















SORDID SEX LIVES


Shocking stories of perversion and promiscuity from Nero to Nilsen
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INTRODUCTION


Some of the most revered figures in history and culture have had a little secret – and sometimes it has not been a well-kept one. These famous figures had a strange sexual quirk, what we would nowadays refer to as a perversion. Their kink might not have been illegal, or even unusual, at the time they lived. However, their perversion added, at the very least, an interesting dimension to their character.


Sex is at once the passion that is the most Promethean and the most subject to fashion. In classical Greece, it was common for older men to have sex with young boys in their care. An organization called the Order of Chaeronea tried to promote this practice again in the 19th century. Today it would – rightly – be condemned as paedophilia.


In the early 19th century, there was a ‘defloration mania’. Older gentlemen sought out young virgin girls to have sex with. Once deflowered, they would be discarded. The Criminal Law Amendment Act of 1885, passed in the UK, sought to outlaw this by raising the age of consent for females from 13 to 16. Ironically, Oscar Wilde fell foul of an amendment to this act that outlawed acts of ‘gross indecency’ between males.


In the 18th century, there had been a fashion for flagellation. Brothels were set up where gentlemen could beat or be beaten by prostitutes. And this voguish vice was not confined to the male sex. Women set up flagellation clubs where they could beat each other, in lieu of sex.


Homosexual practices, now widely accepted in the West, have variously been condemned, outlawed, frowned upon, or else considered the height of fashion. Similarly lesbianism – though rarely recognized, let alone outlawed – has sometimes been à la mode. Fellatio, cunnilingus, anal sex and even miscegenation – sex between the races – have all been outlawed in various US states. Although these days they are considered normal practice, they were once considered perverted.


This need not bother us here. People who were once persecuted for their sexual orientation or for performing practices now considered the everyday fare of a healthy sex life are not the subject of this book. In these pages, we are concentrating on those who have sailed to the furthest shores of sexual experience and journeyed to erogenous areas that are, if not illegal, at least distasteful.


The reader should be warned that there is material in this book that is disturbing and, if one has that mindset, downright evil. But it is not my position to sanction or condemn. There are the authorities of the Church and state to do that. I am a writer. I merely report so that others can make their own minds up.


What strikes me is how deeply sexual perverts are embedded in society. In this book, we present perverts who were political leaders, murderers, movie stars and, most abundantly of all, artists, composers and writers. This raises the question: Is perversion the wellspring of creativity? It is a question I cannot answer.


Only you and your sexual partners know what you get up to behind the bedroom door. And what they get up to with people other than you may not be the same thing at all. Getting to the ‘truth’ about human sexuality is impossible. No one is immune to the blandishments of sex. It is no good asking sociologists or psychologists. They are human beings too and must, by that very fact, have a slanted view. Everyone – even those who only have sex with themselves or their God – has an opinion that is biased.


Taking a survey is useless too. When it comes to sex, everyone lies. Some exaggerate; others understate. Ask two people what they did together behind closed doors and you will get completely different stories.


What I have done here is piece together individual stories from written autobiographies and significant interviews, along with the accounts of those who knew these personalities or had sex with them. That way we may reach, if not the truth, then something approaching it.


Many of the people in this book have become mythologized over time. For instance, I find it particularly puzzling that Oscar Wilde – the great writer that he was – is now seen as a saint, a martyr to the cause of gay liberation, when he was not interested in having sex with other men. What he preferred was sex with underage boys. These days he would have fallen foul of the laws against sex offenders. But then so would Paul Gauguin and several of the other characters in this book.


Then there is the strange case of Adolf Hitler. There are white supremacists in Britain and America, and xenophobes in Eastern Europe, who still admire this man. But if they knew what he got up to in the bedroom, they might find it harder to look up to him, unless they were involved in the same degrading practices. Five of Hitler’s lovers committed suicide. How bad do you have to be?


Nigel Cawthorne





CLEOPATRA


THE NYMPHOMANIAC WHO TORE APART THE ANCIENT WORLD
69–30 BC



Cleopatra is famous for her affairs with Julius Caesar and Mark Antony, which threatened to undermine the Roman republic. But her sex life was much more extensive – and devious – than that. She married two of her brothers, put on erotic entertainments, enjoyed orgies and was said to have fellated one hundred Roman centurions in a single night. The Greeks called her Meriochane, which means ‘she who gapes wide for a thousand men’. And, like many upper-class women in ancient Egypt, she liked to show off her body and wore clothing made of the flimsiest see-through fabric.


Cleopatra’s full name was Cleopatra VII Thea Philopator – Greek for ‘Goddess Loving Her Father’ – and she believed in keeping it in the family. She married her brother, King Ptolemy XIII, and after he died she married another brother, who became King Ptolemy XIV. Cleopatra served as co-ruler with both of them.


Modern forensic reconstructions have shown that the inbred Cleopatra was not the great beauty she is often assumed to have been. But what she lacked in good looks she more than made up for in sex appeal. The Greek historian Plutarch said: ‘We have been told that her beauty was by no means flawless, or even remarkable at first glance, but anyone listening to her for even a moment was captivated by her irresistible charm.’


