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Praise for The Last Assassin


‘Clear and urgent as the day’s news, The Last Assassin is a grim study of unintended consequences. It brings into sharp focus events that many of us only half-know, and tells a story sadder and more complex than we can imagine, giving a new life not only to Caesar and his killers but to the common people who filled the mass graves of the Roman wars. It is written with authority, passion and insight – a political thriller, and a human story that astonishes’


Hilary Mantel


‘Peter Stothard is a master of modern writing about ancient Rome’


Mary Beard


‘A compelling true-life thriller, profoundly researched, beautifully written, and a dire lesson in what happens when idealism meets tyranny and political freedom dies’


Christopher Hart, Daily Mail ‘Book of the Week’


‘A riveting, fast-paced thriller that makes one think of the brutal settling of scores at the end of The Godfather’


Patrick Kidd, The Times


‘[A] gripping, gorgeously written new account of the killing and its consequences … Stothard explores the familiar ground with fresh, engaging and learned eyes, displaying a novelist’s knack for redolent and evocative detail’


Philip Womack, Spectator


‘Stothard writes with a poet’s eye for atmosphere and a novelist’s imagination in reconstructing events … a striking and evocative treatment of this transformative period’


Edwin Shaw, BBC History Magazine


‘Told with the genuine elegance we have come to expect from this author’


Roy Gibson, TLS


‘A writer of rare talent … he weaves a tense, fast-paced tale from the many strands of a turbulent era. The vigor of Mr. Stothard’s prose, and the acuity of his insight, will propel many readers … into an ancient Roman world that is startlingly real’


Wall Street Journal
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There is a high road called the Milky Way. This way the gods pass to the halls of the mighty Jupiter. To right and left are the houses of the greater gods, doors open and crowded. The lesser gods live elsewhere. This is the place I would not fear to call high heaven’s Palatine.


Ovid, Metamorphoses (8 CE)
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INTRODUCTION



This is a view of the early Roman Empire that its own historians never wanted us to see. Set inside the houses of the Palatine hill, high on the edge of the ancient Forum, it is a book about two men in particular, a father and son, also a brother and others from the chorus-line in the theatre of imperial Roman life, some with ambitions for bigger parts themselves, almost all of them in one way or another reviled. Many of the characters, thanks to writers over 2,000 years, have been dismissed as poisoners of bodies and minds, informers, selfish gorgers, fabulists, fakes and facile toadies, bureaucrats at best. But Rome, like many later cities and states for which it set the standard, lived by men and women such as these.


Palatine shows the birth of Western bureaucracy. It is a history of the big rooms seen from the small, of the top table told from the lower tables. Its themes are flattery and gluttony, charges that need often to be challenged. Its events include the Roman invasion of Britain and Jewish unrest in the time of Christ but, until its final climactic year of four rivals fighting for the throne, it is a tale of peace more than war. It is a story of a single ruling household and of tactics for domestic times. It is a resonant story for our own times, of dimming memories of a glorious past, downwardly mobile aristocrats, sideways-moving provincials, upwardly advancing immigrants, personal excesses within the wheels of a powerful, often incomprehensible, machine.


It describes a world in flux, a Roman imperial world seen through the eyes of men and women on a hill that gave its name to every palace that followed. Amid a cast of slaves and former slaves, self-appointed lawyers, chancer arrivistes and the fabulously extravagant, it includes the lives of an old-fashioned soldier, snared in the politics of the new age, an exceptionally sycophantic courtier of that age, and a genial sluggard who became a notorious emperor of the banqueting table. Vitellius was their family name.


The most significant at the start of this history was the future emperor’s uncle, Publius Vitellius (c.12 BCE–31 CE), an ambitious man of the army, not as clever or lucky as he needed to be. The longest-lasting was the father, Lucius Vitellius (c.10 BCE–51 CE), one of those quiet flatterers recognisable in many eras, a placid toad of the palace corridors, who lived and died in imperial service, ever more powerful as he lived through the successive reigns of Tiberius, Caligula and Claudius. Both were players on a stage newly distorted by one-man rule, its demands needing to be managed, its aims and rules rarely clear.


It was Lucius’s son, Aulus Vitellius (12 CE–69) who briefly became an emperor of the Roman world, who was despised by everyone who told his story, and who, against tough competition from both predecessors and successors, set his own standards for the vice of gluttony. Aulus had a brother, brutal and mostly loyal, who was called Lucius like his father. Over half a century, one of the most important periods in the whole history of empire, the Vitellii competed against other ambitious bureaucrats, among the first in Europe to earn the title ‘public servants’.


Images of the Vitellii exist only as traces. A fat-faced portrait bust in Venice, the so-called ‘Grimani Vitellius’, became an artist’s model for gluttons. Publius the uncle, for all his efforts in the field and duties in the law courts, did not leave any picture for the history books. Nor is there an image of Lucius the father from his own lifetime: the man who rose silently in the treacherous court of Tiberius, who humoured Caligula’s desire to be called a god, who both flattered and prosecuted the notorious empress Messalina was a great effacer of himself.


Lucius was one of those Romans who made the Rome of the early emperors what it was. He worked behind the scenery. He held the highest offices abroad as well as at home, but the man who failed to control Pontius Pilate in Judaea was in every way an unassuming provincial governor and slipped quietly out of every future. Lucius ran Rome while Claudius was pretending to conquer Britain, three times held the consulship, the highest office of old Rome, but, as a knowing survivor of show trials and purges, did not seek credit for himself except in imperial gratitude.


