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For Gráinne
– like Livia, ‘probitate, forma [mulierum] eminentissima’


… ‘These literary gatherings get a little on my nerves,’ Judy said, ‘I sometimes wish I’d married a plumber.’


‘Even a plumber, my dear,’ Arnold said with a constrained twist of his lips, ‘would, one imagines, take a certain interest in his work.’


‘Yes, but a plumber finishes his work when he finishes it,’ said Judy. ‘He isn’t always talking and thinking about plumbing. He doesn’t go to plumbing lunches and plumbing teas and plumbing conversaziones. He doesn’t give lectures on plumbing.’


Richmal Crompton, Family Roundabout, 1948
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Author’s Note



For British television viewers of the 1970s, Livia loomed large in the history of ancient Rome. Jack Pulman’s thirteen-part small-screen adaptation of Robert Graves’s novel I, Claudius promulgated a version of events in which Livia played a leading and decisive role. Even for the armchair student of Roman history, this is cause for surprise. Neither the Republic nor the principate recognized the vesting of formal power of this sort in women’s hands. What then was Livia up to? Who was deceiving whom?


The Pulman–Graves account of the founding of the Roman Empire owed much to the work of Publius or Gaius Cornelius Tacitus. Tacitus’s Annals of Imperial Rome, written early in the second century, is an intensely vivid record of the Rome of the first emperors. Its purpose was more than reportage. ‘It seems to me a historian’s foremost duty,’ Tacitus wrote with tub-thumping moral afflatus, ‘is to ensure that merit is recorded, and to confront evil words and deeds with the fear of posterity’s denunciations.’ A number of evil deeds he placed squarely at Livia’s feet.


Tacitus considered himself without partisanship. Other surviving ancient texts – painting different portraits of Livia and her actions – suggest that Livia would not have agreed. Without seeking out undiscovered fragments, lost inscriptions or unknown papyri, I have revisited these other sources and a wealth of scholarship arising from them, alongside Tacitus’s account. My intention has been to create a portrait of Livia that, no less remarkable than the scheming villainess of the Tacitus–Graves–Pulman triad, is more finely balanced, more equivocal – and less indebted to burlesque.


This book was written with the assistance of a generous award from The Society of Authors. To The Society, and particularly the members of the distinguished judging panel under the chairmanship of Antonia Fraser, I express my grateful thanks.


As ever, I am grateful to those many people who, in different ways, provided help with the writing of this book. In Italy, Sir Timothy and Lady Clifford offered hospitality, kindness and inspiration at a critical moment; without their intervention, this book would not have been written. Other friends were generous in their hospitality throughout the research period: Jim and Fern Dickson, Claudia Joseph, Cathy Davey, and Ivo and Pandora Curwen.


I am grateful to those people who read, answered questions and offered advice on the manuscript, including Dr Adrian Goldsworthy, Kathryn Jones of The Royal Collection and, especially, John Everatt, an inspirational classics master and a patient reader. The staff of The Library of the Societies for the Promotion of Hellenic and Roman Studies and The London Library were helpful, as was Ann Price of Denbigh Library in North Wales, who mastered for me the inter-library loan scheme. I am grateful to my agent, Georgina Capel, and my editor Richard Milbank.


Immense thanks, of course, are due to the unsung behind-the-scenes efforts of my wonderful parents, my father-in-law and above all my beloved wife, Gráinne, for so much patience, encouragement and love.




‘Few women of real nobility have received such venomous treatment as Livia.’


J. P. V. D. Balsdon, Roman Women:
Their History and Habits, 1962


‘Of all the Roman empresses, Livia may be said to have done the greatest honour to her dignity, and to have best supported the character of it. Augustus owed a considerable part of his glory to her, and not only consulted her in the most important and difficult affairs, but generally took her advice.’


‘ … it cannot be denied that there was a great deal of art and cunning in her manner of proceeding, which the emperor did not find out till it was too late.’


‘ … not even Augustus, with all his art and skill, could avoid being deceived by her. She knew well how to take full advantage of his weakness, and acquired such an ascendancy over him that nothing could resist it; and Caesar, master of the world, might very properly be said to be slave to Livia.’


J. R. de Serviez,
The Roman Empresses, 1718


‘In the domestic sphere she cultivated virtue in the time-honoured fashion, she was affable beyond what was approved in women of old, a headstrong mother, a compliant wife, a good match for the intrigues of her husband and the hypocrisy of her son.’


Publius Cornelius Tacitus,
The Annals of Imperial Rome


‘No Roman woman ever wielded such power and influence as Livia.’