LEWD JOKES


Cleopatra was thought to have taken her first lover when she was 12, and she first met Mark Antony at the age of 14 when he was a young staff officer. By then she already had a reputation as a nymphomaniac. Known for her lewd jokes and sexually provocative conversation, at 21 Cleopatra quickly captivated the 52-year-old Julius Caesar after, famously, having herself delivered to him in a rolled-up carpet.


Although Caesar was already married, he and Cleopatra went through an Egyptian wedding ceremony, after which he took her and their son Caesarion to Rome, erecting them in one of his homes. He publicly declared his love for her by installing her statue in the temple of Venus, from whom Caesar claimed descent. The idea of deifying a foreigner angered the people of Rome and may have led to Caesar’s murder in 44 BC.


‘CLEOPATRA HERSELF LAY
BENEATH A CANOPY SPLASHED
WITH GOLD, POSED LIKE VENUS
IN A PAINTING, WHILE BOYS AS
HANDSOME AS EROS GENTLY
FANNED HER. APHRODITE HAD
ARRIVED TO SPORT WITH
DIONYSUS.’


Plutarch


After Caesar’s death the Roman empire was divided between Octavian (who as Augustus would become Rome’s first emperor) in the west and Mark Antony, who married Octavian’s sister Octavia, in the east. Determined to seduce Mark Antony, Cleopatra sailed to Tarsus, in modern Turkey, in a barge with a deck of gold, silver oars and purple sails. The Roman biographer Suetonius said her arrival was announced by the music of flutes and lutes. She was dressed as Venus, attended by Cupids and the three Graces.


Knowing Mark Antony’s tastes, Cleopatra laid on entertainments featuring the cineadii – effeminate men – who performed lewd dances for him. She surrounded him with concubines and eunuchs, along with the ‘Inimitables’, gilded youth who were said to possess sole knowledge of the supreme refinements of oriental sensuality. They put on erotic theatricals, in one of which another guest played the Greek sea god Glaucus, painted blue and writhing naked on the floor.


According to Plutarch, ‘Cleopatra flattered Antony, always dreaming up some fresh delight, careful never to let him stray from her either day or night. She rolled dice with him, drank with him, hunted with him, and faithfully watched him exercise and play war games. And even when he scrambled about the city hiding in doorways and windows, taunting and teasing complete strangers, she went along with it. For Antony liked to disguise himself as a servant and, on occasion, wound up being cursed and sometimes beaten, although most people recognized him. Nonetheless, the Alexandrians enjoyed his crude jokes, and joined in his pranks in their own elegant and cultured way.’


Antony’s relationship with Cleopatra caused political problems, and he returned to Rome to patch things up with Octavian – leaving Cleopatra pregnant with twins. Eventually, though, Antony divorced Octavia and returned to marry Cleopatra, making the split with Octavian absolute. Nevertheless Antony wrote to Octavian, trying to heal the rift.





Incest in Ancient Egypt


Since the Macedonian general Ptolemy I had taken control of Egypt after the death of Alexander the Great in 323 BC, the Ptolemaic dynasty had intermarried incestuously to maintain their pure Macedonian blood. But even before that, Egyptian Pharaohs were no strangers to incest, since property passed down the maternal line. When a Pharaoh’s wife died, he would marry his daughter and, when she died, his granddaughter, so as to keep his hands on the family’s wealth.





‘What has come over you?’ he wrote. ‘Do you object to my sleeping with Cleopatra? But we are married; and it is not as if this were anything new – the affair started nine years ago. And what about you? Are you faithful to Livia Drusilla? My congratulations if, when you receive this letter, you are not in bed with Tertullia, Terentilla, Rufilla, or Salvia Titisena – or all of them. What does it matter where, or with whom, you have sex?’


DUNG BEETLE WORSHIPPER


Octavian grew angry when Mark Antony taunted him for divorcing his first wife ‘because she complained too much about the influence of his concubine’, and for openly seducing the wives and daughters of consuls and other officials. Octavian reacted by telling the Senate that Mark Antony had enslaved himself to a queen who worshipped dung beetles. He also claimed that Mark Antony intended to divide the empire up between the children that he had had with Cleopatra and Caesarion, the son that she had borne to Julius Caesar.


War was inevitable, and Octavian defeated Mark Antony and Cleopatra at the Battle of Actium, after which Mark Antony killed himself by falling on his sword. Cleopatra now found herself at the mercy of Octavian. When she threatened to kill herself and destroy her treasure, he sent a silver-tongued freedman to tell her that Octavian was already half in love with her, even at a distance – and soon that distance would shrink. Cleopatra therefore thought she could seduce Octavian as well. When he arrived in Alexandria and entered her luxurious apartments, he found her draped carelessly across an ornate chaise-longue, her skin softened by freshly drawn asses’ milk. Surrounded by busts of Julius Caesar, she pulled out some of his love letters that she had stuffed in her bosom and read them out in a plaintive voice. But for once her seductive powers failed. She was now 39 and no longer the young temptress who had beguiled Julius Caesar. When Octavian was unmoved, she threw herself to her knees before him and begged to be allowed to die. But Octavian wanted her alive so that he could parade her down the Via Sacra in Rome as his captive. He had her food closely examined so that she could not poison herself. Unwilling to be exhibited in chains and publicly humiliated, Cleopatra killed herself using two asps – small poisonous snakes – which were smuggled to her in a basket of figs. When Octavian heard what had happened, he was distraught and tried to revive her. But it was too late.