Lucius skilfully used the opportunities of a new era when a few family houses became a single house, a symbol of power as well as a fact of architecture. The imperial Palatine was the house of all power, its dining tables the place of diplomacy, political decisions and death sentences. The Roman Forum, once fought over so fiercely in fiery speech, had become almost a museum. The court was taking its place.


Different kinds of characters were beginning to make history. The Vitellii were just one family among many. A few of the newcomers were writers themselves. Most were not. Most became instead the victims of writers. Palatine is a different history of Rome under the descendants of Julius Caesar. It is a book less about the larger-than-life than about almost everyone else.





PART ONE



Seldom has anyone honourably bought loyalty to the extent that Vitellius bought loyalty with worthlessness.


Tacitus (c.105 CE)





1



IN THE PALACE DOGHOUSE


In December 69 CE, on one of the last days in a calendar like no other, only a mattress and a wooden door stood between the pale winter light and the panting body of that year’s third emperor of Rome. The mattress smelt of dogs, but most of the dogs had gone. This was a small room in a palace of large rooms, but even its smallest rooms looked large to Aulus Vitellius when there was no one left behind.


Not long ago there had been many palace dogs, intimidating, entertaining, scavenging whatever meat had fallen from the loaded tables. Dogs knew how to get what they wanted with the lick of a flattering tongue and the low look of a deep-brown eye. So did the household staff, the lowest and the highest of them. Now they were gone.


Outside in the smoking streets of Rome there were dogs from near and far, some from thousands of miles away, from Britain, Syria, Africa, Greece, the endless steppes, the Danube and the Rhine. Each breed had its virtues and vices, wild bravery for the British, caution for Ukrainians, gluttony for most, fastidiousness for a few. Corinthian dogs were great sniffers of pigs.


In recent years there were rumours of racing dogs. Aulus had once been the governor of Africa and knew all about the dogs of Rome’s old enemy, Carthage. Dogs from Cologne, known to all his soldiers from the northern frontier, preferred hares; if anyone were hungry enough to eat dog meat, it tasted like hare. He was not that hungry yet.


Every country had its own unique kind of dog. That was one of the reasons for visiting and invading other countries. Servants too had their special characteristics of places ruled by Rome. But all the living creatures that normally occupied the palace seemed to have gone or, if not gone, were hiding, as he himself was hiding, from the hunters beyond the mattress, bed and door. The guard dogs might already have found new masters among the soldiers from the east whose leader wanted him dead. He did not know.


Aulus’s grandfather and uncle had known these dark halls well. His father, Lucius, had been their most faithful servant, celebrated in marble for his service, a diplomat and courtier, flattering when he had to be, ferocious only very rarely, carefully commanding fellow flatterers and rivals, ambassadors, conmen and cooks, even ruling the whole city and far beyond when the fourth emperor of Rome was away on his conquest of Britain.


That perilous regency – only a few months – had been a memorable part of Aulus’s education, but none of his family had otherwise ever seen much purpose in educating him. Certainly, neither of his parents ever thought that their son might be Rome’s eighth emperor. His mother, Sextilia, was pessimistic at his birth and merely amused when, urged on by senators and soldiers, he added the names ­Germanicus Augustus to his own. She never knew that he was back now, in power no longer, with only the names she had given him. Sextilia was dead, the news reaching him only a little ahead of his hunters.


Unshaven inside a kennel, even in a palatial kennel with a fortune in gold coins around his waist, he did not look like a son to make a mother proud. He had always been tall, a virtue for a Roman, but his limbs were loose and his stomach huge, his money belt stretched tight. He had a deep scar on his thigh, testimony to the dangers of chariot-racing with Caligula. He limped. He was famed for gluttony. He was prone to belching loudly, a virtue to those, including some very sophisticated thinkers, who thought a man should always follow nature. The grander disagreed with his philosophy of the fart.


He had for half a year been a popular leader of an ungovernable army, men who had marched out of Germany for miles of murder, looting and eating, men who had, merely by mistake, just burnt Rome’s most holy place, the temple of I.O.M., Jupiter Optimus Maximus, the Best and Greatest. Aulus had not had many jobs in his life, and in one of them men had accused him of swapping precious temple ornaments for cheap replacements. That seemed unlikely now to be the desecration that anyone would remember him for. He was no Nero, an emperor forever blamed for theft and fire, merely one of Nero’s friends. Anyway, maybe the latest burning had been his rival’s fault. The Vitellians were not the only ungovernable army out in the streets of Rome in the winter of 69 CE. The acrid smoke from cracked marble still seeped into the palace.


From the Rhine to the Tiber he had ridden the waves of his popularity like a drunken sailor whose destination was chosen by chance. He had wanted to be a worthy successor to Nero. The massive walls of Cologne, birthplace of Nero’s much-feared mother, Agrippina, had been his first capital. His final choices had only been where to hide, his family house in Rome or in the country, and whom to bring with him, his baker or his cook or both.


