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    Introduction



    Nero was born with the name Lucius Domitius Ahenobarbus on December 15, 37
    CE. His parents were Gnaeus Domitius Ahenobarbus and Agrippina the Younger.
    His mother, Agrippina, was the sister of the previous Roman Emperor
    Caligula. Nero himself was also the great-great-grandson of Emperor
    Octavian Augustus.



    Domitius, Nero’s father, passed away in the year 40 CE when Nero was only a
    child. He had been the subject of much controversy, intrigue, and gossip
    just three years prior, and it is said that had Emperor Tiberius not
    abruptly died, Domitius may well have found his way to the chopping block
    of the executioner. Upon the death of Tiberius, his great-nephew Caligula
    ascended to the throne in 37 CE. Caligula would ultimately only be emperor
    for four turbulent years before he was assassinated by his own Praetorian
    Guard in 41 CE.



    Upon Caligula’s death, his aging uncle Claudius assumed the throne. It was
    the elderly Claudius that would eventually adopt Nero as a potential heir.
    But the family had some rather formidable hurdles to overcome before
    reaching that point. Nero’s mother Agrippina had a significant falling out
    with Caligula just prior to his passing, in which the emperor accused her
    of committing adultery with her brother-in-law, Marcus Aemilius Lepidus. To
    be sure, Caligula was not leveling such charges merely out of his sense of
    morality, but also due to the fact that Lepidus had been a potential
    contender to the throne, and he therefore considered Agrippina as a
    co-conspirator for having any association with him. Ultimately, Caligula
    had Lepidus executed, and Agrippina was banished to the remote Pontine
    Islands in the Mediterranean Sea.



    Nero was only four years old as this intense drama played out, and during
    his mother’s subsequent banishment, Nero’s aunt Domitia Lepida took over
    custody of him. His father was dead, and his mother was banished; it was
    fast becoming a turbulent world for this toddler.



    



    


Chapter One



    A Wedding and a Funeral



    “The people love Nero. He inspires in them both affection and respect. . .
    . One can discern the reason for this popular feeling: Nero oppressed the
    great and never burdened the ordinary people.”



    —Napoleon Bonaparte



    Upon Caligula’s death in 41 CE, Agrippina was allowed to return from her
    exile and rebuild what remained of her family. Seeking to re-establish
    herself and ensure Nero’s future, it wasn’t long before she set her eyes on
    the new Emperor Claudius. For the aspiring Agrippina, there was nothing
    that she did not consider within her reach. And Agrippina, seeking the
    power and prestige she craved, soon desired a partnership with the emperor.
    But there were two obstacles standing in her way.



    First of all, Claudius was already married to a young bride named Valeria
    Messalina, and secondly, Agrippina was the niece of the emperor—such a
    union would be considered incest by the Romans, negating any chance for
    marriage. But such things were not going to stop the enterprising
    Agrippina. As fate would have it, in 47 CE, her rival for the emperor’s
    affection, Messalina, was caught up in an affair and attempted coup with
    her lover, a Roman politician named Gaius Silius. The plot was soon found
    out, however, and as a consequence of the condemnation she faced, Claudius’
    wife Messalina decided to end her life.



    Right on the heels of his wife’s suicide, Claudius and Agrippina began to
    maneuver closer towards a marital union. But even as she was seeking to wed
    Claudius, Agrippina’s strategic mind was also seeking to open the door for
    her son Nero to eventually wed Claudius’ daughter Octavia. In her conniving
    to make this match for Nero a reality, she used her political connections
    to have Octavia’s fiancé Lucius Junius Silanus kicked out of the Senate in
    48 CE. And when Emperor Claudius married Agrippina the following year,
    Silanus, in his anguish, decided to commit suicide on their wedding day.
    Silanus’ death only compounded the growing scandal surrounding the
    emperor’s decision to marry his niece.



    The close relations that were created by these particular unions were not
    pleasing ones for many Romans, and in order for Claudius to even marry
    Agrippina, he had to goad the Senate into passing legislation that would normalize such relations. Agrippina ultimately had her way and was
    wed to the elderly Roman emperor, and the path had been cleared for her son
    Nero to marry his cousin (now step-sister) Octavia.



    But this was not the end of Agrippina’s ambition; she openly sought to
    displace the emperor’s young son from his previous marriage, Britannicus,
    with Nero as the future heir to the throne. Incredibly, her incessant
    attempts at persuasion were quite successful at wearing down her husband,
    and on February 25, 50 CE, Claudius issued a decree that would make Nero
    his official successor. Nero was then put on the Roman fast track to power
    by being allowed to assume the toga virilis—a kind of Roman
    coming-of-age ceremony—at the age of 13, a full year prior to what was the
    custom.