Julius Caesar
100–44 BC


Cleopatra’s first conquest, Julius Caesar, had a far-from-straightforward love life himself. On military service in the east as a youth, Caesar had a much-publicized homosexual affair with King Nicomedes of Bithynia in northwest Anatolia. The governor of nearby Cilicia, Gnaeus Cornelius Dolabella, called Caesar ‘the queen’s rival and the inner partner of the royal bed’, while the tribune Gaius Scribonius Curio the Elder called Caesar ‘the brothel of Nicomedes, and the Bithynian stew’. Later when Caesar pleaded the cause of Nysa, the daughter of Nicomedes, before the Senate, he recounted the king’s many kindnesses to him. In reply, the orator Cicero said: ‘Pray tell us no more of that. We all know what he gave you and what you gave him in return.’ Even Caesar’s friend Catullus wrote a poem comparing him to a famous pathic – the ‘girl’ in a gay relationship. Throughout his life Caesar spent large sums of money on handsome young slaves.


Despite his gay reputation, Caesar had numerous affairs with women. According to Suetonius, he ‘spent much energy and money on his lusts, and seduced many women of high rank’. Among them were the wives of his two co-rulers in the First Triumvirate.


Despite Curio’s earlier slur, he spoke with some admiration of Caesar’s reputation for swinging both ways, calling him ‘Every woman’s husband and every man’s wife’. This was echoed by Suetonius, who said that Caesar was ‘a man to every woman and a woman to every man’.


Caesar’s assassin Marcus Brutus told the story that a man named Octavius, a well-known practical joker, saluted the triumvir Pompey as king and Caesar as queen and, while entertaining him at dinner, arranged for Caesar to sit among the catamites. Even Caesar’s victorious legions in Gaul teased him, singing as they marched: ‘The Gauls to Caesar yield, Caesar to Nicomede.’ And as they marched across the Rubicon to take Rome, they sang another ribald song:


Lock your wives away, you Romans,
A bald whoremonger home we bring,
In Gaul his tarts cost you all your gold,
So now he’ll be just borrowing.


Caesar also loved dark-skinned beauties and fell for Eunoë, a Moor and the wife of a man named Bogudes. He lavished expensive gifts on both the willing wife and the compliant husband.


By the time Caesar died, it was said that his health had been undermined by his incessant debauches. He asked for a bill to be drawn up legitimizing any marriage he made to whatever women he pleased, ‘for the procreation of children’. However, before he could have his marriage to Cleopatra recognized, he was stabbed to death in the Senate. His last words were not ‘Et tu Brute?’ as is often assumed. It was Shakespeare who put those Latin words, meaning ‘You too Brutus’, in his mouth. Roman historians said that his last words were in Greek, not Latin, and he said to Brutus ‘Kai su, technon?’ – which means ‘You too, my child?’


It is likely that Brutus was indeed his son. Brutus’s mother, Servilia, was one of Caesar’s many mistresses.








TIBERIUS


THE ROMAN EMPEROR WHO SET THE BENCHMARK FOR DEPRAVITY
42 BC–AD 37


Tiberius, the second emperor of Rome, is remembered as a depraved pervert who ruled by murder and mayhem. He enjoyed watching people being flogged and forced the noble youths of Rome to be his catamites. According to Suetonius, he had a room in his villa on Capri ‘adapted to the purpose of secret wantonness, where he entertained companies of girls and catamites, and assembled from all quarters inventors of unnatural copulations’.


Tiberius’s excesses in later life can be put down to the fact that the emperor Augustus – his stepfather – forced him to give up his good and virtuous wife Vipsania, whom he loved, to marry Augustus’s daughter Julia, an inveterate adulteress. Earlier Tiberius’s mother, Livia, had also been forced to divorce his father and marry Augustus, after his father had supported Mark Antony against Augustus in Rome.


Vipsania remarried, and Tiberius was seen following her through the streets with ‘tears in his eyes and intense unhappiness written on his face’. When Augustus heard of this, he gave orders that Tiberius was never to see Vipsania again. Tiberius went into voluntary exile in Rhodes, returning to become emperor in AD 14. He was then allowed to divorce Julia, who had gone off the rails and been sent into exile.





Suetonius
(AD C.71 – C.135)


The sex lives of the first 12 Caesars were recorded in detail by the Roman writer Suetonius in his Lives of the Caesars. They were:


• Julius Caesar, lived 100 BC – 44 BC


• Augustus, ruled 31 BC – AD 14


• Tiberius, ruled AD 14 – 37


• Gaius (Caligula), ruled AD 37 – 41


• Claudius, ruled AD 41 – 54


• Nero, ruled AD 54 – 68


• Galba, ruled AD 68 – 69


• Otho, ruled AD 69


• Vitellius, ruled AD 69


• Vespasian, ruled AD 69 – 79


• Titus, ruled AD 79 – 81


• Domitian, ruled AD 81 – 96


The year 69 was known as the ‘Year of Four Emperors’. Lives of the Caesars was written during the reign of Hadrian (AD 117 – 38). Suetonius was Hadrian’s secretary and it seems that he was dismissed for sleeping with Hadrian’s wife. Hadrian himself was more interested in boys. Suetonius wrote a number of other salacious books, including Lives of Famous Whores, which, sadly, has been lost.