Even his friend, Silius, had gone. Silius Italicus had been consul when Nero died, a writer who had turned words into vast wealth in the law courts. He was a flatterer and a fighter who owned many houses where he too could be hiding. He was a collector of poetry and a poet himself, with ambitions for a long writing life if he could survive this latest wound in the body of Rome. Silius saw wounds everywhere, blood flowing from the swords and spears of ancient Carthage, from the dogs of Crete and Sparta, a nostalgist for the days when Roman soldiers fought Hannibal and not each other.


An emperor without a cook, a baker and without even a poet was no emperor at all. He did not want to be in his family homes. The palace had lured him back to the rooms where he had done the best he could. There were so many rooms, once the places for so many of the once enslaved, Greeks called Claudius and Claudia, Julius and Julia, the bread-makers and poisoners, shoppers and shit-shifters who proudly bore Roman names.


Here was the office of Pallas, the controller of the cash, of Polybius, who wrote poetry for posterity and letters back to kings, of the accountants and clerks whose names he had forgotten or never known. Not far away were the rooms of Beryllus, the little man who took so much money in bribes to deny the Jews, of Posides, the most potent eunuch at the court, of other eunuchs who made beds or offered their bodies in them, of fish-scalers, book-gluers, hair-dressers, of Halotus, the food-taster who sometimes stopped poisonings and sometimes did not, of Locusta, mistress of the deadly atropine, and Crispinilla, African costume mistress and mistress of so much more. There was the room of Doryphorus, dead critic of Nero’s mistress, of Epaphroditus the detective, of Narcissus, that unforgettable name, the places for so many forgotten names. Now he was alone. It was not yet clear how close the danger had yet come. Every sound in the bitter air was muffled by the blankets that blocked his door.


There were so many clashing noises. This was the season of Saturnalia, the time of parties and public gambling, the brief pretence that everyone shared the same ancient liberty. From his dark room of the dogs any scream or cry could be a soldier’s or a celebrating slave’s. The soldiers of his rival might be celebrating too. Slaves might be killers. This was the time for reversing roles – even in this year, when the rise and fall of three emperors had been just a few of Rome’s reverses.


There was a crash and a cry, then screams dulled by walls, silences punctured by the clang of iron, the sharp smell of smoke when wood burns stone. The kennel door opened. Empty rooms loomed before his eyes. The bed and mattress gave way, a rushing sound followed by a crash. An officer grabbed him by what was almost a beard. There was the sharp pain of a dog bite. It was a December of dogs.
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MR GLUTTON AND MR FOOL


Aulus Vitellius’s whole life was of one emperor following another – Augustus, then Tiberius, then Caligula, then Claudius, then Nero. He knew no other form of government. The age of rule by the senate and popular assemblies, the S and P of the SPQR on his soldiers’ standards, ended in vicious violence half a century before his birth. Recent history was not required reading in the schools of Rome. Heroic antiquity was preferred.


Aulus could not remember the first succession, the hot southern Italian morning in the last week of the first emperor’s life, August 14 CE. He was only two years old at the time, but he knew the stories. Everyone on the Palatine knew the stories.


A prized personal slave, one of hundreds in the imperial service, had the honour of the last combing of Augustus’s hair, the last holding of a bronze mirror before his Roman nose and thick, grey eyebrows (so very different from his official portraits), the last encouragements in his struggle to ensure that neither sickness of stomach nor foreboding of death would be on show to his friends. It was important to keep up appearances when one man’s appearance had become the reality of Roman power.


Aulus’s brother Lucius was not yet born. His father, Lucius Vitellius, was around twenty-five years old and making his careful way, alongside Publius and two other brothers, in the imperial systems of Rome. His grandfather, also called Publius Vitellius, was a procurator, a personal representative of the emperor in the same service. He was around fifty-five and still remembered the aftermath of the assassination of Julius Caesar, when the Roman republic had failed its last test before monarchy began.


The health of Emperor Caesar Augustus mattered most to those in the household which he had built and ruled since then, helped by the elder Publius and a growing host of servants who had become public servants too. Within this domus Caesaris, Caesar’s house and household, the master had attached the rule of Europe’s greatest city, where his health also mattered, a country, Italy, where it mattered to a degree, and a wider empire, from Germany to Jerusalem and beyond, where in many places, whatever the public servants might pretend, it mattered hardly at all.


In a small room at Nola, at the western edge of Naples, on the landward side of Mount Vesuvius, it mattered to everyone. This was Augustus’s palace, his palatium, whether he was on the Palatine hill in Rome or not. This was a modest part of his court in a modest part of his domain, but the name of where he lived and worked was always the same. The season was high summer. In the end there were no consoling sea breezes for the dying emperor, only men and women with fans made from leaves and silk, the slave with the comb and mirror, other slaves, doctors, cooks, other companions on the road who were free men but hardly free, all part of the travelling court which for fifty years had judged, taxed, threatened, used the minimum of force and turned the moving parts of the world.


The day was not yet at its hottest, the nineteenth day of August, the day on which the man who had given the month its name was home at his father’s modest house. Born in 63 BCE, the son of a man of respectable success, adopted two decades later to be the son of the new god, Julius Caesar, Augustus had won his domination by diplomacy and force. As death came close in his seventy-eighth year he was back in the room where his natural father had died, where his own life, as the heir of Caesar, was entering its final hours. It was as if he were in a family hospital, a family theatre, staffed by retainers who owed him their every place in a family play.


