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PREFACE



In AD 122, the world’s most powerful man arrived on the banks of the Tyne. The river – which flows through what today is the city of Newcastle – was the most northerly point that had ever been visited by a Roman emperor. Below it stretched lowland Britain, the fertile southern half of the island, which over the course of the previous eighty years had been conquered, pacified and tamed by the legions. Beyond it lay the wilds of the north, lands too savage and poverty-stricken to merit conquest. Such, at any rate, was the judgement of the visiting Caesar. Publius Aelius Hadrianus – Hadrian – was a man well qualified to distinguish between civilisation and barbarism. He had studied with philosophers, and ridden to war against headhunters; lived both in Athens and on an island in the Danube. Prior to his arrival in Britain he had been on a tour of military bases along the Rhine, and given orders for a great palisade to be built beyond the river’s eastern bank. Now, standing beside the grey waters of the Tyne, Hadrian had plans for an even more formidable marvel of engineering.


The boldness of the project was evident from the very presence of Caesar in Britain. It was not only his legions who needed squaring. So too did the gods. Sacrifices had to be made both to the Ocean, that immense and fearsome expanse of water in which Britain was set, and to the Tyne itself. Hadrian, a man punctilious in his dealings with the supernatural, knew better than to commission a bridge without assuaging the spirit of the divine that was manifest in every river. Pons Aelius, the structure was named: Hadrian’s Bridge. This, for an obscure spot on the margins of the world, was a signal honour. Only bridges in Rome were normally named after emperors. In due course, a decade later, when Hadrian came to commission a huge mausoleum for himself on the far bank of the Tiber, and wished to provide ready access to it from the capital, Pons Aelius was the obvious, the only name for the resulting structure. There were now, with its completion, two very different bridges bearing the imprimatur of Hadrian’s favour. The result, upon the distant outpost in Britain, was the bestowal of an even more solemn dignity.


It was not just the bridge over the Tyne that was called Pons Aelius, but the fort that had been constructed on the river’s northern bank. This fort, in turn, was only one of a number of military encampments stretching in a direct line from one shore of the Ocean to the other. Joining them, and running for eighty miles, was a wall fashioned largely out of stone. Behind the wall ran a metalled road. Behind the road ran a ditch, dug so deep that it could only be scaled with ladders. Infrastructure of such an order, built on such a scale, was as awesome a memorial to Hadrian as anything he had sponsored in Rome. It proclaimed a degree of martial effort and a capacity for intimidation that had no rival anywhere. The emperor’s visit to the Tyne had been fleeting, the merest way-stop – but he had left behind him the unmistakeable stamp of a superpower.


Not that many Romans ever saw the Wall. So distant was it from all that made for civilization – ‘trade, seafaring, agriculture, metallurgy, all the crafts that exist or have ever existed, everything that is manufactured or grows from the earth’1 – that it tended to serve them as, at best, a rumour. In time, they would come to forget that it was Hadrian who had built it at all. For a millennium and more after the collapse of Roman rule in Britain, its construction was attributed to another, later Caesar; and only in the mid-nineteenth century was the Wall conclusively proven to have been the work of Hadrian. Since then, thanks to the labours of generations of archaeologists, epigraphers and historians, our knowledge of how and by whom it was built has improved immeasurably. The study of Hadrian’s Wall is now ‘littered with the bones of discarded hypotheses’.2 Meanwhile, along its spectacular central stretch – a section which in 1600 had been so infested by bandits that the antiquarian William Camden was forced to omit it altogether from his tour – visitors today are greeted by interpretative signs, gift shops and toilet facilities.


Even so, a sense of the mysterious has not been banished entirely from Hadrian’s Wall. In the early winter of 1981, when an American tourist by the name of George R. R. Martin visited it, dusk was closing in. As the sun set and the wind gusted over the crags, he had the site to himself. What would it have been like, Martin began wondering, to stand there in Hadrian’s time, to be a soldier from Africa or the Near East posted to the very limits of civilisation, to gaze into the darkness and dread what might be lurking there? The memory stayed with him. A decade later, when he embarked on a fantasy novel called A Game of Thrones, his visit to Hadrian’s Wall was to prove a particularly vivid influence: a wall, as he would later describe it, ‘defending civilisation against unknown threats beyond’.3


In Martin’s fictional world of Westeros, the ‘unknown threats’ prove to be the Others, pale demons formed of snow and cold who make slaves of the dead. The Roman frontier system is recalibrated in his novels as a seven-hundred-foot-high wall of ice, eight thousand years old and three hundred miles long. It has ancient spells carved into it. Every so often it gets attacked by mammoths. Martin’s version of Hadrian’s Wall, thanks to the blockbusting success both of his novels and of the TV shows adapted from them, has come to put the original somewhat in the shade. Yet it also demonstrates, perhaps, just how firm the hold of a particular understanding of Rome’s empire remains on our collective imagination. There is never any question in A Game of Thrones that our sympathies lie with the Night’s Watch, the soldiers who garrison the Wall, rather than with the Others. Martin, after all, when he stood on the northernmost limit of Rome’s empire, and gazed out into the dusk, had been imagining himself a Roman, not a Briton. People visiting Hadrian’s Wall rarely identify with the natives. Novels and films that feature it invariably adopt the occupier’s perspective. To venture beyond the limits of Roman civilisation, whether with a doomed legion or in search of a lost eagle, is to venture into a heart of darkness. Rudyard Kipling, the great laureate of the British Empire, cast the Wall itself as a monument to civilisation. ‘Just when you think you are at the world’s end, you see a smoke from East to West as far as the eye can turn, and then, under it, also as far as the eye can stretch, houses and temples, shops and theatres, barracks and granaries, trickling along like dice behind – always behind – one long, low, rising and falling, and hiding and showing line of towers. And that is the Wall!’4 Even today, in an age infinitely less keen on imperialism than it was in 1906, when Kipling published his stories about Roman Britain, it is possible to cast the presence of soldiers on Hadrian’s Wall from Morocco or Syria as a cause for celebration. It was to emphasise this aspect of the Wall that the BBC, in a recent film made for children about Hadrian’s arrival in Britain, amended chronology so as to portray the governor of the province at the time as African.* The same Roman Empire that built a wall across its most barbarous frontier, and ruled perhaps 30 per cent of the world’s population, remains today what it has been since the late eighteenth century: a mirror in which we feel flattered to catch our own reflection.†


It was Edward Gibbon, in 1776, who originally cast the second century AD as the most golden of golden ages. Famously, in the first volume of The Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire, he defined the reigns of Hadrian and of his immediate predecessors and successors as ‘the period in the history of the world, during which the condition of the human race was most happy and prosperous’. Everywhere from the Tyne to the Sahara, and from the Atlantic to Arabia, lay at peace. Lands that once, prior to the establishment of Roman rule, had been convulsed by internecine conflict – kingdom against kingdom, city against city, tribe against tribe – had come to lie ‘under the guidance of virtue and wisdom’.5 True, this commendation came with various caveats. Subtle and mordant, Gibbon was far too knowing to imagine that any period of history had truly been paradise. He was alert to the autocratic character of the Caesars’ rule – and he knew, of course, none better, what was to come. Even so, to a man of his temperament – refined, tolerant, respectful of learning and commerce – the world ruled by Hadrian appeared immeasurably preferable to the barbarism and superstition that he identified with the Middle Ages. ‘The frontiers of that extensive monarchy were guarded by ancient renown and disciplined valour, The gentle, but powerful influence of laws and manners had gradually cemented the union of the provinces. Their peaceful inhabitants enjoyed and abused the advantages of wealth and luxury.’6 The tone of gentle irony with which Gibbon framed this account of the empire’s prosperity implied no scorn for the Romans’ achievement. Order was better than chaos, and the order brought by the Caesars to ‘the fairest part of the earth, and the most civilized portion of mankind’, was indeed a thing of wonder. Gibbon knew this because it had been a thing of wonder to the Romans themselves. They had marvelled at the spectacle of one-time enemies laying down their weapons and devoting themselves instead to the arts, so that cities everywhere were radiant with beauty, and the countryside like a garden. They had revelled in the scale of the shipping that crowded the seas, bearing treasures from as far afield as India. They had felt moved that the flames of sacrifice, previously dots of isolated fire, were now something inextinguishable, passing ceaselessly from people to people, always ablaze somewhere across the face of the world. Such, it might seem to a provincial raised in Hadrian’s empire, were the fruits of the Roman peace: the Pax Romana.


Since the time of Gibbon, knowledge of how this peace functioned and was maintained has improved by quantum leaps. Archaeological sites have been excavated, inscriptions tabulated and evaluated, papyri and writing tablets dug up from rubbish tips painstakingly transcribed, and the immense mass of evidence synthesised to a degree that would have stupefied and delighted Gibbon. Confidence on the part of Western scholars that the empire ruled by Hadrian did indeed comprehend the fairest part of the earth was long ago qualified by an awareness that it was not the only superpower on the face of the Eurasian landmass. Today, comparative studies of Roman and Chinese imperialism are as cutting-edge a field of scholarship as any in ancient history. Nevertheless, the sheer scale and duration of the peace that was imposed on the western edge of Eurasia during the first and second centuries AD, a period when for the first time much of it constituted a single political unit, remains unparalleled. As in the 1770s, so today: no one can claim, as the Caesars proudly did, that the Mediterranean is exclusively theirs.


Even the prosperity of the Roman world – which is liable to seem, to twenty-first-century consumers, a good deal less dazzling than it did to Gibbon – is still perfectly capable of impressing economists. ‘Living conditions’, so the Gray Professor Emeritus of Economics at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology has calculated, ‘were better in the earlier Roman Empire than anywhere else and anytime else before the Industrial Revolution.’7 Inevitably – the lack of precise data being what it is – the size and efficiency of the Roman economy in the first two centuries AD remain topics of furious debate; and yet the resources that were available to cities across the empire are familiar not just to scholars of the period but to countless numbers of tourists. It is hard even for the most casual visitor to Ephesus or Pompeii not to feel impressed by the sights. Temples and theatres, baths and libraries, paving stones and central heating: all constitute ready markers of the Pax Romana. To this day, whether in films, cartoons or computer games, they serve as shorthand, not just for the heyday of the Roman Empire, but for civilisation itself.


But what did the Romans ever do for us? The answer: sanitation, medicine, education, wine, public order, irrigation, roads, fresh water systems and public health. Such a list, even as it flatters the Pax Romana, hardly sums it up, of course. If there was light, there was also darkness. The most famous of all Roman monuments, beloved alike of the Italian tourist industry and Hollywood, was a stage for the spilling of blood. The cross that once stood in the centre of the Colosseum may be long gone, removed by archaeologists in the 1870s, but the murderous entertainments staged in the amphitheatre – even if there is no hard evidence that Christians were ever fed to lions there – remain as much a focus for moral disapproval today as they did back when the site hosted a chapel and the Stations of the Cross. No one watching Gladiator sides with the emperor. In our instinctive sympathy for the victims of Roman blood sports, we show ourselves the heirs not of the Caesars but of the early church.