Donald R. Dudley,
The World of Tacitus, 1968
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PREFACE
‘He chopped down the family tree’



‘It seems to me,’ offers the narrator of Tennyson’s poem ‘Lady Clara Vere de Vere’, published in 1842, “’Tis only noble to be good. Kind hearts are more than coronets, and simple faith than Norman blood.’


A century after Tennyson, in a spirit of benign flippancy, those lines inspired a black and white film which remains, on both sides of the Atlantic, among the most popular comedies ever made in Britain. Kind Hearts and Coronets, advertised in 1949 with the slogan ‘He chopped down the family tree’, tells the story of Louis Mazzini, the child of a late-Victorian mésalliance between an English noblewoman and an Italian opera singer. On her death, the family of Louis’s mother, the D’Ascoynes, refuses to admit her body to the family crypt. Louis avenges this indignity by removing every D’Ascoyne who stands between him and the family’s title. Eight deaths later, he finds himself, as he had intended, Duke of Chalfont. Although the contributions of Evelyn Waugh and Nancy Mitford – both at intervals canvassed for assistance – failed to make it to the final cut, it is a slick piece of screenwriting. It is proof, too, that the oldest jokes can be the best.


Almost two thousand years before the cameras began rolling at Ealing Studios, a man born Tiberius Claudius Nero became second emperor of Rome – despite sharing no blood ties with his predecessor, Augustus. Tiberius was the son of Augustus’s wife Livia and her first husband Nero. Livia’s second marriage, like that of Mazzini and his D’Ascoyne bride, was the union of a woman of lofty breeding and ancient lineage and a man, in relative terms, of unknown background. With ill grace, Augustus adopted his stepson as his heir five months short of Tiberius’s forty-sixth birthday. In poor health and nearing the considerable age of seventy, Augustus justified his action ‘for reasons of state’. It was not a choice born of affection and he came to it only after exhausting a number of alternatives.


Between Tiberius and the throne had stood at various moments five or possibly six candidates preferable to Augustus, as well as Augustus himself. All died unexpectedly, in each case in circumstances which remain in part unresolved. Of those six deaths five were attributed by at least one ancient author to the malign intervention of Tiberius’s mother. Livia’s scheming, her malevolence and, above all, her unbridled maternal ambition and lust for power, so the story goes, jibbed at nothing in pursuit of the throne for her son and a perpetuation through him of her own influence in Rome. She is Louis Mazzini without the smiling insouciance, let loose on a stage set that is larger and darker than the comic opera buffoonery of the latter’s mise en scène – like Tennyson’s Lady Clara Vere de Vere, a woman of position but cold heart, rejoicing in inflicting cruelty.


In Kind Hearts and Coronets, Mazzini writes his memoirs and cheerfully confesses to his dastardly exploits. Livia left no corresponding confession. Nor would she have, since in fact no evidence connects her with the deaths of Marcellus, Marcus Agrippa, Gaius and Lucius Caesar, Agrippa Postumus, Germanicus – or even Augustus. Frequently Livia was hundreds of miles away when her ‘victim’ died of fever or a battle-wound. On the principle of ‘Where there’s a will, there’s a way’, distance apparently proved no obstacle to this mistress of the dark side. In almost every instance her weapon was poison. Against both reason and probability, we are asked to believe that, Mazzini-like, she ‘chopped down the family tree’.


Livia’s true ‘crime’ was not murder but the exercise of power. In a society so assertively masculine that its historians avoided mentioning women save as exemplars of outstanding virtue or vice – or, in the unique but vexed case of Cleopatra, as a ruler in her own right – Livia created for herself a public profile and a sphere of influence. The wife of one princeps (‘leading citizen’) of Rome, she became the mother of his successor after a series of unforeseeable deaths. In the early years of Tiberius’s reign she was acknowledged by several sources as almost his equal in power. Unofficially she was hailed as ‘Mother of Her Country’. But any power she exercised was always circumscribed. Assiduously she confined her visible sphere of influence to acceptable, traditionally female areas. That she won public plaudits for her contribution to Roman life was in itself enough to condemn her – in the eyes not only of contemporaries but also of influential later writers.


Her posthumous deification in AD 41 did not guarantee Livia respect. Tacitus condemned her to eternal Grand Guignol in his revisionist Annals, published less than a century after her death. His portrait of a ‘feminine bully’, a malevolent stepmother and an ‘oppressive mother’ both to her family and the Roman state eventually inspired the Livia of Robert Graves’s ripping yarn, I, Claudius. Once Graves’s novel became an acclaimed television series in 1976, Livia acquired two lives, that emerging from the scant evidence of the surviving contemporary sources, advanced by scholars, and the stronger meat from which actress Siân Phillips conjured the Livia of the popular imagination. In seeking to create a portrait of Livia, it is necessary to steer between the two.