During his time as emperor, Tiberius became increasingly afraid that people were plotting against him. In AD 27, now in his late sixties, he left Rome and moved to the island of Capri, where he spent the remaining 11 years of his life. He built a palace which had a special chamber with numerous couches called a cellaria where troupes of naked boys and girls from all over the empire performed for him. They would have sex in front of him in groups of three to ‘excite his waning passion’. Then he would indulge in orgies of sodomy, fellatio and coprophilia.


PORNOGRAPHIC FRIEZES


A number of small rooms were furnished with the most obscene pictures and statues he could lay his hands on, and the walls were decorated with pornographic friezes. They also had sex manuals from Elephantis in Egypt ‘so that none might want for a pattern for the filthy things they were expected to do’, according to Suetonius. In his own bedroom he had a painting of the goddess Atalanta performing fellatio on the warrior Meleager. In the woods and glades that surrounded the palace, Tiberius kept young people of both sexes to ‘indulge their passions in the guise of Pans and nymphs’. It was also said that he trained young boys from noble families – whom he called his ‘minnows’ – to dive between his legs when he was swimming to nibble and suck on his private parts. In an even more outlandish version of this story, he was said to cover his genitals with crumbs to entice mullet to nibble on them as he reclined in a warm rock pool. Suetonius, author of Lives of the Caesars, claimed that Tiberius had unweaned babies suck on his penis as if it were their mothers’ breast. To encourage them, he coated his member with milk and honey.


Suetonius also said that, during a sacrifice, Tiberius took such a fancy to the beautiful boy holding the censer that, before the religious rites were over, he took him aside and sexually abused him, along with his brother who was playing the flute. When they protested about his disgusting behaviour, he had their legs broken.


THE OLD GOAT


Tiberius was just as bad with women, even those of high birth and stainless reputation. A Roman matron named Mallonia was forced into his bed. He was known to be an extremely ugly man in old age and, after she showed a certain repugnance at what was required of her, he had paid informers make false accusations about her. During her trial he kept shouting out ‘Are you sorry now?’ When Mallonia left court, she went home and, after a tirade against ‘that filthy-mouthed, hairy, stinking man’, she stabbed herself to death.


It is plain that what she objected to was the wrinkly old Tiberius performing cunnilingus on her, as a joke at his expense was inserted into a play about an ‘old goat’ savouring does with his tongue. Goat is caper in Latin and is a pun on the name Capri. Indeed, Tiberius’s sexual theme park on Capri was known as Caprineum, which means ‘Goatland’.


Recently discovered inscriptions in his ruined palace have revealed that Tiberius enjoyed triple anal penetration and that every member of his household had to bow down before his wizened, diseased penis every morning. He was also devoted to sexual research, measuring the maximum capacity of the anal cavity and setting up a mile-long daisy-chain with male slaves, each of whom was to be strangled at the moment of orgasm. His ultimate aim, apparently, was for everyone in the empire to participate so that the known world would explode in one giant eruption of semen.


‘MENTION TIBERIUS AND
THE NAME EVOKES A
SCEPTRED BUTCHER ILL WITH
SATYRIASIS – A TACITURN
TYRANT, HIDEOUS AND
DEBAUCHED; AN UNCLEAN
OLD MAN, DEVISING IN
THE CRYPTS OF A PALACE
INFAMIES SO MONSTROUS.’


J. Stuart Hay


Though some of the accusations against him are fanciful, there is little doubt that Tiberius was a brutal sadist who had people mercilessly flogged merely for crossing his path. A fisherman offered him a large mullet he had caught and hauled up the cliff at the rear of the palace, but Tiberius had become so afraid of assassination that he ordered the man’s face to be scrubbed raw with the fish scales. The poor man cried out in agony, ‘Thank heavens, I did not offer Caesar the lobster I caught.’ Hearing this, Tiberius ordered that his face be scrubbed with the lobster too. When his litter was held up by bushes obstructing the road, he ordered the centurion who was supposed to make sure the road was clear to lie on the ground and had him flogged to within an inch of his life.





Julia
39 BC – AD 14


Tiberius’s second wife, Julia, was notoriously promiscuous. She was once accused of sleeping with her own father, Augustus. Julia was married off to the ageing admiral Marcus Agrippa, the father of Tiberius’s great love Vipsania, but she entertained herself with a series of lovers from Rome’s most distinguished families. Asked why her five children looked like her husband, Agrippa, she said: ‘Numquam enim nisi navi plena tollo vectorem,’ – ‘I do not drop the pilot until the boat is full.’ In other words, she was careful not to give herself to another man until she was already pregnant.


After Agrippa died, Julia was engaged to Mark Antony’s son Julius Antonius, and then to Cotiso, king of the Getae who lived along the banks of the lower Danube. She made several attempts to seduce Tiberius, who refused her. Then Augustus forced Tiberius to divorce Vipsania and marry Julia. They seemed happy enough to start with, but after their young son died, she gave herself up to serial adultery.