‘I saw the woman, drunk with the blood of the saints and the blood of the martyrs of Jesus.’8 So wrote Saint John in Revelation, the last book of the New Testament, some time during the late first century AD. John’s vision ranks as an apocalypse, a parting of the curtain that veiled from mortal gaze events that were yet to come; but it is also the most vivid, the most coruscating, the most influential attack on imperialism ever written. The woman beheld by John was a whore, dressed in purple, bedecked with extravagant jewellery and sitting on a scarlet beast with seven heads and ten horns. Babylon was her name, and she ranked as the mother of all the world’s depravities and abominations. An angel, speaking to the narrator, revealed the true identity of this monstrous prostitute: ‘the great city which has dominion over the kings of the earth’.9


In Revelation, the power and the wealth of the world’s capital serve only to heighten the relish John feels at the spectacle of her ruin. A voice from heaven informs him that in a time to come the kings of the earth will weep and wail when they watch her burn and merchants will mourn:




Alas, alas, for the great city
that was clothed in fine linen, in purple and scarlet,
bedecked with gold, with jewels, and with pearls!
In one hour all this wealth has been laid waste.10





Here, incubated by Rome’s empire, was a prophecy of her downfall that was fated always to be the shadow of the memories of her greatness. Just as it was the age of Hadrian and of his successor Antoninus Pius that Gibbon hailed for having offered the world its fairest prospect of universal peace, so it was the spectacle of barefooted friars singing vespers in a pagan temple, in the very heart of Rome, that first prompted him to muse on her decline and fall. The ancient gods were not alone in having been humbled by Christ. Also brought low were the Caesars who had ruled the empire at its greatest extent. Today, in Rome, neither Hadrian’s mausoleum nor the Pons Aelius commemorate the man who built them. They bear witness instead, on the summit of the mausoleum, to the appearance of the archangel Michael, who in Revelation is described as throwing down Satan to the earth. Meanwhile, on the triumphal column raised by Trajan, Hadrian’s predecessor and the most fêted of all Rome’s emperors, it is not Trajan himself who stands there, but Saint Peter, a humble fisherman. Christ had foretold all of it: ‘So the last will be first, and the first last.’11


The notion that this was to be viewed as a positive, as a consummation devoutly to be wished, would have appeared incomprehensible to Trajan. To the Roman elite in this period, the beliefs and teachings of Christians were only dimly a matter of concern. They were a faint and only occasionally noted presence in the empire’s urban fabric, like Mesozoic mammals in an ecosystem dominated by dinosaurs. Yet just as mammals were destined, in the long run, to inherit the earth, so, too, were the Christians. Indeed, so total was the revolution in values brought about by their triumph, and so utterly have we in the West come to take them for granted, that it can be hard for us today to appreciate just how profoundly influenced by them many of our assumptions remain. If Europeans and Americans have always looked back to Rome with admiration, then so also has that admiration – even during the heyday of Western imperialism – been clouded by suspicion. Christians, when they annexed the lands of other peoples, did so as the followers of a provincial who had been tortured to death on the orders of an imperial administrator. To take on the role of Pontius Pilate, then, might not sit readily or easily with their consciences. Enthusiasm for decolonisation is a very Western phenomenon.


The Romans, in their own displays of colonial violence, were more innocent. To them, a cross served not – as it did for Christians – as an emblem of the triumph of the tortured over the torturer, but rather the opposite: of the right they claimed for themselves to suppress insurrection as brutally and uncompromisingly as they pleased. No feelings of guilt shadowed their callousness. It was Christianity that first instilled those. Today, although church attendance in the West may not be what it used to be, our society remains as stamped as it ever was by the legacy of the early Christians’ hostility to the Whore of Babylon. Historians of classical antiquity bear its imprint no less than everybody else. Certainly, enthusiasm for empire tends not to be a feature of contemporary classics departments. The martial qualities the Romans valued, which enabled them both to conquer and to uphold their immense imperium, to reap vast harvests of slaves, and to celebrate blood sports as entertainment, are rarely the toast of scholars in universities today.


It is one of the great paradoxes of ancient history, then, that the most influential legacy of the Pax Romana should have been a movement so revolutionary in its ultimate effects that today it requires a huge effort for us even to begin to comprehend the world as the Romans comprehended it. For now we see through a glass, darkly. Christianity, however, is not alone in having endured from the first and second centuries AD as a living tradition, nor is it the most radical in its hostility to the memory of Roman imperialism. In due course, after all, Caesars came to power who were themselves Christian, and the empire that previously had been drunk on the blood of the saints and the martyrs was reconsecrated to Christ. Even though Trajan, in the long run, did come to fall, the replacement of his statue on the summit of his triumphal column in Rome with one of Saint Peter signalled no condemnation of the emperor’s memory. Just as the Romans themselves had hailed him as Optimus Princeps, the Best of Emperors, so did medieval Christians admire him almost as one of their own. Indeed, prompted by anxieties as to the fate of his soul, a remarkable story about him came to be told. It was claimed that a particularly saintly pope, impressed by the details of Trajan’s life, distraught that such a paragon of virtue should have failed to gain entry to heaven, and moved to plead for his salvation, ‘went to Saint Peter’s Church and wept floods of tears, as was his custom, until he gained at last by divine revelation the assurance that his prayers were answered, seeing that he had never presumed to ask this for any other pagan’.12 This was why Dante, in his great poem The Divine Comedy, felt able to place Trajan in Paradise. It was not only Christians, however, who speculated about the fate after death of Caesars who had ruled during the empire’s pomp. So too did Jews. Not for them any fretting over the fate of emperors’ souls. If rabbis could barely utter the name of Hadrian without cursing him – ‘May his bones rot!’ – then it was an earlier Caesar who attracted the most unsettling traditions. Titus, who had ruled briefly between AD 79 and 81, and was the second of a dynasty called the Flavians, had merited terrible punishment. A gnat, the smallest of God’s creatures, had flown into his nose and entered his brain. There, for seven years, it had buzzed incessantly. When at last Titus died, and physicians opened his skull, they found that the gnat had grown to become a creature like a sparrow, with a beak of brass and claws of iron. The emperor’s sufferings, meanwhile, were not at an end – nor would they ever be: for in hell, his reconstituted body was fated every day to be burned to ashes.


What had been Titus’ crime? In AD 70, four years after the Jews had risen in revolt against Rome, an army under his command had captured the holiest building in the Jewish world, the Temple of Jerusalem, and put it to the torch. Six decades later, Hadrian rubbed salt into Jewish wounds by ordering a pagan temple built on the site. Once again, the Jews rose in revolt. Once again, the Romans crushed them. This time, the work of pacification was to prove decisive. Jerusalem was rebuilt as a Roman city. The name of the Jewish homeland, Judaea, was changed to Palestine. The Jews, so a Christian scholar gloated, ‘are the only people in the world to have been banished from their own metropolis’.13 They had become a nation in Exile.


The impact of these fateful developments still reverberates today. The great rock where the Temple once stood is now a site sacred to Muslims as well as to Jews, surmounted as it is by the first masterpiece of Islamic architecture, the Dome of the Rock, and Islam’s third-holiest mosque. It ranks, in consequence, as a flashpoint as dangerous as any in the world. Meanwhile, Israel – a Jewish state established in what was once Judaea – has always drawn on the memory of the wars against Rome to consolidate its sense of national identity. Masada, a mountain south of Jerusalem where some time in the early 70s AD almost a thousand Jewish men, women and children were reported to have taken their own lives rather than surrender to the Romans, has become an emblem for Israelis of the courage and resolve that they, too, as a people surrounded by enemies, feel summoned to show. Such a sense of self-identification is founded upon a key principle: that Israel does indeed stand in a line of descent from the Judaean state that was first conquered and then obliterated by Rome. When, in 1960, recently discovered letters from the leader of the Jewish revolt against Hadrian were shown to Yitzhak Ben-Zvi, the president of Israel, they were described to him as ‘dispatches written or dictated by the last President’.14


A joke – but not entirely a joke. The risk of anachronism in assuming that the inhabitants of the Roman province of Judaea were Jews in the sense that we use the word today is very great. So great, in fact, that I have opted not to take it. Just as the inheritance of Christian tradition can operate as a smokescreen, obscuring for us the contours of the Roman Empire in its heyday, so, too, can the inheritance of Jewish tradition. Much that makes what today we call ‘Judaism’ distinctive – the role played by rabbis, synagogues, the Talmud – constitutes less a preservation of what had existed before the wars against the Romans than an adaptation to its loss. Prior to the final destruction of their homeland by Hadrian, the Ioudaioi – as the Greeks called the inhabitants of Judaea – ranked as a people, an ethnos, much like any other. Yes, they might appear eccentric; but so did many other peoples. They were certainly not seen as belonging to a ‘religion’ called ‘Judaism’: for both words, which derive from specifically Christian theological propositions, would have meant nothing to the Romans, nor to the Greeks, nor to the Jews themselves. Just as the inhabitants of Athens were Athenians, and of Egypt Egyptians, so is it most accurate, perhaps, to term the inhabitants of Judaea Judaeans. The Roman Empire in its heyday was a world very different from ours, and it is perilous to write about it in a language such as English, one that has been shaped and weathered by over a millennium of Christian assumptions, without being alert to just how treacherous a medium it can potentially be. Just as I have sought to be true to the spirit in which the Colosseum was built by calling it in my narrative the Flavian Amphitheatre (this having been its original name), so also have I sought to guard against more insidious anachronisms: perspectives and assumptions that would have been incomprehensible to the people who are the protagonists of this book. Roman attitudes towards dimensions of experience that we might be tempted to view as universal – dimensions of morality, or sexuality, or identity – were, to our way of thinking, radically strange and unsettling. So unsettling, indeed, that some have preferred not even to recognise them as such. My goal in writing Pax has been at all times to show the inhabitants of the Roman world the respect due to all ancient peoples: by attempting to understand them not on our terms, but on their own, in all their ambivalence, their complexity and their contradictions.


Anyone attempting to fulfil such an ambition confronts an obvious challenge. When, in 1960, letters from the dying days of the revolt against Hadrian were discovered in a cave in the Judaean desert, the excitement they generated was not due solely to Israeli patriotism. The find was stunning because it helped to fill – however incompletely – a yawning gap in the historical record. The conflict, momentous though it may have been, had left behind few written sources. While there are scraps of detail to be garnered from inscriptions, or from coins, or from the much later – and transparently tendentious – writings of rabbis and church fathers, the only narratives to have survived are sketchy in the extreme. Historians and archaeologists, over the past few decades, have sifted the rubble of the evidence to heroic effect; and yet still, despite the recent publication of a number of studies of the war, it has proven impossible to arrive at anything more than the barest outline of its course. The myths told about the Judaean death-struggle against Hadrian remain far more vivid than any narrative of it that a historian can hope to write.


True, there are other conflicts that we know even less about. There was an uprising in Britain during Hadrian’s reign, for instance, that one Roman writer explicitly compared to the war in Judaea, and which presumably contributed to the emperor’s decision to build his famous wall; but we know little more about it than that.* Conversely, the narrative that can be told of the revolt of the Judaeans against Hadrian is made to seem all the more ghostly by the fact that the original Judaean uprising – the one that culminated in the destruction of the Temple and the siege of Masada – left behind what ranks, by the standards of ancient history, as quite prodigious quantities of evidence. We have biographies of the two Flavians – Titus and his father, Vespasian – who commanded the legions in the conflict. We have a scabrous survey by Tacitus, the greatest of all Roman historians, of everything that made the Judaeans appear peculiar to their neighbours. We have coins, and inscriptions, and friezes. Above all, we have a detailed narrative account of the revolt and its causes, written not by a Roman but by a Judaean – and a Judaean, what is more, who played a significant role in the conflict. Josephus’ Judaean War is one of the supreme works of history to have survived from antiquity; and yet, remarkably, it is not the only narrative account of those fateful years that we have. Tacitus wrote one as well – albeit focused not on the Judaean revolt, but on the civil war that was simultaneously convulsing the Roman world, and which saw, in the year AD 69, no fewer than four Caesars rule in succession.


