. She was forbidden to bring her mother food and was searched by the prison guards to make sure that she was not attempting to sneak any in, but her mother did not starve because, he eventually realized, she was being nursed by her postpartum daughter. When he reported this act of daughterly devotion to his superiors, the woman’s death sentence was remitted, and both mother and daughter were given maintenance grants for life.21 Subsequently the site of the deed came to be considered sacred, so it was consecrated, and a temple to Pietas, the goddess of filial affection, was built on the spot – although this was eventually replaced by the building that would ultimately become the Theatre of Marcellus (construction was started by Caesar shortly before his death in 44 BCE, but it would be thirty years before the theatre was completed by Octavian and dedicated to his deceased nephew Marcellus). While we should not envisage Roman women breastfeeding their elderly parents as a matter of course, the idea that lay behind the myth was a popular and clearly resonant one. It was frequently referenced in the epitaphs of daughters who predeceased their parents, like that of Lysandre, set up by her mother Philonike and her father Eudemon, who bemoaned the fact that ‘the breasts of my mother nourished me with their milk to no purpose at all, and to those breasts I cannot repay the favour of nourishment for their old age’.22
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