He checked on the health of his chosen successor’s granddaughter, nine years old and one of many called Julia, who was ill. The combing of his hair, the tilting of his mirror, the ointment for his weak left eye, the suggestion that he should thrust forward his jaw for his final speech, perhaps the very shutting of his stricken jaw: all help came from those who were his servants. He no longer had any equals. In the nearby towns, in Naples, Pompeii, Puteoli and Cumae, he was already worshipped almost as a god.


Augustus spoke as firmly as he could. He was never a strong speaker, just as he was never a strong fighter. He preferred to use others to win his battles and debates, to give him the authority that he reflected to the world. His last words, his hair and jaw in place, his eyebrows in a trimmed unbroken line, conveyed the modesty that he most liked to display. He saw himself as a common actor, taking the curtain-call of a comic play among the stock characters beloved by Roman audiences, Mr Glutton, the fat man, Mr Fool, the village idiot, Mr Chew, the ponderous sloth and Mr Toad, the flatterer.


Like the players of a travelling farce, when their night’s work was done, the world’s most powerful man asked for affirmation. Had he done well? Had he played his part? That was the last question he asked. If he had done his best, let him be given applause in return. Hands clapped like the clattering of tiles. Back in Rome the vaster mass of his palace servants, a class that extended from slaves to senators, each had their own anticipated role for the future. But not till the news came from Nola could the next act begin.


The original home of the Vitellii was only a few miles from Nola, at Nuceria on the south-east side of Vesuvius. In 14 CE they were still a family known by few, their ancestry, noble or otherwise, not yet even imagined. For four centuries Roman history had been a history of great families competing for votes and military glory, competing with gladiatorial spectacles and free food for voters, with cash and land for soldiers. At the beginning of the first century CE the Vitellii were not from one of those families. They did not pretend that when Romulus and Remus sucked wolf’s milk on the Palatine, fighting each other before Rome’s foundation, some Vitellian ancestor had been a spectator. But this was less of a disadvantage than it once had been.


Aulus’s grandfather, Publius, held a mid-level place in the family that was already supreme over all rivals. He was one of Augustus’s many procurators, part official, part servant, in the household of which the emperor was head, the only household that mattered, a fact that the Vitellii accepted faster than others who were grander.


This elder Publius had a brother, Quintus, who wrecked his prospects by fighting as a gladiator. Nuceria, like Nola, was rich from gladiator-training and less than 100 years before had been sacked in revenge by Spartacus and his slave army. Gladiators had glamour, but mostly the Vitellii were rising in more conventional ways, quietly, faithfully, sometimes ambiguously, and mostly with very great care.


From his middle-ranking place in the domus Caesaris, the modest procurator, Publius Vitellius, saw the advance of all his sons, Aulus, Quintus, Publius and Lucius – and a daughter, Vitellia. The repetition of the same names through the generations was not confusing on the Palatine hill. It was what Romans aiming at lineage routinely did.


Publius, the modest old servant, saw his son Lucius become close to Antonia, daughter of Augustus’s sister, one of the women closest to the emperor. Lucius’s friendship at court with Augustus’s powerful and independent niece was his first step on the household ladder. Antonia was famed for choosing her partisans with care and she was there to help when Lucius went on to have two sons of his own, Aulus, the second Lucius, and another daughter, Vitellia.


After Aulus was born, as was the common custom, Lucius and his wife, Sextilia, ordered auguries to be taken for the boy. The reports were discouraging, particularly if he ever were to command an army. Lucius took careful note. He may not himself have believed in auguries, but prophets, soothsayers and sibyls were everywhere in Rome and Lucius was a very practical man. Sometimes emperors sought their advice and sometimes they banned them. Sometimes it became a crime to see the future and a safer course to keep people pinned in the present tense of their lives. Whatever his belief, Lucius acted as though the prophecies were true. Sextilia, breaking the imperial pattern of mothers fighting fiercely for their sons, was even more sceptical of Aulus’s prospects in life.
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SUCCESSION


From the death room in Nola in 14 CE news came only slowly back to the houses of the Palatine. Colonnades, corridors and tunnels connected what had once been separate homes but increasingly were one. It was a network of offices, dining rooms and halls in which truth was power and rumour spread like fire.


This was one of the three principal places of Rome’s foundation, a steep hill where the marshes of the Tiber could most easily be crossed before anyone had ever thought of Rome. It was made from rough volcanic rock, lava and pebbles in a natural concrete that had been easy to carve for defensive walls.


According to myths much encouraged by Augustus, a small hut of reed and straw had been a home to Romulus there. This was a place of survival by suckling a wild beast under a fig tree. In the more certain history of the city it had become the home of the exotic goddess Magna Mater, and the eunuch priests who had saved Rome from Hannibal.


In the age of Julius Caesar the Palatine became a site for the rich to build luxurious houses and to look down on the Forum below. Some of those clinging to power in the old world that the Caesars had ended still had houses there. Many more did not, their homes belonging instead to newcomers, provincials, those who had arrived in Rome as slaves, the disrupters of old rules, the builders of empire.


Publius and Lucius Vitellius were born into imperial service and were in their late twenties in that August when Augustus’s life was over. They were two ambitious young men who knew that Tiberius, the emperor’s adopted son, the elder son of his wife Livia’s previous marriage, was ready to take the throne. But, like everyone else at court, there was much that they did not know.