To tell the story of the period, then, is always to be alert to how the evidence for Roman history, sometimes blazing bright, sometimes non-existent, is a variable thing. The world portrayed in this book is illuminated much as a coastline at night might be illuminated by an immense battery of lighthouses. This way and that their beams sweep in irregular and untrustworthy patterns. Sometimes a stretch of rocks may be flooded by brilliant light. Sometimes the scene may be abruptly cast into darkness. Entire reaches of the shoreline may never be illuminated at all. So it is with the decades between the first Judaean revolt and the second, between the year of the four emperors and the accession of Antoninus Pius.


I emphasise this not to alarm the reader, but rather to explain the balance and the rhythms of the book. The range and focus of my narrative, the degree to which it moves from setting to setting and zooms in and out, is determined above all by the nature of the available source material and archaeological evidence. We may lack records for entire years at a time; but we can reconstruct the events of one particular year, the fateful one of AD 69, month by month, and often day by day. We may lack histories that focus on the doings of town councillors, or women, or businessmen, or slaves; but we have been left the remains of Pompeii and Herculaneum, in which the ghosts of many such people still haunt the streets. We may lack a biography of Trajan, that most admired of all the Caesars; but we do have detailed accounts of what was happening under his rule in a very particular province. This is a story that begins and ends in Rome; but is about very much more than Rome. It is a story that embraces the entire Roman world, and beyond.


Although it has very much been written to stand alone, Pax is the third in a series of histories. The first, Rubicon, tells the story of Julius Caesar and his age; the second, Dynasty, that of Augustus, Rome’s first emperor, and the line of rulers who claimed descent from him. Pax opens at a key moment in history: the suicide in AD 68 of Nero, Augustus’ last male descendant. With his death, Rome’s first dynasty of autocrats became extinct. What was to replace it? The attempt to answer this question brought a long century of civil peace to an end. In AD 69, four men in succession ruled as emperor. Soldiers slaughtered one another in the streets of Rome, and the capital’s greatest temple was consumed by fire. The year of the four emperors served as a brutal reminder to the Roman people that all their greatness, all their prosperity, might be threatened by the very quality that had originally won them their empire and enabled them to ensure its security: their aptitude for killing. The capacity of the legions to exercise extreme violence was the necessary precondition of the Pax Romana. This is why, in a book about the longest sustained period of peace that the Mediterranean has ever enjoyed, the context should be provided by war.


A child alive when Nero committed suicide might well have attended the obsequies of Hadrian, the rites surrounding his death. The decades separating the two emperors witnessed a succession of episodes so dramatic that their fame endures to this day: the siege and destruction of Jerusalem; the eruption of Mount Vesuvius; the inauguration of the Colosseum. Conflicts, even once the mass of the Roman world had been restored to order following the year of the four emperors, still flared: in Britain, along the Danube, in Judaea. The legions carried their arms to the Persian Gulf. The Romans remained who they had always been: the heroes of a great drama marked by incomparable feats and ordeals. Yet most momentous of all was a process of change that, over the course of the period covered by this book, served forever to transform what was meant by the name ‘Roman’. By the time Hadrian died, it had come to signify, in the words of one contemporary – a man close enough to the emperor to have swapped poetic witticisms with him – ‘less a single people than the entirety of the human race’.15 The empire was the wealthiest, the most formidable, the most terrifying state that had ever existed: a state that repeatedly, over the course of the decades described in Pax, made a show of its invincibility, so that even its enemies came to believe it could never be defeated. I have sought to portray the Romans in their imperial heyday, not as our contemporaries, not as straw men either to be emulated or condemned, but as a people who command our fascination, above all, by virtue of being different – unnervingly, compellingly different.


 


* Quintus Lollius Urbicus, who served as governor of Britain in the years immediately following Hadrian’s death, was a Berber. Quintus Pompeius Falco, the governor who welcomed Hadrian to Britain, was the son of Sicilians.


† An estimated 20 to 40 per cent of the world’s population was ruled by Rome in the time of Hadrian. Certainty, of course, is impossible.


* The Roman writer was Fronto, in a letter to Marcus Aurelius, who was his student at the time. A popular theory – and one that inspired a famous children’s novel, Rosemary Sutcliffe’s The Eagle of the Ninth – is that the Ninth Legion, Legio IX Hispana, was annihilated during the course of this war; but this has always been speculation.
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Truly, it is as though the Romans and the boundless majesty of their peace have been bestowed by the gods upon humanity to serve them as a second sun.


PLINY THE ELDER


Where they make a desert they call it peace.


TACITUS










PART ONE




WAR











I



THE SAD AND INFERNAL GODS


A Golden Age


Sixty-five years after the birth of Christ, the most celebrated woman in Rome became a god. On earth, a sumptuous funeral was staged to mark her ascension to the heavens. Her corpse, stuffed with the most expensive spices that money could buy, was borne in solemn procession down the side of the Palatine, grandest and most exclusive of the city’s famous seven hills. Choruses singing funerary hymns preceded it, and officials masked and costumed to look like the dead woman’s ancestors; soldiers provided her with her escort. Down into the valley that ran between the Palatine and a second, smaller hill, the Capitol, the procession went. This valley – the Forum, as it was known – was a location splendidly appropriate to the occasion. Paved with gleaming marble, hemmed in by luxury shopping centres, and adorned with a veritable confusion of statues, temples and arches, it stood at the heart of the greatest city on earth.


‘Rome, seat of empire, abode of the gods, surveys from her seven hills the circuit of the globe.’1 So a poet, some fifty years earlier, had hailed the city. Rome’s sway, in the intervening decades, had only expanded. Even Britain, a boggy land of milk-drinking barbarians beyond the Ocean, had been brought to acknowledge its rule. From Spain to Syria, all the Mediterranean was Rome’s. There was no city on the shores of that ancient sea so wealthy, so beautiful, so renowned that it did not yield place to Rome. This greatness, as the dead woman was borne in sombre procession towards the cluster of structures in front of the Capitol, was manifest all around. To the right of the mourners, for instance, as they advanced along the Forum, lay a particularly spectacular sweep of temples and open spaces. The complex was barely a century old. It stood as a monument to conquest. The first stretch of it to be completed, a forum raised by a great statesman and warlord named Julius Caesar – a man of such transcendent achievement that he had ended up a god – had been built with the loot of Gaul. The second stretch, another forum, had likewise been funded by victories won across the sweep of the world. The man responsible for it had done more than any other Roman to expand his city’s power. Augustus – ‘a name signifying that he was something more than human’2 – had been Caesar’s great-nephew and adoptive son, and such was his glory that it had come to put even his father’s in the shade. Augustus had made himself the ruler of Egypt, a land incomparably wealthy and fertile; completed the pacification of Spain; trampled down beneath his imperious tread the savages who lurked beyond the Rhine. He had won plunder on a scale fit to stupefy previous conquerors. Much of it he had spent on beautifying Rome. ‘He boasted of having found it made of brick and leaving it made of marble.’3 Fittingly, the most splendid of all the many buildings he had sponsored, a great temple in his forum adorned with statues and a gilded roof, was dedicated to Mars, the god of war. Behind distant frontiers, garrisoned by the most formidable fighting force that history had ever known, the peoples of the civilised world lived in peace. Augustus himself, his work once done, had duly ascended to join his father in heaven.


A city that reigned as the capital of the world was more than just a city. A century previously, a maze of narrow streets had stretched where the great marble complexes now stood. Apartment blocks, workshops, taverns: all had been swept away. Calm had replaced chaos; symmetry confusion. The dignity of the location had demanded nothing less. Not just the heart of Rome, it was the heart of all that lay beyond. The mourners, as they laid the dead woman on a marble-fronted rostra in the shadow of the Capitol, could see looming behind it a monument which rendered this particularly manifest. For eighty-five years it had been standing there: a giant milestone sheathed in gold. Augustus, the man responsible for its erection, had commissioned it to mark the spot from which distances across the empire were to be measured. Whether on the margins of the Sahara, or on the banks of the Rhine, or on the shoreline of the Ocean, a Roman could know with confidence where he stood. He was defined by his distance from the Forum. All roads led to Rome.
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Yet the distant past, when wolves had stalked the Palatine and the Forum had been a marsh, was not forgotten. Poets delighted in picturing a time when cattle had roamed the future capital of the world, and when boats sailing up the Tiber had done so shaded by forests. It was not just in poetry, however, that the Roman people could find reminders of their city’s beginnings. Immediately in front of the rostra where the pall-bearers had laid their burden there was to be seen a distinctive stretch of paving. This, black against the white of the low marble wall that surrounded it, was the Lapis Niger: the ‘Black Stone’. Scholars disagreed as to what precisely it signified – but no one doubted that it was very ancient. Some claimed that it marked the final resting place of Romulus, a son of Mars who, 817 years previously, had founded Rome and given the infant city his name. Others insisted that Romulus, far from mouldering in a grave, had been taken up to the heavens in a thunderstorm, and that it was this – the moment when a Roman had first become a god – that the Lapis Niger commemorated. Either way, it served as a memorial to the first two centuries and more of the city’s history: a time when the Roman people had lived not as citizens but as the subjects of a rex – a king.


Seven men in all, from Romulus through to a haughty tyrant by the name of Tarquin, had sat on the throne of Rome. Fabulously remote in time though these kings were, the Lapis Niger was not the only trace of them preserved in the fabric of the megalopolis that Rome had since become. On the Palatine, for instance, where Romulus, pondering whether to found a city, had looked up and seen twelve vultures flying overhead – an infallible sign that he should – visitors could admire his hut. Then, by taking the road that led south of the Palatine to the city walls, they could arrive at another sight. Next to a gateway called the Porta Capena, beside a dripping aqueduct, there stood a grove; and in this grove there bubbled a spring sacred to the memory of Rome’s second king, Numa Pompilius. It was beside its waters that Numa, a learned philosopher, had been instructed in the ways of the gods by Egeria, a nymph. ‘Egeria loved him, you see, and had communion with him, and this it was that endowed him with superhuman wisdom, and a life rich in numerous blessings.’4


Not every memorial to the kings was on public show. Some had been buried away – literally so. Beneath the Lapis Niger there lay an underground shrine; and within it stood a block of stone inscribed with enigmatic Latin. Barely decipherable, with clumsy lettering that looked almost Greek, it bore witness to a time when kings had stood guard over sacred groves and driven oxen to sacrifice. Conservators, nervous of its potency as an emblem of the ancient past, had stowed it with various other artefacts beneath the black paving stones: for they had known better than to destroy it. Writings from the beginnings of Rome’s history might well carry a charge of the supernatural. The most dramatic evidence for this was to be found in a temple on the summit of the Palatine, where three rolls of prophecy, inscribed in antique Greek, were stored. Tarquin had bought them from the Sibyl, an aged priestess who stood guard over an entrance to the underworld outside Naples. Contained within the scrolls were remedies for every calamity, every fearsome warning from the heavens that was fated over the course of the centuries to afflict the Roman people. Access to this sensitive material was tightly regulated. Death was visited on anyone found copying them. They remained in Nero’s time what they had always been: the ultimate secrets of state.