The historian Velleius Paterculus, who lived during Augustus’s reign, said: ‘His daughter Julia, entirely forgetting what she owed to her father and her husband, exceeded in lust and debauchery the utmost limits of shamelessness.’


Seneca, another contemporary, said: ‘She counted her lovers in scores. At night, she revelled through the city streets. She chose for the scene of her embraces the very forum and platform from which her father had promulgated his law against adultery. She made daily rendezvous at the statue of Marysas, for she had now turned from adulteress into whore. She had even sold her favours and sought every indulgence with unknown lovers as a prostitute.’


When one night she staged an orgy in the forum, her father put his foot down. She was sent into a comfortable exile. But once Tiberius came to power, he stopped her allowance and she starved to death. Her daughter, Julia the Younger, had followed her mother’s example and was also exiled for adultery. If either of the two Julias were mentioned in his hearing, Augustus would say: ‘Would that I was wifeless, and had died childless.’





TORTURED TO DEATH


Not a day went by without someone being sentenced to death. Tiberius took such a delight in cruelty that anyone who actually seemed willing to die was forced to live. He would send friendly letters to people, inviting them to Capri. When they arrived he would have them tortured to death. People were flung off the cliffs into the sea, where sailors waited with poles and oars to beat to death anyone who had survived the fall. One particularly nasty torture he devised was to tie a cord tightly around a man’s penis, then force him to drink huge draughts of wine. Many killed themselves rather than visit him on Capri. Despite Tiberius’s fear of people plotting against him in Rome, the danger was rather closer to home. He was killed in his bed by Gaius Germanicus Caligula, the very man whom he had chosen to be his successor. Tiberius’s last wish was for his corpse to be buggered by a well-endowed slave. No one could be found to perform the task despite the large amount of cash on offer.





CALIGULA


THERE WAS NOTHING HE WOULD NOT TRY
AD 12–41


Suetonius said that Tiberius’s successor, Caligula, ‘could not control his natural cruelty and viciousness’. He lived incestuously with his three sisters, prostituting them to his favourites. He had any man or woman he wanted. None dared refuse. He married the wife of one of his generals and took pleasure in displaying her naked to his friends. He often wore women’s clothing and ordered torture and brutal executions as mealtime entertainment. Eventually the Praetorian Guard turned against him and stabbed him to death.


Born the son of a Roman general, Gaius Germanicus was nicknamed Caligula – ‘Little Boot’ – after the army footwear he wore as a child. When he was seven, his father, his mother, Agrippina the Elder, and his two older brothers were executed by the emperor Tiberius in his paranoid purges. But Caligula and his three sisters survived. He was summoned to Capri where he managed to ingratiate himself with Tiberius. There he witnessed the old man’s sexual depravity and his fondness for torture and executions. And as Tiberius’s favourite, he got to indulge perverted whims of his own.


‘Even at that time he could not control his natural cruelty and viciousness,’ wrote Suetonius. ‘He was a most eager witness of the tortures and executions of those who suffered punishment, revelling at night in gluttony and adultery, disguised in a wig and a long robe, passionately devoted besides to the theatrical arts of dancing and singing, in which Tiberius very willingly indulged him, in the hope that through these his savage nature might be softened. This last was so clearly evident to the shrewd old man, that he used to say now and then that to allow Gaius to live would prove the ruin of himself and of all men.’


Tiberius was right. After Caligula had gone through a number of marriages and affairs, he killed Tiberius, possibly out of revenge for the murder of his father, mother and brothers. The Romans were delighted that Tiberius was dead and crowds cheered Caligula as he made his way to Rome. He celebrated by brutally sacrificing 160 victims and expelling the spintriae – homosexual prostitutes – from Rome.


‘HE LIVED IN HABITUAL
INCEST WITH ALL HIS
SISTERS, AND AT A LARGE
BANQUET HE PLACED EACH
OF THEM IN TURN BELOW
HIM, WHILE HIS WIFE
RECLINED ABOVE.’


Suetonius


AT THE GAMES


Unlike Julius Caesar or Tiberius, Caligula was a great fan of the games. He was inordinately proud of the size of his penis and liked to flash it at the crowds. He could even be seen masturbating or being attended to by Rome’s most skilled and beautiful prostitutes while below, in the ring, victorious gladiators would spell out the emperor’s name in their victims’ blood, dotting the i with the severed head. Caligula often ordered the death of the loser by removing his thumb, or perhaps his whole fist, from the anus of a catamite from Mesopotamia, where rectal elasticity was said to be greatly prized.


The defeated would be despatched in the most brutal way – chopped up while still alive, prodded with a red-hot poker or finished off by a butcher with a cleaver. Not only did Caligula enjoy the bloodshed, he also enjoyed the gladiators. His favourites were as accomplished in the bedroom as they were in the ring and, after the games, he would appear in the changing room to view the blood-splattered gladiators naked.