Their likely next master was aged fifty-six, an old man in the eyes of Rome, a pimply, surly soldier with a prominent chin, his upper lip hanging over the lower, a learned man but ponderous in speech, a heavy drinker, short-sighted, needing his own serious attention from a hair-dressing slave. It was common knowledge that Augustus had taken some time to accept this succession. He had forced Tiberius away from Rome for years, far from the halls and tunnels of his court, as a general in Germany and the Balkans or a retiree in island retreats. Each man was forever suspicious of the other. No one could rule out a last betrayal.


Around Vesuvius, local loyalists recognised both the emperor and his heir. Drinking cups were perfect for reinforcing the ambiguity. Along the lip of an Augustus cup might run pictures of the emperor’s kindness to captured barbarians and his easy manner with Mars and Venus and other Roman gods. On a Tiberius cup there could be scenes of the next emperor sacrificing before a triumph, celebrating in Augustus’s own chariots, listening attentively to the slave whose job was to remind the victor of his mortality. The owners of these cups could toast the imperial line with every quaff of wine and, if by any chance the line took a different direction, they could order their silversmiths to adapt. Adaptability was the key to survival everywhere, the more essential a key the closer the loyalist was to the imperial court itself.


After weeks of uncertainty in Rome there came new word from Nola to the servants of the emperor’s bedchamber and banqueting halls. Augustus and Tiberius, it seemed, had met and talked before the comic-play farewell, the stomach-cursed emperor patronising his stolid stepson for the last time: ‘O unfortunate Roman people to be chewed by such slow jaws.’


Exactly what had he meant by that? That Tiberius was a dullard, that he deliberated too long and acted too slowly, that he treated people like produce to be eaten, like objects to be exploited? Or was his comment a joke, just another line from the comic play on his mind as he faced his death? It was the job of the courtier to offer answers to such questions, whispering from the inside to those waiting outside.


It seemed quite likely a joke. The area around Nola was the home of comedy as well as killing in the arena. Both arts were practised sometimes by rich as well as poor. Thirty years before, the playboy consul Lucius Ahenobarbus, once married to the sister of Lucius Vitellius’s patron, Antonia, was encouraging the most respectable rich men and their wives to play parts. Coarse wit entertained the highest tables.


On the nearby island of Capri, which Augustus had purchased for Rome and for his family, Greeks and Italians sang rumbustious comic musicals called the phlyakes. The most popular farces were called Atellane, after a town barely ten miles away. For fifteen minutes at a time, rarely more, and on temporary stages that travelled with their players, people of all ranks were used to watching men in masks mix the language of food, sex and the latest news, stock characters in stock plots, the slow and stupid, the guileful and the gluttonous – reassurance that everywhere and at all times the powerful pretended, the powerless laughed and life was more or less the same.


The high-summer heat beneath Mount Vesuvius was a haze between what was official news and household gossip. There was ‘a sale of smoke’, the name for the flow of rumour from the house of the Caesars. Lead drains softened, wood gables sweated, marble paths channelled water and lies. The body of Augustus cooled slowly for some hours, stiffening in the dampness of death, ringed by slaves in a tight noose of security, before the approved account of what had happened left Nola.
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CARE FOR WHAT WE EAT


Augustus’s wife, Livia, even more the matriarch when her husband was dying, controlled the time of death with a fig laced in deadly nightshade, atropine, as it was called in Greek after the Fate who cut the last thread of human life, belladonna as it became known for its use in giving women beautiful big eyes. Or so it was said.


Atropine was a popular drug for poisoners. It had long had its place in the line of the Caesars. The Egyptian queen Cleopatra, lover of Julius Caesar, loved the nightshade as both a cosmetic and a killer. It was Cleopatra’s defeat that had brought Augustus to his decades of power before an end maybe hastened by her signature make-up in his fruit.


Poisoning was not easy. Like so much else, from putting on a toga in the morning to preparing for bed, it required trusted staff (some four or five slaves for the toga alone). Few could ever be trusted enough. It was never certain that Livia was a poisoner. She had a luxurious garden of rare herbs and a decorated dining room which reminded her guests of her opportunities to poison them as they ate. She had many enemies who might have made up the story, not least Tiberius himself.


The fig is less a matter of maybe. Augustus enjoyed the produce of his own gardens as the Roman aristocracy long had done, liking to praise the produce of Italy and, by patriotic contrast, diminish that of everywhere else. There were popularly believed reasons why food grown in Italy was finer than any other. The precious metals under its soil were not mined. They were left untouched to add flavour to vegetables and fruit. Augustus knew that there was no gold or silver or even copper and tin in Italy. If there had been it would most certainly have been extracted for sale, not left to make sweeter figs. But many patriots preferred the myth.


Food was part of an individual’s character and the character of a whole people. A tongue was for talking and for eating. In street language, poetry and the farces of the stage, it was for sex. The Latin tongue was as special for the Romans as their land. The flatterer and the glutton, the names already beginning their life on the Palatine, were extremes of the same use of the lingua Latina.