Unlike the Sibylline Books, the age of the kings had long since been consigned to the dung heap. In 509 BC, 244 years after the foundation of Rome, Tarquin had been expelled from the city. The monarchy had been abolished. No longer had its powers – what the Romans termed its imperium – been held by a single man. Instead, they had been divided up among a range of elected magistrates. The most eminent of these – two in number so that each one could keep a watchful eye on the other – were named consuls. Annual elections to the consulship ensured that no man could hold the office for more than a year at a time. The intention had been very deliberate: to rein in the ambitions of anyone who might otherwise be tempted to aspire to monarchy. No longer the subjects of a single man, the Roman people had come to rank as cives: citizens. The word ‘king’ had become the dirtiest word in their language.
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This did not mean, however, that the Romans disapproved of a citizen’s longing to win glory for himself. Quite the opposite. Honour was regarded as the ultimate, the only test of worth. The limits set on a consul’s term of office, even as they prevented the magistracy from serving as a stepping-stone to monarchy, had inspired in every high-reaching citizen the dream that he too might win a consulship. It was a dream that had never faded. This was why, almost six centuries after the expulsion of Tarquin, consuls still held office in Rome. Awaiting the funerary procession, they sat in the open air beside the rostra, before the full gaze of everyone. Alongside them, dressed in sober mourning attire, were ranked other members of Rome’s elite: men from distinguished families, of certified wealth, or of worth decisively proven in a whole range of magistracies and commands. These were the optimates: the best class. Their authority reached back to the very beginnings of Rome. Romulus himself, it was said, had convened the hundred leading men of the infant city to serve him as a council of elders – a ‘senate’ – and formally acknowledged them as the fathers of the state. The fall of the monarchy had only confirmed them in their authority. It was the senate, in the wake of Tarquin’s expulsion, that had led the Roman people in their struggle for independence; it was the senate, in the centuries that followed, that had guided them in their conquest of the world. Granted, the city’s public affairs – its res publica – were the business of the people as well as of the senate of Rome; but no one had ever doubted who was the body and who the head. Senatus Populusque Romanus: SPQR, the Senate and People of Rome. Such was the Roman republic.


And it had all begun with the spectacle of a woman’s body laid out in the Forum. No senator, as he gazed at the rostra that summer day 573 years after the downfall of the monarchy, would have been ignorant of the story. Lucretia, nobly bred, nobly married, and a woman of impeccable virtue, had been raped by Tarquin’s son. Summoning her father and her husband, she had told them of the outrage done her, and then she had stabbed herself to death. Her kinsmen, ‘to whom the reason for Lucretia’s suicide was a greater cause of shame and distress than the suicide itself’,5 had shouldered her corpse and borne it down to the Forum. There, drawn by the shocking spectacle, a crowd had begun to amass. Fury that a free-born woman had been treated as though she were a slave had swept the city. The Roman people, outraged and insulted, had risen in defence of their liberty. A stern precedent had thereby been set. A Roman, faced by servitude, had only two real options: either to take his own life or to kill the man who had made him a slave.


And now, in the very place where Lucretia’s body had been exposed to public view nearly six hundred years earlier, the corpse of another woman lay before the gaze of the assembled people. What lesson did this second funeral teach? Certainly, the name of the dead woman – Poppaea Sabina – conveyed more than a hint of antique virtue. The Sabines, a rustic people inhabiting the fields and foothills which stretched north-east of Rome, had been early partners in the rise of the Roman people to greatness. Numa Pompilius, for instance, had been a Sabine. It was the dream of every jaded urbanite to retreat to a Sabine farm. Sabinus still served as shorthand for honest, peasant values. Poppaea’s forebears, however, had long since left the barnyard behind. Her grandfather had held a consulship in the same year as his own brother. Her stepfather and half-brother had both likewise served as consuls. Poppaea herself – although ineligible, naturally, as a woman, to hold a magistracy – had ended up more famous than any of them. No less than her husband, she relished being talked about.


She was certainly a woman of many parts. ‘From her mother, the most celebrated beauty of the day, she had inherited both looks and renown.’6 She was formidably smart. Rich and well-bred, Poppaea had comported herself in public with the dignity appropriate to a Roman matron. This, however, had done nothing to stop her from becoming the object of feverish fantasy. Her habit of half-veiling herself in public was interpreted not as a display of modesty, but as a tease. The Romans were a people addicted to gossip, and Poppaea had given them a field day. She shod her mules with gold. She bathed in asses’ milk. She was as promiscuous as she was proud. True or not, these rumours would never have taken fire as they did without the blaze of her charisma and sex appeal. Women wanted to be her; men wanted to bed her. And now she was dead. Brought in state to the Forum Poppaea may have been; but a new Lucretia she was not.


What, then, was she doing there, this woman who had been proclaimed a god, eternally beautiful, Venus Sabina? The senators in their togas of mourning had assembled in the Forum that summer day not of their own volition, but in obedience to the wishes of her husband. For almost eleven years now, Imperator Nero Claudius Caesar Augustus Germanicus had been acknowledged by the Roman people as Princeps: First Citizen. The title had ancient roots. Crabbed and suspicious though the great men of the republic had invariably been, even so it was possible, when there could be absolutely no denying it, for a citizen of particularly formidable achievement to be acknowledged as princeps. This rank was never an official one, and would unfailingly generate bitter resentment. A citizen had to have saved the Roman people from some terrible foreign enemy, or secured them spectacular conquests, or served as a particular model of rectitude, to be given the title. Nero, however, had done none of these things. Deep-rooted though the assumption was among the Roman elites that responsibilities were properly the due of age, and that youth was not to be trusted, he had first been hailed as princeps at the tender age of seventeen. Senators, far from wrinkling their noses at this extravagant praise, had instead scrambled to vote him a whole raft of legal powers. Honours, prerogatives, priesthoods: Nero had been granted them all. The result had been to give him, in effect, the rule of the Roman world. ‘Caesar is the republic.’7 So it was said. When Nero decided to stage a public funeral in the Forum, it was a brave soul who turned down the invitation to it.


If all this sounded very like a monarchy, then so it was. Much had changed in Rome over the course of the preceding century. Senators in the Forum that day had only to look up at the hill above them to appreciate this fact. The Palatine, once crowded with the mansions of the republic’s power brokers, was now the property of a single man: Nero himself. The ability of Rome’s aristocratic clans to stamp their presence on the city’s prime real estate had been systematically degraded to nothing. Even the senate house, a complex of chambers directly behind the Lapis Niger, bore the name of Julius Caesar. So, too, did the gleaming forum that stretched beyond it. The same Gallic loot that had funded Caesar’s taste for grands projets had enabled him to put the whole republic in his shadow. Backed by legions steeled amid the killing fields of Gaul, he had brought the traditional structures of Roman government crashing down in ruin. Victorious in a bloody civil war, Caesar had ended up the master of Rome.


Inevitably, many of his erstwhile peers had found this unendurable. Conscious of themselves as the heirs of the antique heroes who had expelled Tarquin and his rapist son, they had felled Caesar beneath a hail of daggers. This desperate act, however, had done nothing to restore the republic. Instead, the Roman world had once again been plunged into civil war. For a decade and more it had raged. Warlord had fought against warlord. By the end of this murderous cycle of violence, only two had been left standing. One of them was Caesar’s most formidable lieutenant, a seasoned veteran of great charisma and even greater appetites: Mark Antony. The other was Caesar’s adoptive son and heir: the young man who would come to be known as Augustus. In 31 BC the two warlords had met in a great naval battle at Actium, a bay on the western coast of Greece. Antony had been defeated, and the following year he had committed suicide. It was Caesar’s son, not his deputy, who had emerged triumphant in the great struggle for the world. The mass of the Roman people, rather than resenting his mastery, had welcomed it. They were weary of chaos and bloodshed. They craved peace. Better a monarchy than anarchy. The republic, to all intents and purposes, was dead.


Augustus, however, knew better than to rub the noses of his countrymen in that reality. As subtle as he was self-disciplined, he had no wish to end up, as his deified father had done, murdered by his fellow senators. Accordingly, he had done all that he could to veil his supremacy. He insisted that he had restored the republic. ‘He always loathed “Master” as an accursed and dishonourable title.’8 Certainly – for all that he had briefly contemplated naming himself Romulus – Augustus had no intention of ruling as a king. It was simply not worth the risk. He was interested in the reality, not the show, of power. Behind the façade of republican government – the debates in the senate house, the stately succession of consul by consul, the insistence on the sovereignty of the Roman people – he methodically gathered the reins of state into his own hands. The imperium that previously had been shared out among a whole multitude of magistrates was monopolised, to all intents and purposes, by a single man. It was to this regal scope of power that Nero, by becoming princeps, had succeeded. Not just Rome, but the entire world subordinated to Rome, was subject to his authority. Unsurprisingly, over the course of the decades that followed the lifetime of Augustus, the word imperium had gradually come to take on a subtle new shade of meaning. No longer just the powers wielded by a princeps, it signified as well the vast expanse of territory that was subject to these same powers. To rule as Nero did was to rule over an imperium Romanum: a ‘Roman empire’. It was to rank as an imperator: an ‘emperor’.


‘Your destiny it is to live as in a theatre where your audience is the entire world’: so an advisor was said to have warned Augustus.9 It was not enough, however, for an emperor to be an actor. Unlike a king, unlike a consul, he did not have a script to follow. To make a success of his role, he had to write his own. No one, of course, had understood this more completely than Augustus; and no one had made a more resounding success of it. The emperors who followed him had swung to extremes. Augustus’ immediate successor, a war hero and man of formidable accomplishment named Tiberius, might well, had he lived in a free republic, have been hailed as princeps by virtue of his own achievements; but those days were for ever gone. Heir to an autocracy that he secretly despised, Tiberius had proven himself a terrible actor, so contemptuous both of his own role and of the flatterers who surrounded him that he had ended up retiring for good to the island of Capri. Nero, by contrast, adored acting. He loved the big stage. The first princeps since Augustus to have adopted the title Imperator as his first name, he relished the thought that, as emperor, he could command the audience of the entire world. Already, he had adopted many roles. He had posed as Apollo, the radiant god of music. He had posed as Sol, the celestial charioteer of the sun. Not only had he played a lyre and driven a chariot, but he had done so before the public gaze. This, by the standards of conservative opinion in Rome, was a shocking betrayal of the dignity expected of any citizen, let alone a princeps; but many among the Roman people, members of the elite among them, had thrilled to it. Now, mustering all his taste for flamboyance, all his relish for grandiloquence, all his eye for spectacle, Nero was set to play a further role: that of bereaved husband.


Poppaea’s corpse, stuffed with spices, had been mummified. Next to it, piled in unprecedented profusion, was incense from across the East: ‘the spring produce of Cilicia, the flowers of Sabaea, the flame-feeding harvests of India’.10 So much perfume had been imported from Arabia that the region’s entire annual supply was said to have been exhausted. Poppaea richly deserved such tribute. Not merely a goddess, she had been pregnant with Nero’s child. The loss of the boy – if indeed boy she had been carrying – was a tragedy not just for Nero, but for all the Roman people. The family of Augustus was a sacred thing, touched by the supernatural, numinous with the potency of the man who, by saving Rome from ruin, had proven himself worthy to reign eternally as a god. Augustus’ heirs, who had ruled the world neither as kings nor as elected magistrates, had done so instead as members of his house: as Caesars. This was true even of those who had not shared in his bloodline. Tiberius, for instance, had succeeded to the rule of the world as the August One’s adoptive son. Nero, by contrast, was the genuine article. Commending his dead wife to the senate and people of Rome, he did so as the great-great-grandson of Augustus. When they mourned Poppaea, they were mourning someone else as well: the stillborn infant Caesar.


The loss, as everyone knew, was a grievous one. Rome was fast running out of people who could boast the sacred blood of Augustus in their veins. The various branches of the August family, in the half-century since his death, had been relentlessly pruned. Tiberius, suspicious and resentful of anyone with a claim on the rule of the empire, had proven particularly murderous. Only a very few of Augustus’ descendants had survived his reign. Of these, only one – a young man named Gaius, who ever since his childhood had been nicknamed Caligula, or ‘Bootikins’ – was qualified by gender to succeed to the rule of the world. His reign had not, for the optimates, been a pleasant experience. Indeed, they remembered it as a terrifying demonstration of ‘just how far, when combined with supreme power, supreme vice might go’.11 When, after four scandalous and sanguinary years, Caligula made the mistake of insulting one of his own guards, and ended up hacked to death on the Palatine, there were many in the senate who talked openly of restoring the republic. It was not just the trauma of all they had suffered at Caligula’s hands that prompted them to push for this. It was also the fact that, in the wake of their tormentor’s assassination, there was no man of the bloodline of Augustus available to succeed him. How could anyone who was not a Caesar possibly rule as emperor? The problem appeared insuperable.