INCEST


Since childhood, Caligula had maintained an incestuous relationship with his sister Drusilla. It was said that he was deflowering her when they were caught in bed by his grandmother Antonia. Once he was emperor, he flaunted their affair. They lived openly as man and wife, although she was married to a man of consular rank. Incest, he claimed, was no shame, boasting that his own mother had been born as a result of the emperor Augustus’s incest with his daughter, Julia. Caligula could be seen riding round the seedier quarters of Rome with Drusilla, masturbating with one hand and hurling gold coins to the crowds with the other. He also had an amphitheatre built so that, for a small fee, the plebeian rabble could watch him bugger his sister on a solid gold stage, sometimes with some favourite gladiator entering him anally at the same time.


At some point, Caligula and Drusilla planned to have a boy child who would inherit the empire. When Caligula was afflicted with a serious illness, he named Drusilla as his successor. One aristocrat offered his life if the gods would save the emperor. Caligula took him at his word. The heads of those who predicted his death were piled on his sick bed, so he could draw strength from them.


Caligula’s other two sisters, Livilla and Agrippina the Younger, fell victim to his paranoia. They were put on display in a tent erected in front of the palace where, for five days, they were forced to have sex with all comers, including cripples and lepers. Agrippina was pregnant at the time. An imperial commission kept a tally and recorded that an astonishing 7,000 sex acts took place.


After the death of Drusilla, Caligula lived in incest with Livilla and Agrippina, while prostituting them to his catamites. He married them off, but after their weddings he took them back to his house, warning their new husbands ‘not to take liberties with my wife’. He also had sex with them openly in front of his own wife. Finally he had them banished.





The Equine Heir


The story that Caligula made his horse Incitatus a consul is probably without foundation, though his favourite mount was given a marble stall, an ivory manger with purple trappings and a jewelled necklace, and a house with furniture and servants. And the entire neighbourhood was ordered to keep silent so that the horse could sleep undisturbed. It is said that, after the death of Drusilla, Caligula attempted to conceive a fitting heir with Incitatus.





Eventually, the spintriae were allowed back into Rome to put on ever-more spectacular displays of public copulation, and dancers, singers, actors and prostitutes were summoned from the four corners of the empire. Meanwhile Caligula grew more cruel. Philosophers who criticized him had their mouths sewn up so they could not speak and their hands cut off so they could not write.


EXECUTIONS AS ENTERTAINMENT


Caligula ordered executions on a whim, or to fill the imperial coffers. He was forever thinking up more sadistic deaths for his victims. Parents were forced to watch the execution of their children. Torture, decapitation and dismemberment were provided as entertainment while he was eating. Caligula himself appeared in the arena with a razor-sharp sword, facing gladiators armed only with wooden daggers, and, to earn more money for the imperial coffers, Roman matrons and their sons and daughters were forced into prostitution. Caligula had them displayed naked in a brothel set up in his palace.





The Death of
Drusilla


At the age of 23, Drusilla suddenly died. The doctors diagnosed ‘a surfeit of buggery’. She had just finished a marathon 24-hour session with Caligula and seven well-endowed studs freshly arrived from Caesariensis, modern-day Algeria. In grief, Caligula sodomized her dead body. Even after she was cremated, he tried to revive her by masturbating into her ashes.


Caligula declared Drusilla a god. Senators and philosophers who insisted that only outstanding figures, such as Julius Caesar and Augustus, could become gods were despatched to the arena where they were crucified upside down and burnt alive. Temples were consecrated to honour her throughout Rome and the empire, and coins were minted in her memory. A season of public mourning was announced when it was declared a capital offence to laugh, bathe or even dine with members of your own family. Meanwhile Caligula began making preparations to declare himself a god and join her.





He had any man or woman he wanted, simply sending divorce papers to their spouses if necessary. His passion for Pyrallis, a common prostitute, was also notorious. He counted among his lovers a beautiful young pantomime actor, whom he was not ashamed to kiss in public, his brother-in-law and various hostages. He abducted the wife of Gaius Piso and raped her, then banished her when he suspected she was seeing Piso again. Later he married the wife of one of his generals, then abandoned her, giving orders that no other man was to make love to her.


Caesonia, reputedly the most lascivious woman in Rome, was often seen in his company. Although she was seven years older than him, her masculine looks appealed to the effeminate Caligula. He named the little girl he sired with her Drusilla and aimed to make her his heir.


Members of distant tribes known for their sexual dexterity – the Garamantes, Cietae and Quinquegentanei – were summoned to teach him the ‘seven secrets of sexual self-annihilation’. He had himself buggered publicly by his favourite gladiator, who had his head cut off at the moment of orgasm so Caligula was bathed in blood.


Plied with drugs to enhance his sexual performance, Caligula often wore women’s clothing or dressed as a god with a blond beard or as Venus or a triumphant general, wearing the breastplate of Alexander the Great, which he had stolen from his sarcophagus in Alexandria. One accused traitor was forced to publicly sodomize his own father, before strangling him. Other traitors were burnt to death with Caligula looking on in flowing women’s robes.


Caligula humiliated those of rank around him. He would insist on sleeping with their wives and, afterwards, tell the husband publicly that his wife was no good in bed, or hire her out as a whore to any low-life who wanted her. However, he made the mistake of humiliating the tribune of the Praetorian Guard in this way. The Guard cut him down at the Palatine Games and Caligula was despatched with a sword thrust through his private parts.