It would be preposterous to suggest that Kind Hearts and Coronets, a piece of postwar levity dressed up in pastiche Edwardian frou-frou, was inspired by Tiberius’s accession to supreme power in ancient Rome, or to mine it or the poetry of Tennyson for clues to elucidate our reading of that earlier event; this is not my intention. Robert Hamer’s comedy does not draw on historical sources. Possibly the mésalliance of Mazzini’s mother recalls the operetta-style marital career of the Habsburg princess Louise of Tuscany, who, divorced from the Crown Prince of Saxony in 1903, four years later married an Italian musician, Enrico Toselli, to the consternation of the courts of Europe. But the connection is tenuous. The point of interest is that, for sixty years, a sophisticated but feather-light comedy of multiple murder has delighted audiences throughout the English-speaking world without any of them imagining there is any truth behind the story. In the case of Livia and Tiberius, readers – and latterly television viewers – have treated a story of comparable plot and similar ghoulishness with greater credulity. What in Kind Hearts and Coronets is obviously fiction, in the lost world of ancient Rome becomes believable, despite the origin of Livia’s rumoured misdeeds lying with authors who neither pretended nor attempted impartiality and made no effort to substantiate their claims. The truth, as so often, appears richer and stranger than fiction.


‘The first forty-two years of the Queen’s life,’ Lytton Strachey wrote in Queen Victoria, ‘are illuminated by a great and varied quantity of authentic information. With Albert’s death a veil descends.’ Just such a veil has descended over much of Livia’s life. Periodically, she is absent from or discounted by the sources, or otherwise obscured by the corrupting effect of ancient historians’ animosity towards women in general and those closest to the workings of empire and the Julio-Claudian ascendancy in particular. Given such depredations – silence concerning Livia’s childhood, virtual silence about her later years – it is not possible to write a conventional biography of this woman who died almost two thousand years ago or, with authority, as Robin Lane Fox once wrote of Alexander the Great, to pretend to certainty in her name. This book is part quest, part cautious conclusion.





CHAPTER 1
‘Superbissima’



The walls of the atrium were lined with wooden cupboards, a honeycomb of boxes, each with its own door. Open or closed, there was no secret about the contents of the cupboards. Nor could there be, in this the most public room of the house, accessible to every visitor, invited or unknown. In time, the atrium or main hall would all but disappear from Roman houses, re-imagined as little more than a passageway from the elaborate doors on to the street, closed only in times of mourning, to the private realm within. In the dying days of the Republic, the atrium continued to extend its welcome.


That welcome was more a matter of form than of comfort. This busy room was sparsely furnished. Many objects distracted the eye; few offered respite to tired limbs or indeed the anxious petitioner.


On festival days, when the household altar shone red with the blood of animal sacrifice, the doors of the wooden cupboards stood open. A label, the titulus, marked each one, explaining the precise nature of its contents. Or perhaps, not so much its nature as its achievements. For the atrium’s wooden cupboards, called armaria, contained the past – moments frozen in time, like the blown birds’ eggs and preserved butterflies of Victorian naturalists.


Roman armaria displayed the wax ancestor masks of the city’s patrician nobility, each a cross between a portrait bust and a death mask, framed inside its box. These were the imagines maiorum of ancient Rome, recorded in the second century BC by the Greek historian Polybius and described two hundred years later by Pliny the Elder as the archetypal example of traditional Roman domestic art.1 Today no trace of them remains, except in the written sources. Each mask personated a significant member of the family in whose atrium it stood. Its wooden cupboard was by way of a shrine.


Inclusion within the gallery of imagines was a question of hurdles successfully jumped. The subject must be dead; must in its lifetime have held public office above the rank of junior magistrate or ‘aedile’ – and must, of course, have been a man. We cannot know the quality of craftsmanship, whether the wax was tinted, how the hair was treated or the masks made. All that survive are the complementary accounts of Polybius and Pliny and the less fragile record preserved in stone portrait busts, which presumably shared predominant characteristics with their wax counterparts. Worn or carried by the actors employed in Roman funeral processions, imagines maiorum were at the same time realistic in appearance and functional, with holes for the eyes and breathing.2 They were a public face of Rome’s oldest love affair, its romanticizing of its own noble and strenuously masculine history. In Rome, history and legend merged. Even politicians, once dead, became masks for actors, the makers of history mere ciphers in a pageant, reputation a matter for a strolling player. In the Roman Republic, immortality was a reward for public service. The records of the tituli were businesslike, impersonal. It was not a sentimental society. Daily, domestic animals – chickens and lambs – found their throats slit in appeasement of gods who offered no lifeline of eternal redemption. A dish of blood spilt on the altar was enough to hold heavenly ire at bay.