Except that, in the event, it proved entirely superable. Too many powerful people had too much at stake in the system of monarchy founded by Augustus not to see it endure. Claudius, a nephew of Tiberius who, despite a nervous twitch and an unjustified reputation as an idiot, had at least been brought up in Augustus’ household. The Praetorians, the military garrison stationed in Rome, hailed him as imperator, and the senators, impotent in the face of this démarche, duly bowed to the inevitable, voting to give Claudius the name of Caesar. The new emperor, much to everyone’s surprise, proved a great success. He built aqueducts, sponsored the construction of a new port at the mouth of the Tiber, and embarked on the conquest of Britain. Even so, Claudius could never quite suppress a sense of imposter syndrome. Looking around for ways to fortify his regime, his gaze fell on a princess of the bloodline of Augustus: a sister of Caligula, formidable and imperious, by the name of Agrippina. That she was also his own niece gave him only momentary pause. Despite the disgust felt by his fellow citizens for incest, which they viewed as a repellent custom, appropriate perhaps to foreign despots but certainly not to a Roman, he did not hesitate to take her as his wife. The move promised him much advantage. It was not only his own legitimacy that was shored up by the marriage, but that of his two children by a previous wife: a girl named Octavia and a boy named Britannicus. Nor was that all. Agrippina was able to contribute even more to the prospects of the dynasty. She had a son of her own: older than Britannicus, of an age to inherit the rule of the empire, and with the blood of Augustus in his veins. That son was Nero.


It might have seemed, then, that Claudius had pulled off a masterstroke. In AD 53, when he married his new stepson off to Octavia, the redemption of the August family from extinction appeared complete. With Britannicus, his own son, soon to come of age, and every prospect that Octavia would shortly be giving him grandchildren, Claudius could look to the future with confidence. Yet his hopes were to be grievously disappointed. No sooner had Nero married his stepsister than death returned to stalk the August family. In ad 54, Claudius died while at supper. So, too, the following year, did Britannicus. Rumour laid the blame for both deaths on Nero. Four years later, when Agrippina was cut down by a Praetorian hit-squad – stabbed, it was said, through her womb – the young emperor’s responsibility was clear: for he openly acknowledged it. People claimed and believed that it was Poppaea who had urged him to matricide; and certainly, there could be no doubting her role in his next crime. In 62, impatient to marry the woman with whom he had become infatuated, and who was already pregnant by him, Nero divorced Octavia. Then, shortly after exiling his ex-wife to a tiny island off the Italian coast, he had her executed. The charge: adultery. Octavia’s severed head was presented to Poppaea. Once again, the August family had been brought almost to extinction. Once again, its future was left hanging by a thread.


That it was Nero himself who bore the chief responsibility for this precarious situation helped to explain, perhaps, the titanic scale of his grief now that Poppaea too, and her unborn child with her, were dead. Who could say just how deeply his guilt ran? Gossip had it that his wife had nagged him for staying out late at the races, and that he had momentarily lost his temper, that he had kicked her in the stomach, and that she had died of the resulting miscarriage. Was the story true? Certainly, there was no crime so dark or terrible that Nero might not be thought by his enemies capable of it. Equally, however, it was possible to cast his bereavement in a very different light. Many found in it a theme fit to rival the tales of gods and heroes. It was Venus herself, so one poet wrote, who had arrived on the Palatine to claim Poppaea; the goddess would bear her away on a chariot, up into the heavens past shooting stars and planets, to a place of honour high above the northern pole. ‘Downcast she was, and felt no joy in the favour done her. For she was leaving behind her husband, a man equal to the gods. Loudly, then, in her longing she moaned for him.’12


Just as he moaned for her. Heavy and stupefyingly expensive, the cloud of incense hung over the ranks of mourners. Even as Nero delivered his eulogy, it had begun to drift across the forum of Julius Caesar, across the city walls, and across the expanse of monuments and parkland beyond the Capitol. This was the Campus Martius – the Field of Mars. In earlier times, it was where Rome’s citizens, summoned to war, had gathered to take the oath that transformed them from civilians into soldiers. Now the Campus was a showcase for the arts of peace. It was where people came to exercise, or to picnic beside an artificial lake, or to indulge in some luxury shopping. There were bath-houses, and theatres, and temples. It was typical of the Campus that the most splendid of these, built back in the early days of Augustus’ supremacy, should have been dedicated not just to one god, not just to a few, but to all the gods: the Pantheon.


No one touring the Campus could possibly forget that Augustus himself had come to be listed in their ranks. Everywhere stood monuments to his glory. Most sombre was a great circular mausoleum, adorned with cypresses and topped by a funerary temple, at the far end of the Campus. This, the tomb Augustus built for himself, was also where the ashes of Nero’s predecessors had been laid: Tiberius, and Caligula, and Claudius. So too the ashes of the great women of the August family: from matriarchs to princesses. Augustus was not the only god whose mortal remains had been laid to rest in the mausoleum. Both his wife and Claudius had similarly been deified. Now, with Nero’s speech ended, and pall-bearers shouldering the byre, all that remained on earth of another god was being brought to join them. Leaving the Forum, passing through a gate in the city walls, entering the Campus Martius, the funerary procession headed for the mausoleum. There, deep in the bowels of the complex, a chamber awaited them. A chamber fitted for the mummy of Poppaea.


To some, this came as a disappointment. ‘The Roman way is to dispose of a body by burning it.’13 Ever since the cremation of Augustus, when flame-edged theatricals had kept the assembled crowds entertained for hours, the funeral of a member of the August family had served the people as a guarantee of spectacle. Yet Nero, showman though he was, knew that the enthusiasm of many in the city for fiery extravaganzas had recently taken a knock. The previous year, a devastating conflagration had swept Rome. Nothing on its scale had ever been witnessed before. For days the firestorm had raged. Between a quarter and a third of the world’s capital had been left as blackened rubble. One year on, and the terrible scarring of it continued to disfigure the city. Buildings along the eastward summit of the Palatine had been destroyed, and ancient, much-loved trees. So too had a stretch of the Forum. Of other districts, where the streets had been cramped and the buildings made of wood, nothing was left at all. Vast numbers of people, left homeless by the inferno, had been reduced to squatting out on the Campus. The shanty town stretched for miles. Leaving behind the city walls, the funerary procession had no option but to pass the destitute masses huddled in their tents. Ahead of the mourners lay the paved area outside the mausoleum where cremations were conducted. Here, under normal circumstances, on a day when the funeral of a member of the August family was being celebrated, a pyre would have been erected. No pyre, however, awaited Poppaea. The pall-bearers continued into the cool of the tomb. The mummy vanished from public view. It was neither the time nor the place for pyrotechnics.


To rule as Caesar was indeed to drive the chariot of the sun. The horses had to be guided with the utmost care. Veer too far one way, and humanity would burn. Veer too far in the opposite direction, and all would be lost to ice. The Roman peace – the Pax Romana – did not sustain itself. Only a leader of divine quality could hope to preserve it. Nero, when he compared himself to Sol, was not indulging in vainglory. He was reminding the Roman people of what it took to rule the world. A touch of the reins here, a flick of the whip there, and all would be kept steady. Amid the infinite calamities to which mortals were heir, whether bereavement or the burning of a city, Nero could be trusted to keep the Roman people on a steady course. To keep them from ruin. To bring them, as though they were a phoenix rising from ashes, to a golden age.



The Rape of Proserpina



There were certain times, certain places, when the human and the divine, the earthly and the supernatural, would meet and become interfused. This was the assurance that Nero offered the Roman people. From the very beginning he had been bathed in gold. Born in December, the dead of winter, he had been greeted as he came into the world by the first rays of the dawning sun. Light from an invisible source had haloed him. As emperor, it had been his ambition to bring a similar radiance into the heart of the city. The great fire of AD 64 had provided him with his perfect opportunity. Four years on from the conflagration that had inflicted such devastation on Rome, the bodies and blackened rubble had all been cleared away. The emperor had appropriated entire swaths of the world’s most valuable real estate, an area once crowded with mansions and apartment blocks. Beyond the Forum, in a valley stretching between two hills, the Caelian and the Oppian, Nero had commissioned an immense and improbable estate. Much of it was parkland. There was a lake, vineyards, woods, wild animals, even models of famous cities. Most spectacular of all, extending up the slope of the Oppian Hill, was a sprawling villa decorated with gems and pearls. It was adorned as well with great works of art, had some forty lavatories, and was sheathed all over with gold. The sun had only to rise in the sky for the blaze of this complex – the ‘Golden House’, as Nero called it – to dazzle the Romans who gazed upon its beauty. The emperor, taking possession of it, had joked that at last he could begin ‘to live like a human being’.14 In truth, what it offered was a god’s-eye view of the world; or, to be more precise, a view of the world such as Sol, looking down from his golden chariot, might enjoy: for the Mediterranean, seen from such a distance, might indeed look like a lake, and the lands all around it like the stretches of a park. Nero, just to ram home the point, had even commissioned a giant bronze statue of himself, 120 feet high, crowned with the rays of the sun. When completed, it was to stand guard over the entrance to the Golden House. Those who had seen it spoke of it in stupefied tones. They called it the ‘Colossus’.


Not everyone was impressed. Surveyors mapping out Nero’s new estate had done so over what, until recently, had been people’s homes. ‘An overweening stretch of parkland has robbed the poor of their dwellings.’15 No wonder that there was resentment. Mutterings could be heard at every level of society. Senators, too, had lost homes to the Golden House. Nero’s contempt for the optimates as a class had become, over the course of his reign, increasingly evident. He had mocked their sensibilities; offended their proprieties; rubbed their noses in the brute fact of their impotence. Unlike the mass of the Roman people, whom he had wooed with spectacle and entertainment, the traditional elites of the city had come to loathe him. An emperor who scorned to show the senate the respect that was its ancient due was, in the opinion of those who belonged to it, a bad emperor by definition. Even as the masses cheered Nero’s name, the heirs of Rome’s most distinguished families had begun, in whispered tones, to call him a tyrant. The Golden House had only confirmed them in this opinion. To the poor, at least – the plebs, as they were called – the spreading expanse of parkland in the very heart of the city offered relief from their cramped and noxious living conditions; but to senators it had become merely a reminder of just how very little they counted. ‘All the city now has become a single house.’16


Naturally, there had been conspiracies. Nero, whose spies were everywhere, had crushed them all. Large numbers of senators had been variously executed, forced to commit suicide, or dispatched into exile. Even so, in the dying days of the year AD 67, some particularly unsettling reports had begun to reach the emperor. A major plot had been foiled in the capital itself. In Gaul, so his agents informed him, one of the governors was plotting revolt. Gaius Julius Vindex was a senator of formidable capabilities. ‘Physically fit and mentally alert, seasoned in war and bold enough not to shrink from a perilous enterprise, he combined a deep love of liberty with immense ambition.’17 Not only that, but he was descended from a line of Gallic kings. Even so, Nero, who – unlike his predecessors – had never led an army in battle, was not sufficiently alarmed to start mustering troops now: for there was a more effective way to combat incipient rebellions. Death squads, which he had employed to great effect against conspirators in Rome, could also be sent out into the provinces. Informed that Vindex had been in touch with the governor of Spain, a grizzled martinet by the name of Servius Sulpicius Galba, who had failed to report the treason, Nero duly gave orders for the governor’s assassination. He had no reason to doubt that such measures would work. Apollo, the god of prophecy as well as of music, had personally sent him a message: ‘Beware the seventy-third year.’18 Nero, who was still only thirty, drew great comfort from this oracle. Clearly, he assured his friends, he still had decades of life and good fortune ahead of him. There was nothing remotely to worry about.