NERO


LEARNT INIQUITY AT HIS MOTHER’S BREAST
AD 37–68


The fifth emperor of Rome, Nero, had an incestuous affair with his mother and then murdered her. He liked to dress in women’s clothes and organized lavish orgies with vast pavilions full of naked prostitutes. Even upper-class women were forced into prostitution. He was married twice to women and twice to men – the first time as husband to a slave boy who was castrated, and the second time as wife to a slave who was not. He also donned a slave’s dress so that he could attend brothels incognito. Eventually the Romans grew tired of him and he was forced to commit suicide.


Nero came from a dysfunctional family. His father, Gnaeus Domitius Ahenobus, was prosecuted by Augustus for the bloodthirsty games he put on. He ran over a child on the Appian Way for fun, killed one of his freedmen for not drinking as much as he was told and ripped out another man’s eye in the forum. Under Tiberius he was charged with treason, adultery and incest with his sister, and was only saved by the accession of his brother-in-law, Caligula. He died when Nero was three, leaving the child to learn everything he needed to know about cruelty and perversion from his monstrous mother, Agrippina.





Fiddling While
Rome Burns


Nero is popularly portrayed as the mad emperor who played the fiddle while Rome burned. This is not true. The violin was not invented until the 16th century and its bowed forerunner did not reach Europe from Central Asia until the tenth century. Nero, however, did play the lyre – but not while Rome burned in AD 64. In fact he directed the fire-fighting.


The story that he was singing and playing the lyre while the city burned was probably put around because he took advantage of the destruction to build an extravagant palace called the Golden House. He wanted to blame the Jews for starting the fire. However, his wife Poppaea liked the Jews at court so, instead, she suggested blaming the Christians. With typical cruelty, Nero had Christians tied to stakes, smeared with tar and set alight as torches to illuminate the gardens where those rendered homeless by the fire sought refuge.





The granddaughter to Julia the Elder, Augustus’s promiscuous daughter, Agrippina, was Caligula’s much-abused sister. She urinated on her brother’s grave when she returned from exile and fed his remains to wild dogs. She poisoned her second husband, Passienus Crispus, to become the fourth wife of Caligula’s successor – and her uncle – Claudius. He named Nero co-heir beside his own son, seven-year-old Britannicus, whom Agrippina later murdered – though another story has it that Nero himself poisoned Britannicus, after using him as a catamite. Meanwhile, Agrippina was no more faithful to Claudius than his previous wife, the notorious Messalina, had been. Eventually, she poisoned him too.


INCESTUOUS PASSION


With no father around, Nero developed an incestuous passion for his own mother. Mother and son often rode together in the same litter and stains on his clothes afterwards seemed to indicate that something sexual had been going on. Nero married his cousin Octavia, after her fiancé had been forced to commit suicide. But among his concubines he included a prostitute who looked like Agrippina, and he had little time for the virtuous Octavia. Nero was just 17 when Claudius died, so his mother ruled as regent. To weaken her influence, Nero’s tutor, Lucius Annaeus Seneca, furnished him with a mistress named Acte, whom he tried to marry though it was against the law to do so as she had once been a slave. Seneca also provided Nero with handsome male slaves to sleep with.


Nero disliked the brutality of the gladiatorial arena and became an admirer of all things Greek, beginning poetry competitions, theatrical performances and athletics as rival attractions. Even the Vestal Virgins were invited to watch the athletics, though the men competed naked. There was opposition to this.


GIVEN UP TO DEBAUCHERY


‘These foreign pursuits were ruining our young men, who were giving themselves up to the indolent and shameful homosexual practices of the gymnasium,’ lamented the orator Tacitus. ‘In this the emperor and the Senate led the way, having not only given a free rein to vice, but even compelled Roman nobles, in the name of oratory and poetry, to degrade themselves on stage. What was left for them was to strip themselves naked, put on boxing gloves, and practise fighting thus instead of with the weapons of a soldier … Whole nights were now given up to debauchery, what was left for virtue? Every debauchee, in these promiscuous crowds, could practise by night the lusts he had conceived as fantasy during the day.’


‘AGRIPPINA RAGED WITH
WOMANLY JEALOUSY
THAT SHE HAD A
FREEDWOMAN FOR A
RIVAL AND A MAID FOR
A DAUGHTER-IN-LAW.
SHE COULD NOT WAIT FOR
HER SON’S REPENTANCE
OR SATIETY.’


Nero opened the Pons Milvius, a celebrated sexual resort close to the city, ‘to allow full freedom to lust and debauchery of every sort there’. He also started the Juvenalia, a festival celebrating the arrival of puberty when the first down was shaved from a boy’s face. This became an ‘occasion for great licentiousness and debauchery, especially of a pederastic nature, and the fullest opportunity taken thereof, for gratifying such tastes’.


Secretly Nero went out in disguise to rob shops and murder people, dropping their bodies down the sewer. He would visit the taverns and brothels of the Subura, having sex with both women and boys. He also raped a Vestal Virgin.


Nero wanted others to share his vices. He held huge public feasts, inviting all the prostitutes and nude dancing girls in the city. When he cruised down the Tiber to Ostia or around the Gulf of Pozzuoli, temporary brothels were erected along the shore, staffed by married women. He built a huge bath complex near his summer residence at Baiae near Naples, which became another sex resort.