Augustus liked it to be known that small figs and second-class bread were the staple of his diet at home. This was one of many self-conscious Roman virtues that for a while survived the rise of empire while others faded. The poet Horace, often a promoter of Augustus’s ideals, was the son of a former slave and seller of cheap salted meat and fish. He wrote of how the simple vegetables from his farm outdid the feasts of kings. Horace was a pioneer of the satire, a word originally meaning the most mundane mincemeat, and invited grandees in elegant verse to his modest table, gently mocking the fashion for goose liver stuffed with figs. Love of plain country food was the official story from the court for the world outside, whatever the luxuries that its cooks could provide from all ends of the empire.


In 14 CE, whatever the roles of figs and belladonna, Livia delayed the death notice until her son had his preparations in place. For ten years Tiberius had been also Augustus’s son. Together, Tiberius and Livia were left with the reins with which to rule and the servants who would help to hold them.


Rome’s first emperor left a will prepared in part by his former slaves, Hilarion and Polybius. He bequeathed a household account book of the empire, along with a warning that its responsibilities not be expanded. His private legacy ranged from the tax due from provinces to the list of slaves and other former slaves, those who bore his name and from whom his successor could demand account. There was money in the treasury, not a huge sum since Augustus had not been a hoarder, and a successful economy based on high public expenditure and imperial taxes. There were poets and historians who knew their patriotic duty. It was not yet clear how Tiberius stood towards his political, economic or cultural inheritance.


Although there was nervousness on the Palatine and ignorance in the empire far away, the news of Tiberius’s succession was at least the outcome most expected. The Vitellii depended on the succession of a Caesar. Already it was important for the men and women of the palace to be able to think beyond weeks and months towards far-extending years of family rule, consolidating gains and keeping rivals out.


Augustus’s adoption of Tiberius in 4 CE, though guaranteeing nothing at first, had signalled his intentions for a hereditary monarchy. The legitimacy that he had won by himself in civil war and subsequent peace would continue through his descendants. What he could not decide was whether that first descendant needed to be a man like himself, inventive, original, an inspirer; or whether his hard-won legacy would best be served by a plodder, a consolidator, a man who slowly chewed his food.


There were other choices from within his own family, but the number was small and had shrunk over his reign. He had a massive mausoleum for himself, but few to follow him inside it. He had no son of his own and the eldest son of his sister was already buried there. A list of his achievements in bronze and marble, his Res Gestae, ‘What I achieved in my life’, stood at the gates as though a courtier permanently flattering his person. But the best chance of real permanence would be successors who owed their place to him alone.


Augustus had only one natural child, Julia, the daughter of a brief second marriage made to cement a political alliance in his rise to power and ending in divorce within days of her birth. There was never a suggestion that a woman could inherit in her own right. Julia had been strategically engaged, married and remarried – eventually to Tiberius – with results as unhappy as her mother’s. For the past sixteen years she had stood condemned as a dangerous adulteress, the danger political more than moral. In 14 CE she was still in exile, allegedly starving. Not even the palace servants knew precisely why.


Before her disgrace Julia had produced five children as the wife of Augustus’s greatest general, Agrippa, three sons, two of them dead at eighteen and twenty-three – one judged by her father as hardly better than a beast – and two daughters. From her marriage to Tiberius there had been only one child, a son, who had died soon after birth. After that her links to ambitious men at the court aroused Augustus’s constant suspicions.


The emperor who wanted a dynasty had been peculiarly implacable against the one woman who could directly give it to him. Even Ovid, Rome’s most popular poet, was in exile, and for mysterious reasons connected to Julia and her daughters. Ovid was a supreme artist in many forms. His works included not just Metamorphoses, an erotic literary guide to the borders between gods, men and beasts, but Ars Amatoria (The Art of Love), practical poetic advice for male and female seducers. The Augustus who promoted virtuous eating habits did not mind the higher literature but did not, it was said, want the sex guide.


Ovid was in a world of art way above the bawdy street farces of the Glutton and the Chewer, but he used the same sexual ambiguities when it suited him, more subtly but more woundingly too. In an archery competition Ovid’s word for bow was not just a bow. No part was just a part, no service just a job, and a goal was an ejaculation as much as any other end in mind. Ovid had many enemies: those he had hurt, those he had let down and those who had read his poems with guilts about themselves.


The author of The Art of Love was an early victim of the courtly truth that what was amusing when the emperor was relaxed, might be treason when courtiers whispered that he needed to assert himself. Some connected Ovid specifically to the immoralities of the imperial family. In as much as anyone could be sure, that was enough for him to be exiled to the Black Sea and still be there at Augustus’s death.


The elder Julia was her father’s first and last hope of his own descendants, but no part of his future plans. She had not even known that her father was dying at Nola. She knew only that two of her surviving children were also exiled. Her son, Agrippa Postumus, named after her husband, Agrippa, and born after his death, stood condemned by Augustus as a waste of Palatine space. His strength of body was not matched by strength of mind: he liked not just to fish but to style himself Neptune. There was also her namesake daughter, condemned on similar sexual political charges to her own.


Instead, Julia’s estranged husband, Tiberius, was at the head of the succession race and for further reassurance for the future he had a nephew, Germanicus, son of Antonia and his brother, Drusus, who carried the bloodline of Augustus and stood next in line. Germanicus was famously unlike Tiberius. In the summer of 14 CE he was in Gaul keeping the peace for tax collection. He was charismatic, popular and also neatly married to Julia’s other daughter Agrippina, the only grandchild of Augustus neither dead nor banished from Rome.