Nevertheless, with the passing of the old year and the beginning of the new, even Nero could not help indulging a certain mood of introspection. Solemn ritual marked 1 January. For two hundred years, it had been the day on which the two new consuls embarked on their term of office. It was not just for the Roman people to endorse their election; the heavens, too, had to give their approval. This was why, on the first day of the 820th year since the founding of Rome – the year that we commemorate as AD 68 – the consuls made sure to seek the backing of the king of the gods, the deity hailed by the Romans as Optimus, the ‘Best’: Jupiter. Senators in blindingly white togas accompanied them. Nero’s own robe, embroidered with gold, was the most blinding of all. Other citizens in holiday finery swelled the lengthy train. Perfume hung in the air. Saffron crackled on lighted braziers. Attendants led two white bullocks, unbroken to the yoke, along the route of the procession. The path was a steep one, and so the animals, their hooves skittering on the flagstones, had to be urged up the slope. Ahead of them loomed a great crowd of temples. The Capitol, where in ancient times a giant and mysteriously well-preserved head, a caput, had been found, portending Rome’s destiny as the head of the world, ranked as the most sacred of the city’s seven hills; and on 1 January it was especially so.


Jupiter’s temple, which stood on the very summit of the Capitol, was the most imperious in the city. Its roof, like that of Nero’s new palace, was sheathed in gold. It boasted columns plundered from Athens. It dominated the Forum, which Jupiter shared with two other deities: Juno, his queen, and Minerva, his daughter. The view from the central chamber of the massive edifice, where the god had his throne, commanded all of Rome. Jupiter, the Romans knew, would never abandon such a seat: ‘the finest and most splendid monument in the world’.19 His temple was as close to an image of eternity as the city provided. It was impossible to imagine a time when it would no longer stand there, and when priests would no longer climb the Capitol to reach it. No wonder that bronze tablets from Rome’s archives, detailing laws and decrees of the senate reaching back to the very beginnings of the city, were stored there: for where was more imperishable? The consuls who on 1 January made the first public sacrifice of the year to Jupiter knew themselves to be part of a tradition that reached both backwards and forwards through time.


So, too, did Nero. The consulship, once bestowed by the votes of the people, was now bestowed by the favour of Caesar. ‘The majesty of the giver shines in the gift.’20 Nero, as the man who had graced the new consuls with their magistracies, was no less anxious than the consuls themselves to know what signs of approval or disapproval – ‘auspices’ as they were known – might be given by the gods. It was the responsibility of the emperor himself to take them. The rituals that traditionally marked the new year had swelled since the time of Augustus by additional, more recent observances: oaths of loyalty sworn to Caesar; promises to uphold his legislation; the gifting to him of strenae, New Year presents. Such ceremonies were conducted across the immense span of the empire, in provincial cities and in legionary camps; but it was what happened on the Capitol that had the greatest heft. Nero, with magistrates and senators gathered round him in a great crowd, and priests, and citizens representing all the various classes of society, knew that he had the perfect opportunity to broadcast a message, not just to Rome, but to the world. Conspiracies were wasted effort. His rule was planted on solid foundations. The auspices were good.


Later, people would remember two things. The first was that no one had unlocked the doors to the temple of Jupiter, prompting a frantic search for the keys. The second was the strena presented to Nero by Poppaea Sabina. Two and a half years had passed since the death of Rome’s most famous beauty. In his bereavement, Nero had sought such comfort as he could. A naturally uxorious man, he had turned for companionship to Acte, a freedwoman from Syria with whom he had conducted a passionate affair early in his reign, and still held fast in his affections. He had also married again. Statilia Messalina, although she might lack the glamour of Poppaea, was very much Nero’s kind of woman: smart, witty, well-bred. Indeed, so devoted was he to her that he had forced her husband, a serving consul with a fatal talent for banter, to commit suicide. Yet Messalina, devoted to her though her new husband was, had one debilitating drawback: she did not look like Poppaea. So Nero – rather than live with the ache of his frustration – had sought to find someone who did. The search had been long but ultimately successful. A new Poppaea had been brought to the emperor’s bed. Soft-skinned, auburn-haired, she seemed to all who saw her to be the ultimate manifestation of Nero’s genius for transmuting fantasy into reality. Dressed in the dead empress’s robes, arrayed in the dead empress’s jewels, borne in the dead empress’s litter, she was treated exactly as though she were the dead empress herself. Nero had even married her. First, though, prior to the wedding, the bride-to-be had been readied for her future as Caesar’s wife. A surgeon had been summoned. Poppaea’s doppelgänger, strapped onto the operating table, had been obliged to endure the loss of his genitals: testicles, penis and all.


Nero, making a joke of it, had nicknamed the mutilated boy Sporus: ‘Spunk’, in Greek. Yet the presence in his bed of a partner who not only looked like Poppaea, but answered to her name, and had legally become his wife, was no laughing matter. To Nero, and to all who saw her with him, it seemed that a great miracle had been achieved: that Poppaea had been brought back to life. So besotted was the emperor that he dreamed of moulding Sporus completely into a woman. An immense reward was offered to anyone capable of implanting a uterus within the eunuch. This, of course, even for a man of Nero’s genius for bending reality to his will, was an ambition too far; but the sterility of the Poppaea he had fashioned for himself did not prevent her presence on the Capitol that January morning from carrying an unsettling charge. What Nero offered to the Roman people was the assurance that the mundane could be rendered fantastical, the predictable spiced up with the unexpected, and the world of the everyday fused with that of myth. This was why, when ‘Poppaea’ stepped forward to present Nero with his strena, she seemed to the assembled crowd a creature both more and less than human. It was also why, in the months and years that were to follow, the ring which she presented to her husband that morning on the Capitol as he was taking the auspices would itself come to seem a portent.


On the ring was a gemstone, and carved onto the gemstone was the image of a goddess. Libera did not have a shrine on the Capitol. If the great temple of Jupiter provided the king of the gods with a seat from which he could survey not just the limits of Rome, but the entire world beyond, then the setting of Libera’s temple was altogether less grand. Beyond the Capitol, there stretched a flat and low expanse of land, bordered by the Tiber and, on the far side of the various apartment blocks and warehouses that crowded it, a second hill. The Aventine, unlike the Palatine or the Capitol, had never been home to winners. Instead, from the very beginnings of Rome, it had provided a refuge to those who had failed in the great race of life: to the poor, the immigrant, the down-at-heel. The temple of Libera, founded in the tenth year of the republic’s existence, and rebuilt by Augustus after its destruction in a fire, stood on the northernmost slope of the Aventine, directly above the banks of the Tiber. There, it served the plebs as the great temple on the Capitol served the elites: as a focus of their supplications, their devotions, their hopes.


Just as Jupiter shared his sanctuary in Rome with Juno and Minerva, so did Libera share hers with her mother, Ceres, and her brother, Liber. The worship of Ceres reached all the way back to the time of Numa Pompilius – as well it might have, for she was the goddess who blessed the fields with harvest and put bread on the table, without which everyone would starve. Though the rustic days of Numa were long gone, her great festival, the Cerealia, was still celebrated every spring, at the start of the agricultural year. Its stage was the Circus Maximus, the largest stadium in the world, built by Romulus in the valley between the Aventine and the Palatine; incinerated during the first hours of the Great Fire; and already, thanks to Nero’s patronage and energy, restored to its former glory. Whether, that coming spring, the festival would be celebrated in the traditional way, by releasing foxes with lighted torches on their backs into the arena, was obviously a sensitive question; but certainly, now that the renovation of the Circus was complete, there would be chariot races and all kinds of spectacles. Nero, a natural showman, would make sure of that. He perfectly understood how to keep the plebs entertained. Extravaganzas would also be staged a month earlier, to mark the Liberalia, the festival that honoured both Liber and Libera, and which, despite the enduring disapproval of moralists, had long been celebrated on the Aventine as a licence to cast off every kind of inhibition. Liber, after all, meant ‘free’. Wine, sex, rampages through the streets: the Liberalia was literally a riot.


The ring, then, had been thoughtfully chosen. The reminder it gave to Nero as he stood before the temple of Jupiter surrounded by senators was a welcome one. The foundations of his power lay not just in the Capitol but in the Aventine. Rome was the largest city the world had ever seen. It contained a million mouths. Only one man could possibly keep such an immense population from starvation: Caesar. The message was one that Nero had made sure to stamp on his coins. On one of them Ceres was shown sitting in front of a woman holding a horn overflowing with the fruits of the harvest. This woman was Annona: the embodiment of the grain supply. It had long been the privilege of every citizen in Rome to receive from Caesar a monthly corn dole. The annexation of Egypt, which had enabled Augustus to fund the beautification of Rome, had enabled him as well to banish the spectre of famine from the city: for the wealth of the country had consisted of more than gold. The fields that bordered the Nile were the great breadbasket of the world.


Every year, hulking freighters loaded with corn would set sail from Alexandria. Meanwhile, others would depart Carthage, the capital of Africa: for this province too was famed for the fertility of its soil. These transport ships, for a long time, had been unable to head directly to Rome. Instead, because the waters at Ostia, the port which stood at the mouth of the Tiber, had been too shallow to receive them, they had been obliged instead to dock at Puteoli, a port on the Bay of Naples. Recently, however, Ostia had been given an upgrade. The Roman people, whose sway extended across sea as well as land, were not to be defied by mere reeds and silt. In a great engineering project begun under Claudius and completed under Nero, a deep-water port was constructed a mile or so north of the existing facilities at Ostia. The corn transported from Egypt and Africa still had to be unloaded at Puteoli; but it could now be transported onwards to the mouth of the Tiber in something approximating to bulk. From there, it could then be moved into the giant warehouses that, fortress-like, lined the river for sixteen miles, all the way to the Aventine. The plebs, long habituated as they were to receiving bread from Caesar, did not view this as charity. ‘Every man gets his dole by virtue of being a citizen.’21 Such, at any rate, was the maxim. The fire, however, had placed the imperial budget under terrible strain. Nero, even as he struggled to ensure the continued supply of corn to the city, had been obliged to suspend the dole itself. Poppaea, by giving her husband a ring stamped with the image of Libera, was reminding him of his responsibility to restore it. Headquarters for the distribution of corn was Libera’s temple: the temple that she shared with Liber, and Ceres, her mother.


Libera, however, was not merely Libera. Just as the temple of Jupiter, following its incineration by a thunderbolt in 83 BC, had been rebuilt using material plundered from Athens, so had Libera, as the centuries had passed, become ever more Greek. Initially, she had been a shadowy figure – so shadowy, indeed, that it was debated by antiquarians whether she might not have been Liber’s daughter rather than his sister. Increasingly, however, as Roman power expanded first across Italy and then into the eastern half of the Mediterranean, this had changed: for the more that the conquerors put the Greek world in their shadow, so the more had their gods come to be painted in the colours of the conquered. The Greeks, too, worshipped a goddess of the harvest. Demeter, they called her: the mother of a daughter named Persephone. The story told of this girl – Proserpina, as she was known in Latin – was a haunting one. That once, back in the early days of the world, when all had been eternal summer, she had been walking with her handmaidens across a meadow in Sicily; that Pluto, the god of the dead, had appeared suddenly in his chariot and abducted her; that her mother, plunged into grief and despair, had left the corn in the fields and the fruit on the trees to perish, and the earth to turn to ice; that finally, under the terms of a truce brokered by Jupiter, it had been agreed that, for six months every year, Proserpina should return to her mother, but that for the other six months, enthroned in the underworld as the queen of the dead, she should stay with Pluto; and that ever since there had been winters as well as summers. The story had become a familiar one to the Romans almost half a millennium before the time of Nero. Proserpina had long since been elided with Libera. Deeply embedded in the soil of the Aventine though her temple was, this goddess whose origins reached back to the very beginnings of the city hinted at mysteries – haunting, tantalising mysteries – that were not to be fathomed in Rome. Those who wished to learn them had to travel elsewhere: to Greece.