Nero himself practised every kind of perversion. ‘As for his own body, it is known that he dishonoured it to such a degree,’ wrote Suetonius, ‘that after he had defiled every part of it with unnatural pollution, he at last devised a new kind of sport.’ He had men, women and children tied to stakes naked. Then, dressed in skins, he would attack their private parts as if he were a wild animal. ‘After working up sufficient excitement by this means, he was despatched – shall we say – by his freedman Doryphorus,’ said Suetonius.





Gaius Ofonius Tigellinus
AD 10–6


After AD 62, Nero’s closest advisor was Gaius Ofonius Tigellinus, who had been exiled in AD 39 by Caligula for adultery with his sisters, Agrippina and Livilla, and a number of other Roman matrons. Tacitus gave a description of a feast and entertainment laid on by Tigellinus in Nero’s honour.


‘The most notorious and profligate of these entertainments were those given in Rome by Tigellinus,’ he wrote. ‘A banquet set out upon a barge built for the purpose on a lake, and this barge was towed about by vessels picked out in gold and ivory and rowed by naked debauched youths who were assorted according to their age and proficiency in libidinous practices … On the banks of the lake were brothels, filled with women of rank, and opposite them naked prostitutes, indulging in indecent gestures and lewd posturings. At nightfall, the nearby woods and houses re-echoed with songs, and were ablaze with lights, and Nero disgraced himself with every kind of abomination, natural and unnatural, leaving no further depths of debauchery into which he could sink.’





Nero tried to divorce Octavia, but could find no one to testify that they had committed adultery with her. She was banished to the island of Pandataria. When she complained of her treatment, her maids were tortured to death. He then had the husband of Poppaea Sabina murdered and took her as a lover. ‘This woman had every quality – except virtue,’ wrote Tacitus. ‘She cared nothing for her reputation, sharing her affections between her husband and lovers, and transferring her favours when she saw advantage in it.’


Nero’s mother did not approve, so he married Poppaea off to his friend Otho while continuing the affair. But Agrippina continued interfering, so he stripped her of her honours and privileges, and banished her to her riverside estate. Even this did not guarantee her safety. One night after she had dined with him at Baiae, he offered her one of his boats to take her home. He was seen kissing her breasts before she got on board. The boat had been rigged to sink, but Agrippina did not drown, managing to swim ashore. So Nero sent a military tribune to kill her. He ordered that the first stab should be to her womb – that is, ‘the place where the emperor first entered the world’. Despite this, it was announced that she had committed suicide. Nero could not wait to examine her corpse, ‘handling every part of it, finding fault with some, commending others’.


In AD 62, Nero had Octavia murdered. Her severed head was sent to Poppaea. Just 12 days later Nero and poppaea married. As empress, Poppaea required the milk of 500 wild asses for her daily bath. Later she had Seneca killed because he favoured Nero’s mistress Acte over her.


DOUBLE WEDDING


When Poppaea died in AD 65, Nero replaced her with a young boy named Sporus who looked like her. He had him castrated and had a slit made in his perineum so he could use him as a wife. On a trip to Greece, they underwent a wedding ceremony. Nero also married Doryphorus – but this time Nero dressed as the wife.


‘The dowry, the marriage bed, the nuptial torch, were all there. Everything was in public and exposed to view – even those things which are usually performed in darkness when the bride is a woman,’ said Suetonius. And on the wedding night Nero ‘imitated the moans and cries of a virgin being deflowered’.





ELAGABALUS


RAISED THE ORGY TO A RELIGIOUS RITE
AD 204–222


In AD 218, the 14-year-old Elagabalus became the 28th emperor of Rome. Born in Syria, he was a follower of the sun god Elah-Gabal whose rites involved ‘a chorus of Syrian damsels performing lascivious dances to the sound of barbarian music’. He organized lavish orgies with his concubines and catamites, and shaved the genitals of his lovers of both sexes with the razor he used for his own beard. He was eventually murdered after violating the Vestal Virgins.


Elagabalus, it was said, was ‘a prince who imbibed pleasure through all the cavities of his body’. He was a member of the family of the hereditary priest of the sun god Elah-Gabal – giving him the name Elagabalus in Latin and Heliogabalus in Greek. In the name of that god, he worshipped the phallus, symbolically and in everyday life.


The rites of his religion, Sol Invicta, involved him ‘dancing indolently to the kiss of flutes’, played in the temple by scantily clad – if not naked – girls. However, as a priest of the sun god, he was constrained to act as effeminately as possible. He was said to be as beautiful as the young Bacchus and wore semi-transparent clothes that revealed more than they obscured. He borrowed these translucent garments from his mother, who had used them to delight her lovers – of whom, it was said, he was one.


In the temple there was a phallus-shaped stone, probably a meteorite, worshipped by Elagabalus. Roman soldiers came to see the spectacle. ‘When he did sacrifice and danced in the foreign way around the altar to the sound of flutes, pipes and other instruments,’ said the historian Herodian, ‘he took the eyes of all men – especially of soldiers, who knew that he was of royal birth. His youthful beauty fascinated those who saw him … The soldiers used to come to the city often and, visiting the temple to attend service there, took pleasure in watching the young man.’
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