This was a complex structure of exclusions, inclusions, expectations and hopes. Adopting Tiberius, after the early deaths of Julia’s elder sons, his direct male heirs, was part of a programme of merging the emperor’s Julian family, grown smaller by ill luck and ill feeling, with Livia’s own much larger, and historically more eminent, Claudians. The whole was the Julio-Claudian house, but the Julian side, as Augustus knew, lacked the numbers to stay equal over time. A ruling family headed by Tiberius, with Livia still in place and Germanicus ahead, was a reasonable certainty for those who served the increasingly Claudian house of Julius Caesar’s heirs.


It was not clear, however, what sort of ruler Tiberius would be, or how the court would have to adjust to him. Charisma had been the oil in the old machine. Augustus was a populist. The people and the army had backed him against the aristocratic senators who had murdered Julius Caesar. He had returned the favour with public works and the always careful acknowledgement that the people had the power. His family story and personal charms had made the system run. Tiberius was not a populist. He was not a charismatic man. There needed to be new ways to make the running smooth.


Those who worked in libraries could already know about the theory of flattery. In a house of Julius Caesar’s family on the Bay of Naples there were at least three different theoretical studies on rivalries for a master’s attention, whether the opposite of flattery was frankness or friendship, the kinds of scholastic dispute which enlivened debates after dinner. But there were few readers, and no clear route from theory to practice for anyone who did read. The whim of the master overseeing the discussion was the way that mattered.


Meanwhile, at her father’s death, in her exile from the halls of the Palatine, the elder Julia was already part of half-forgotten history. The only daughter of the Emperor Augustus was already fading away, at first both alive and remembered, then alive but dead in the household memory, then hardly more than a ghost, not visited, not even visible with a backward look. She was allowed her last starving breath in the year of her husband’s arrival on the throne. Agrippa Postumus, her son who called himself Neptune, died in that year too, leaving few mourners.
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A WOLF BY ITS EARS


For the servants of the domus Caesaris, as for any Roman household, the hereditary succession of a new head was in one way as normal as death itself: a son replaced a father and the house went on, upwards or downwards depending on the skill and fortune of the next generation. So it was with the Vitellii. But it was novel, even strange, for this process to apply to everywhere and everyone. Rome had occasionally been ruled by autocrats before, appointed for emergencies or the pretence of emergency; never in the 500 years since it expelled its kings had it experienced autocrats in a dynastic succession.


The powers of most officials lasted only a year, were awarded by election and were shared. The assassins of Julius Caesar had killed – and died – in order to keep that principle alive. Augustus ruled under the standard of ending civil war and stopping its return. He flattered the citizens of Rome, the high and the low, that they were still the ones in charge and that he was merely a princeps, their first citizen, the head of Caesar’s house. They, in return, gave him respect that at some points came close to worship. It was a double deceit which the months after his death made all too clear. Augustus’s legitimacy came from victory in war and the concealment of a military coup in comfortable disguise; Tiberius’s right to rule – or even to be considered for rule – came only by being the son of the emperor’s wife.


After the news from Nola there were immediate army revolts, disputes over pay and conditions of service, signs of more than mere disquiet. Even the celebration of a new festival for Augustus produced riots over actors’ pay. Troops restored order, but they could not run an empire. The occupants of the Palatine needed new rules, new conventions, new flexibilities to manage an empire in the manner of a house.


Tiberius was reluctant to show the way. This simple indecision, the truth that he was not like Augustus, may have been the very reason why Augustus had chosen him. Germanicus would have been more likely to bring ideas and energy, but energy was arguably not what was most required. Consolidation and caution were more important.


In his military middle age, on the borders of the empire, Tiberius had grown used to the predictable obedience that comes with army rules. He had enjoyed too the simplicities of leisured life in island Greece. Even early in his reign he spoke of wanting to retire and of returning Rome from his one-man rule to rule by the few and the many. But he was ‘holding a wolf by its ears’, he sighed. Was it safer to keep holding the wolf and endure its struggle or to let the wolf go and risk the jaws of civil war? He could not let it go.


Any Caesar, any ordinary, unexceptional Caesar, however sluggish, however dull, was the way by which the destruction of war would be kept at bay. That seemed to have been Augustus’s dying view. Peace might bring its own problems, but the household could deal with those. The staff could adapt. The lesson for anyone with an Augustus cup and a Tiberius cup was that there was new power but still also old power: the emperor among the gods would still be watching from around the rim.


For those on the Palatine adjustment was not simple. There were many different players, the surviving remains of Augustus’s way of rule, the falling but not yet fallen and the rising, whose path was hard to see. There was still a cadre of senior men of the senate whose authority Tiberius said he wanted to restore but whose restored authority he feared. New men might aim to supplant them, but no one could be sure of when and how.


Even execution and exile could not destroy threats from those using his own family name. A man in Gaul had claimed to be Julia’s fisherman son, Agrippa Postumus. The impostor was a former slave of Postumus who had succeeded in raising a small army, though not in protecting his infant court from a Palatine spy. This pseudo-Agrippa, once captured, saw no purpose in flattering Tiberius. Tortured on the rack and with no prospect of survival, he revealed the names of none of his fellow conspirators, replying to the emperor’s own question ‘How did you come to be Agrippa?’ with the answer ‘The same way that you became Caesar.’