And it was to Greece, as it so happened, that the boy transformed into Poppaea, only a few months after the operation that had made him into a woman, had been taken by Nero. Borne in a litter appropriate to an empress, the new Poppaea had toured a succession of the festivals for which Greek cities were famed. Her husband had been in heaven. In the country that ranked as the home of the performing arts, Nero had felt himself appreciated at last. His singing had been greeted with rapturous applause. So, too, his performances as an actor. He had even raced in the Olympic Games. Risking unspeakable danger by yoking his chariot to ten horses rather than, as was customary, two or four, he had not only lived to tell the tale, but taken first prize. His delight had been off the scale. Imperious in his gratitude, he had remitted the taxes of the entire province. Even as he did so, however, he proclaimed that his true debt was not to the Greeks themselves, but rather to their gods. ‘For both by land and sea they have ever looked out for me.’22


Many were the hills, the groves, and the shrines in Greece that, over the course of the centuries, had been hallowed by their presence. Well-educated Romans, schooled in the Greek classics as they were, tended to be no less aware of this than the Greeks were themselves. One sanctuary in particular haunted their imaginings. Ten miles outside Athens there stood a town named Eleusis. Here it was that Ceres had sat in mourning for her lost daughter; and here it was that the pair of them had been reunited. The mystery of what had happened in this holy place, the restoration of the earth to fertility and the triumph of life over death, was one that mortals, if they purified themselves sufficiently and swore a binding vow of secrecy, might have revealed to them. It was not only Greeks who were seduced by this promise. Rome’s most learned men were intrigued as well. The mysteries taught at Eleusis were, in their opinion, Athens’ greatest gift to the world. ‘Thrice blessed’, a tragedian had written back in the city’s golden age, ‘are those mortals who, having seen these rites, then descend into the underworld: for while everyone else passes into wretchedness, they alone have life.’23 Here was a promise that anyone might welcome – even a Caesar. The image on the ring given to Nero while he was taking the auguries on the Capitol was a nod to this, for it portrayed the rape of Proserpina. Poppaea, who had only just returned from Greece with her husband, knew just how haunted by the story of Proserpina’s abduction he had been – and just how haunted by his longing to visit Eleusis.


Yet he had never gone. The mysteries were not lightly penetrated, and Nero had good reason to fear them. During his tour of Greece, putting on the mask of a tragic actor, he had repeatedly played matricides: murderers who, commanded by oracles to commit the most terrible of crimes, had then been hounded by the Furies, fearsome goddesses armed with whips and blazing torches. Nero, by bringing to life ancient myth on the stage, had been performing the most audacious of manoeuvres: the presentation of himself as a hero of legend. Yet this had come with costs. Every year at Eleusis, before the rites of initiation began, a herald would warn away all criminals; and Nero, who confessed to being haunted in his dreams by the ghost of his mother, had particular reason to dread the admonition. True, he was notorious as a man contemptuous of the gods. Only one of them, a fish-tailed goddess from Syria, had ever truly commanded his devotion; and even her he had come to despise. So badly had he fallen out with her, indeed, that he had taken to relieving himself on her statue. Or so people claimed. Nero’s relish for mocking convention, and the glee he took in making the eyes of prudes pop, made such rumours all too believable. Nevertheless, there were limits. Even Nero knew better than to desecrate certain mysteries. The gates that led to the realm of Pluto and Proserpina were not lightly opened. Nero, dreading to visit Eleusis, had never doubted it. This was because, only three years previously, he had opened the same gates himself.


The great fire had left Rome a city of the dead. Such had been its ferocity that untold numbers had been turned to ashes. There had been no prospect of recovering their bodies, or of giving them proper burial. The horror of this had lain like a shadow over the entire city. Naturally, then, Nero had turned for advice to the Sibylline Books. The instructions he found there were clear. Various gods required propitiation. Chief among them were Ceres and Proserpina. There were rites to be performed at their temple on the Aventine and in the heart of the Forum, rites that reached back to the very origins of Rome. It was Romulus who had first instituted them. Next to where the senate house would one day stand, and where Nero, the year after the great fire, would deliver his funeral oration over the mummified body of the first Poppaea, he had dug a circular trench. In it he had placed the fruits of the harvest: everything that, ‘sanctioned by tradition as good and by nature as necessary’,24 was sacred to Ceres. Yet this trench – which the Romans called the mundus, the ‘world’ – was a place of death as well as life. The black stone of the Lapis Niger, which lay within the mundus, had been carefully chosen. Great pains had gone into its sourcing. Brought to Rome from Cape Matapan, the southernmost tip of Greece, it had been quarried from beside a cave that led to the underworld: a place much haunted by the flickering and gibbering of ghosts.25


The Lapis Niger, however, was not the only emblem of death that stood within the mundus. There was also an ancient cypress, with roots so fibrous and grasping that they reached all the way to the forum built by Julius Caesar. No wonder, then, that the mundus, like Eleusis, and like the cave on Cape Matapan, should have ranked as a portal to the underworld. For most of the year it was shut; but there were times, shadow-haunted times, when it was made to stand open. On such days no business could be done, no battles offered, no marriages celebrated: ‘For when the mundus is open, it is as if the gates of the sad and infernal gods are open.’26 There was nothing, on such occasions, to stop the dead from visiting the realm of the living – nothing to stop those who had perished in the great fire from returning to the scene of their incineration. Nero, by acting in obedience to the Sibylline Books, and opening the mundus, had sought to give rest to their shades, to make up for their lack of a burial, to draw a line under the calamity of the inferno that had consumed them and reduced them to ashes.


But no line had been drawn. The gates of the underworld remained open. The shades of the dead still roamed the city unavenged. Such, at any rate, behind closed doors and in nervous huddles, was what Nero’s enemies whispered. It was said, and believed, that the emperor had started the fire himself; that he had employed his agents to ensure its spread; that he had sung, as the city blazed, of the ruin of Troy. Nero, in the immediate wake of the disaster, had vowed to raise altars across the city to Vulcan, the god of fire; but these altars, three years on, were still nowhere to be seen. Small surprise, then, in the weeks and months that followed the new year, that the ring given to Nero at the New Year should have come to seem more and more ominous a sign. The emperor had many enemies, and events, it turned out, were slipping from his control. Out in the provinces, his attempt to nip rebellion in the bud had failed. The shadow war was over. In March, Vindex openly raised the banner of revolt. In April, Galba did the same. Nero, shocked into a sudden realisation of the peril of his situation, sought to rally such legions as he had with him in Italy. Simultaneously, he mustered reinforcements. Legions in the Balkans were commanded to rally to their emperor’s cause. He also enrolled a legion from scratch, by recruiting marines from Misenum, a port on the Bay of Naples that constituted Rome’s largest naval base. Nero’s flurry of activity, however, had its limits: despite the fact that he was the first Caesar since Augustus to have had himself portrayed on coins in military dress, he remained reluctant to ride out at the head of his troops. Instead, he trusted them to a proven loyalist, a former consul and governor of Britain by the name of Petronius Turpilianus. Petronius headed north to rendezvous in northern Italy with the legions coming from the Balkans. Nero, meanwhile, waited in Rome. His mood, despite the sudden blaze of rebellion, remained positive.


But then, at the beginning of June, came ominous news. Vindex, defeated in battle by an army drawn from the German frontier, had committed suicide; but the triumphant legions, far from dedicating this victory to Nero, had promptly hailed their commander as emperor. The commander himself, a man of subtle and cautious temperament named Verginius Rufus, had refused the title; but Nero, shaken by the disloyalty of troops whose love he had until that moment taken for granted, was plunged abruptly into despair. It was less force of arms that made him fear for his throne than rumours and exaggerations. Even Petronius was reported – erroneously – to have defected. Nero, increasingly frantic, began to contemplate flight to Alexandria. Yet still he lingered in Rome. Only once he had finally convinced himself that all was lost did he abandon the capital; but not for Egypt. Instead, taking horse, he made for a villa on the outskirts of the city. With him went the boy transformed into Poppaea and his most trusted secretary, a freedman named Epaphroditus. It was to prove a fateful mistake. Brought news that the senate had formally condemned him as a public enemy and sentenced him to death, he prepared to commit suicide. For an hour he hesitated; but then, when he heard hoofbeats on the road outside, and realised that guards were coming to apprehend him, he summoned the assistance of the loyal Epaphroditus and slit his own throat. A centurion, hurrying into the villa, sought to staunch the wound with his cloak; but it was too late. ‘So fixedly did his eyeballs bulge from their sockets that onlookers were filled with horror and fear.’27 Nero was dead.


And Poppaea Sabina, that maimed and sterile parody of the woman he had loved and raised to the heavens, beating her breast, pulling at her hair, tearing her clothes, mourned the husband who, like Pluto, had raped her and borne her into a realm of shadow.


Back to the Future


The women who tended the tomb in the garden had no doubt that their lord was dead. They had personally arrayed his body in shining white vestments; and then, when all was ready, laid his physical remains to rest. Rejected as he had been by his own people, legally condemned as an enemy of Rome, brought to a squalid and ignominious end, his defeat seemed total. What victory, then, could there possibly be in the wake of such a death?


Acte, Nero’s first great love, and his two childhood nurses, leaving the tomb where they had reverently deposited the emperor’s ashes in a porphyry sarcophagus, were not alone in feeling stunned. Everything seemed to have happened so quickly. Few people in the capital had been aware of the distant rumblings of insurrection. ‘Nero had been toppled more by dispatches and by rumours than by force of arms.’28 The news of his suicide, then, had come as a general shock. Rome had been at peace for more than a century. The prospect of civil war returning to the city’s streets seemed grotesque, a nightmare conjured up from the dark days of the republic’s collapse. Yet the portents which followed Nero’s death were too ominous to be ignored. Rivers had been seen flowing backwards. On the east coast of Italy, an entire olive grove had uprooted itself and crossed a road. In Rome itself, lightning had struck the temple built by Julius Caesar in his forum, decapitating all the statues of the emperors placed there. Now, in the Forum itself, the cypress which for centuries had stood within the limits of the mundus abruptly died. The gates of the underworld, it seemed, were open yet. The people who, in the wake of Nero’s funeral, bore flowers to his tomb, and lamented his passing, were not merely mourning Nero himself. They were also mourning the family of Augustus, that dynasty shot through with a sense of its founder’s immortality, and yet which now, with the death of its last surviving member, had perished for ever. The vast mass of the Roman people, looking to the future, felt a sense less of relief than of trepidation. ‘In their despondency, they were desperate for news.’29 Who was to rule in Nero’s place? To maintain the peace that, for a century now, had been general across the empire? To keep the city supplied with bread?


In the senate house, they already had an answer to these questions. The same decree that had proclaimed Nero’s condemnation as a public enemy had proclaimed as well the award of all his prerogatives, all his titles, to Servius Sulpicius Galba. To most senators, the governor of Spain seemed the obvious choice. No living Roman was more distinguished. Forebears of his had won the consulship long before Augustus’ rise to power. This fact, however, had not prevented Galba from serving a succession of emperors loyally and well. Unlike most senators who came from ancient families, he had scorned to spend his days sulking on his estates, snobbishly resentful of the Caesars’ supremacy. Instead, just as any ambitious nobleman would have done back in the heyday of the republic, he had sought to make a name for himself: as a magistrate, as a soldier, as a governor of major provinces. Breeding and public service: the combination was a rare one. Certainly, to senators weary of Nero’s relentless mockery, the craggy and unbending Galba appeared the perfect candidate to serve as princeps: an antique hero sprung from the pages of a history book. Accordingly, taking ship, a delegation of optimates headed for Spain, there to press on him the name of Caesar.