This was an irresistible story, also a dangerous one to tell, descending, as it did, into the deepest source of Tiberius’s insecurity. The favour of the new master was the currency that courtiers needed most, a fact to be hidden by a range of face-saving deceits. Under Augustus’s one-man rule it had become normal to pretend that he was only the princeps, the first among equals. The pretence required for Tiberius was already different.


When Augustus concealed his autocracy, he first cowed the senators with memories of the civil bloodshed he had ended, secondly encouraged the second order of society, the equites or businessmen knights, with commercial opportunities in a booming economy of public works at home and abroad, some of it overseen by Tiberius. And thirdly he empowered a small household bureaucracy.


That domestic office, promoting little overall policy but answering queries from across the empire, was where Lucius Vitellius aimed to thrive. The new emperor would be known not just for what he did (in a time of peace there were fewer opportunities for doing) but for what he might possibly do, or what people thought he might do. The Palatine currency was in signs and words, not just on the coinage itself but in letters that were answered and, hardly less important, those that were not.


Many of Lucius’s colleagues were slaves and former slaves, men and women whose names were the same as their master’s: a ‘Tiberius Julius’, not so long ago enslaved in the Asian port of Smyrna, might be as unique in his skills as he was nominally indistinguishable from many others. These men understood the minds of the emperor’s subjects much better than did those of the old Roman military and political class. They knew the local codes.


The enslaved could be free. The Palatine household was no different from those on the city’s other hills. Romans for the most part did not see slavery as an unchangeable state of nature. A Greek nurse, bought and sold in Athens, had more chance of freedom in Rome than if she had stayed at home. She could be a Claudia, like her mistress. There were promotions, jobs bought and sold. ‘Sales of smoke’ might mean the passing-on of news or the offer of appointments that never quite happened. The seeds of later bureaucracies were there at these beginnings.


Lucius Vitellius was skilled at picking winners. He had the example of his father, the first of his family with a career at Rome, a man whose status rose to that of procurator, one of the many overseeing domestic tax receipts, sometimes doing the same job abroad in large provinces governed by senators or even a few small ones which they could govern themselves. The prefects in charge of Egypt, the corn supply and the city guard also reported directly to Augustus, a policy designed to stop unreliable senators having too much independent power. It was uncertain whether Tiberius would work in the same way, whether the system would work properly if he did and how much, beyond the Palatine itself, it really mattered who was emperor.


The exiled Ovid, desperate for return, saw his salvation in the whole domus Caesaris, not in the new sole occupant of the throne. In his Metamorphoses, his epic of possibility and change, he had compared the Palatine to the home of the Olympian gods. Soon after Augustus’s death Ovid sent a poem to Rome praising not the ascent of Tiberius to the throne but the ascent of Augustus to those heavens beyond the Milky Way. He asked for it to be recited in the palace, to be heard by hundreds as well as read by the few.


This stratagem did not help Ovid: his crime, whatever it was, was not so easily forgiven. But although he had been outlawed for six years and could sense the political wind of Rome only by letters and visitors, his general sense was acute. There was an important pretence at Rome that Augustus was still the primary figure in politics – even after his death.


At the same time, however, Tiberius held power’s reins and might choose to pull them one way or another. This was the new reality of one man, one house. Proximity to Tiberius brought the chance to learn about the new power – at dinners, at diplomatic meetings, at visits to soldiers. Food and force fuelled the machine. Flattery greased it.


Tiberius was not a confident populist like Augustus. He was not a charismatic leader. He avoided crowds. He wanted to trust those immediately around him, and if people failed the test, he would find others. Flattery quickly became the new oil, applied from those close below rather than flowing down from above. That was the beginning of the household’s slippery truth.


Early every morning the Vitellii became part of a packed crowd of permitted admirers, a salutatio at which Tiberius showed himself in the portico of the palace, reviving the tradition of Augustus, who had strictly enforced attendance in formal dress except on days when the senate was sitting. This was the political theatre for Augustus the actor, also the place where his body had been brought to lie in state. It was as though he had never left.


Augustus never said goodbye to the Palatine. At the end of his life he had been too ill to take the salutatio. At Nola he had made his final bow only in his mind and to a very few, seeking an answer in applause to the question of how well he had performed.


The restoration of the salutatio by Tiberius was both the same and not the same. There was no stardust and no star, only a way of seeing who was greeted in person, who was kissed and how, who was a power and who might not be. Senators entered first, then the richer men of business, the equites, then sometimes some from the populus, the city mass who had luck and the time. The amici, the emperor’s friends, were there all the time.


Already jostling for position, enduring the daily acceptance of an autocrat’s right to rule, were the sons of the elderly Publius Vitellius, Publius and Lucius to the fore, Quintus and Aulus a bit behind. A curious enquirer into who mattered (or might matter) in the first year of Tiberius’s reign heard names in a shifting list – the emperor’s Claudian cousins, Julian nephews, slaves, ex-slaves, Greek prophets, gentlemen soldiers and lawyers.


Most were present in Rome, but not all. Germanicus was the most potent name, the newly designated heir, deemed suitable but not quite yet, a man with plans, but ones best kept for a future time. Tiberius’s brother’s son, aged twenty-nine, was away taxing Gaul when Augustus died at Nola. An immediate return seemed unlikely.
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