Yet they were, of course, deluding themselves. Any notion that a would-be emperor with an army at his back might be dependent for his elevation to supreme power on the decrees of the senate was fantasy. That Galba himself, a confirmed conservative, paid lip-service to them as the source of his legitimacy did not render him any the less a usurper. ‘A secret of state had been revealed: that a man might be made a princeps elsewhere than in Rome.’30 Even in the capital, the ability of senators to influence events was limited. This was a lesson that Claudius’ seizure of power had already taught them. Now they found themselves having to learn it all over again. The senate was not alone in sending an embassy to Galba. Also sailing for Spain were a squad of Praetorians. Far more than the senate house, it was their camp, a vast, brooding fortress on the north-eastern edge of Rome, that constituted the true foundation of an emperor’s authority in the city. To command the Praetorians was to command a force that could make or break a Caesar.


This was why, ever since the original construction of their base back in the time of Tiberius, no senator had ever been appointed as their prefect. Only a private citizen of sufficient wealth and ability to qualify as an eques – a cavalryman – could aspire to that. The rank harked back to the distant days when membership of Rome’s elite had been signalled by possession of a horse; but the equestrian order, over the course of the centuries, had evolved to become a very different beast. While it might never hope to rival the prestige of the senate, it did mark those enrolled in it as high achievers, talents worth watching, men on the make. Under Augustus, the equestrian order had provided aristocrats from obscure Italian towns, officers who had picked the winning side in the civil wars, and even, on occasion, the wealthy sons of former slaves, with a status that demanded respect. Senators might sneer at such upstarts; but not too openly. Increasingly, equestrians had come to provide what every Caesar needed: a reservoir of able and hard-nosed men capable of serving in a whole variety of administrative posts. Some of these posts were more important than others; and of them all, none was more important than the prefectship of the Praetorians. The Praetorians, after all, were not just any body of men to be commanded. They were soldiers with responsibility for the security of Caesar; which meant, in turn, that they were soldiers capable of swaying the very fate of Rome.


Nero, perfectly aware of what had happened to Caligula when he forgot this, had gone to great lengths to keep them sweet. He had lavished pay rise after pay rise on them, bonus after bonus. He had also made sure to split the command. Both the men he had installed as prefects had evil reputations. This was hardly surprising, for the pair of them had served as his enforcers. Both were notorious for their thuggishness; both were despised by their peers as blots on the equestrian order. One, Gaius Ofonius Tigellinus, had worked variously as a gigolo and a racehorse trainer before Nero, appreciative of the talents suggested by this curriculum vitae, had raised him to the command of the Praetorians; the other, Gaius Nymphidius Sabinus, was the son of a freedwoman rumoured to have sold herself for sex in the slave quarters on the Palatine. Tigellinus, although for long the senior partner, had recently been elbowed aside. His colleague, determined not to let a crisis go to waste, had moved with ruthless speed to capitalise upon the swell of insurrections in Gaul and Spain. Nymphidius it was who had convinced the Praetorians to abandon Nero; Nymphidius it was who, capitalising on Galba’s reputation for fabulous wealth, had succeeded in winning their backing for him by promising them a bonus massive even by the standards of Nero’s prodigality. The prefect, having staked everything on this throw, could be well pleased with how the dice had come to fall. Nero eliminated; Tigellinus put decisively in the shade; Galba’s favour secured. Nymphidius was effectively the master of the capital.


Nevertheless, his situation remained precarious. Accordingly, even as the capital waited with trepidation for its new master to arrive from Spain, Nymphidius set to shoring up his position. He continued to court Galba. Simultaneously, he sought to bring Rome ever more under his thumb. Senators were alternately wooed and menaced. Sometimes Nymphidius would invite them to dinner; sometimes he would berate them for presuming to go behind his back. Naturally, as a man who would have been nothing without Nero’s patronage, he made sure as well to harry agents of the toppled regime. When lynch mobs turned on them, crushing informers beneath fallen statues of the emperor or the wheels of heavily laden wagons, he did nothing to save his former colleagues. His pose throughout was one of high-minded patriotism. He had no wish, after all, to be thought a vulgar opportunist.


Yet even Nymphidius, the man whose treachery had served to doom his master, could not help but remain in thrall to Nero’s charisma. In his house he kept the most outrageous of all the many souvenirs left behind by the dead emperor. To sleep with Sporus, the wretched boy transformed into the image of Rome’s most beautiful empress, was to sleep with Poppaea Sabina. This was why, rather than allow her to accompany the other women to the garden when Nero’s ashes were laid to rest, Nymphidius had seized her, and kept her as his own. A man taking such a trophy to bed with him might well dare to dream. The upstart prefect began to have it put about that he was the offspring, not – as people had previously believed – of servile parents, but of Caligula. If true, this would have meant that he had the blood of Augustus flowing in his veins. Already, Nymphidius had made himself the master of Rome. Why, then, amid all the confusions of the age, should he not aspire to the mastery of the world?


To own Poppaea was, perhaps, to be driven a little mad. She was, after all, a living, breathing embodiment of the great conviction to which Nero had dedicated his life: that there was no fantasy so impossible, no dream so implausible, no desire so shocking, that it might not be rendered real. Certainly, to transform a male into a female was a project better suited to a god than to a mortal. Only the boldest, the most self-assured were likely to attempt it. Nero might be dead; but the example of what he had achieved with Poppaea, the fashioning of a young boy into not merely a dead empress, but the most famous beauty in the world, still served as a memorial to his ambitions. Nymphidius, abducting her even as Nero’s corpse lay on its pyre, had known what he was stealing. She was a symbol not just of imperial power, but of the daring required to reach after imperial power. Well might those who had moulded her, fashioning an empress out of a boy, think nothing beyond them.


Even women. Nero, wishing his creation adorned in a manner appropriate to her rank, had appointed as Poppaea’s wardrobe-mistress a noblewoman notorious equally for her rapacity and for her role as ‘his tutor in sexual depravity’.31 Now, with her patron dead, Calvia Crispinilla had taken refuge in her native Africa.32 There, with a startling display of initiative, she had persuaded the commander of the legion stationed in the province, a man named Lucius Clodius Macer, to raise the banner of revolt. First Macer seized Carthage, the provincial capital; then he halted the corn supply. He began to mint coins that signalled his intention to take Sicily – and to do so, what was more, as an agent of the senate. The aim, self-evidently, was to cripple Nymphidius’ authority in Rome. Calvia, a woman with a track record in bending reality to her wishes, had shown that her talents were not confined merely to the dressing room. Just as she had transformed a mutilated boy into a shimmering vision of female glamour, so had she now wrought an even more startling metamorphosis: that of Rome’s African breadbasket into a source of grievous danger, not just to Nymphidius, but to Galba as well.


Except that Galba, far from answering Nymphidius’ increasingly frantic calls for assistance, showed himself flintily unperturbed by them. Rather than advance on Rome at speed, he spent a month after his elevation making sure of his rear. Only in July did he finally set out from Spain. Climbing the Pyrenees, he marked with contempt how the Praetorians sent to him from Rome were forever grumbling about the exertions of the march, the paucity of the rations, the strictness of the discipline. Sent furniture by Nymphidius from the Golden House, he scorned to use it. Crossing Gaul, he neglected to take the shortest route to Rome, but instead, striking inland, removed Verginius Rufus from his command; received the acclamation of various Gallic tribes; and then, taking a road that led not along the coast, but over the Alps, flogged the Praetorians over yet another mountain range. All this, from Nymphidius’ point of view, was bad enough. But it was not the worst. Galba, although a perfectly well-meaning old man, was also a fond and foolish one. So Nymphidius’ agent reported back. For all his breeding, for all his record of public service, for all his commitment to discipline, the new emperor was the creature of a gang of worthless favourites. Some were freedmen; some were senators on the make. Laziest and most venal of the lot was an officer named Cornelius Laco. Nymphidius’ agent, in describing the new emperor’s associates, had particular reason to dwell on Laco. Galba, after all, had just appointed him Praetorian prefect.


This was, to put it mildly, a bold piece of management. Rome was effectively in Nymphidius’ hands, and the prefect – unsurprisingly – did not take the news of his replacement well. Deciding to gamble everything once again on a throw of the dice, he sought to strike against Galba as only a few weeks previously he had struck against Nero. His backers in the senate were squared. One of them – a consul designate by the name of Cingonius Varro – even wrote him a speech. Armed with this oration, Nymphidius headed at midnight to the Praetorian camp. His aim was to deliver it to the soldiers and then employ them to secure the city. When he arrived at the camp, however, it was to find the gates barred against him. The Praetorians – persuaded by one of their officers that Galba, as a man innocent of murdering his mother and performing as an actor, should be given a chance – refused to hear their prefect out. Even when the gates were finally opened to Nymphidius, it was only so that he might the more easily be cornered and slain. His corpse, dragged out from the camp, was put on public show, there to be gawped at by the masses.


Galba, brought news of this, could be well pleased. He had long experience in smacking down uppity officers. His fame as a martinet was richly deserved. The senatorial elite, in turning to him, had been turning as well to an image of Rome long nurtured by traditionalists: as a city made great by the iron-forged discipline of its people. Everyone knew the stories. Once, for instance, back in the heroic early days of the republic, a consul by the name of Manlius Torquatus, riding at the head of an army, had ordered that no one was to break ranks, no one to fight except in a line of battle. Shortly afterwards, his own son went out on patrol. Provoked by the taunts of the enemy, the young man engaged one of them in single combat, slew him, and then, bearing the corpse of his adversary, returned in triumph to the camp. Manlius, rather than praising his son, gave orders that he be executed on the spot. And so it was done. While Galba, who was childless, had never quite matched this edifying standard of severity, his reputation was very much that of a man who, only given the chance, would surely have taken it. Whipping flabby soldiers into shape was his particular forte. Once, sent by Caligula to improve standards of discipline along the Rhine, he had set the legions there a personal example by running alongside the emperor’s chariot for twenty miles, all the while holding a shield. Now, summoned to the rule of a city long indulged and corrupted by Nero, he faced a similar challenge. It was not one that he intended to shirk.


The Roman people had grown soft. They needed toughening up. This was why, in Galba’s opinion, the threat to the corn supply was nothing much to worry about. Certainly, he had no intention of restoring the corn dole: for what was a handout if not a menace to Rome’s moral fibre? Likewise, just as Manlius Torquatus, in his commitment to discipline, had shown himself implacable, a man forged out of iron, so now did Galba, in his determination to return his fellow citizens to their traditional values, scorn to show either fear or favour. Entering Rome as its emperor, he aimed to make an example of worthless senators no less than of delinquent soldiers. Cingonius Varro, the consul designate who had written a speech for Nymphidius, was duly executed without trial. So, too, as a confirmed partisan of Nero, was Petronius Turpilianus. Even royalty was not spared Galba’s grim resolve to punish insubordination: Mithridates, a king visiting Rome from the shores of the Black Sea, was put to death on a charge of having laughed at the emperor’s baldness. Meanwhile, far from granting the Praetorians the bonus that Nymphidius, on Galba’s behalf, had promised them, the new emperor left them empty-handed. Playing the antique hero to the hilt, he explained his reasoning in lapidary terms: ‘I choose my soldiers, I do not buy them.’33
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