What did he see, the visitor to the atrium of this Roman townhouse on a January day in 58 BC? He glimpsed the populous rollcall of honour of one of Rome’s greatest families. A fire had been lit – for today a child was born. Slaves would tend the fire for eight days, until the child received its names in a ceremony of purification known as the dies lustricus. For eight days the flames of the symbolic fire would lick reflections across the waxy contours of the ancestor masks so proudly displayed in their wooden cases. In vain the armaria sought to shield their splendid contents from the heat of the day and the fire’s dark smoke. The ancestor masks in question represented the family immortalized by Livy as ‘superbissima’, ‘excessively haughty’, a family almost as old as Rome itself and, like Rome, by turns savage and cruel, distinguished and beneficent: the family of the Claudii.


Its newest member would never be commemorated by a waxen image. She was a girl. Instead, within a century, her cult would be worshipped across the breadth of the Mediterranean world and beyond; her features chiselled from marble and basalt in temples remote from Rome; her name invoked in marriage ceremonies and written histories and inscribed on provincial coinage alongside the legend ‘Mother of the World’; her likeness affiliated to personifications of an empire’s chosen virtues. At the dies lustricus she received from her family two names: Livia Drusilla. For much of her life – and by history – she would be known by the former.


The name of Livia has survived through two millennia, even into generations unfamiliar with ancient history and Rome’s written sources. It resonates beyond the confines of any armarium or noble atrium, bolder but less easily read than the soft translucency of a portrait carved from wax. It is spiced with accretions of legend and malice … sharp-tasting … contentious … perhaps even dangerous. Its associations embrace good and bad: synonymous with lust for power or the exemplary virtue Romans prized in their women. Livia is a villain; Livia is a victim.


Ancient historians set no store by childhood. Even the contemporary biographies of great men divulge few details of their subjects’ earliest years. Since the ancients believed that character was static – it emerged fully formed and neither developed nor altered over time – they had recourse only to their subjects’ active years. Childhood simply reflected in a distant, smaller mirror adult truths, as when Suetonius tells us of the Emperor Tiberius, ‘His cruel and cold-blooded character was not completely hidden even in his boyhood.’3


The whole picture as it appeared to ancient historians is to modern eyes frustratingly incomplete, little more than the terse statements of public office contained in the tituli of the aristocratic atrium. How much less, then, do we know of the lives of Roman women. They were excluded by Rome’s constitution from holding public office and by extension – as well as by custom – from the ranks of the ancestor masks. Restrictions on their public role inevitably limited what writers could know about them.4 As the commentator Asconius indicated as early as the first century, it was often impossible simply to identify, let alone elaborate, the wives of even the most prominent men. Across the gulf of two millennia, Roman women’s early lives have mostly disappeared from view. Livia’s is no exception.


Neither the time nor the place of Livia’s birth is known to us. Since no other city of the Roman empire afterwards claimed her as its daughter, it seems safe, in the absence of contradictory information, to assume that she was born in Rome. Modern opinion fixes that event in the year 58 BC, though the ancient sources also offer the previous year, 59, as a possibility. Although the Roman calendar differed significantly from our own, the date 30 January can be stated with reasonable certainty.


The atrium was a place of business, a room of passage and of display, the ‘great grand hall’ that Vitruvius insisted upon for ‘gentlemen who must perform their duties to the citizenry by holding offices and magistracies’.5 Here the citizenry and a senator’s clients – those to whom, as patron, he owed a moral and legal obligation – came to call, to petition or entreat in a morning ritual called the salutatio. Aristocratic Roman townhouses of the Republic, unassuming in appearance, lined the city’s streets and thoroughfares, and opened directly upon the public way. Only one door admitted entrance from the outside, open throughout the hours of daylight. Inside, at the end of a passage, lay the atrium, flooded with light on account of its open roof and lined with ancestor masks, labelled in their boxes like latter-day portraits or the stuffed natural-history specimens of country-house corridors. Painted family trees, also displayed on the walls of the atrium, made clear the relationships of those eyeless forebears. Somewhere near at hand stood a mighty chest, bound with metal and apparently immoveable. The arca contained family papers, some no doubt relating to the faces in the cupboards. It may also have symbolized, and indeed contained, the family’s riches. An altar served to honour the lares, the spirits of dead ancestors which, like the imagines, benignly looked down on the household.


The nature of the visitor’s business mattered little. He could not doubt where he stood, nor the source of authority of those he visited. At a glance he absorbed twin concerns of Rome’s governing elite: family pride and a microscopic view of Roman history seen through the prism of family greatness. Under the Roman Republic – an oligarchy of office-holding aristocratic families – these galleries of pallid likenesses perpetuated the human scale of politics. They provided too the backdrop of aristocratic childhood.


Beyond the atrium unfolded more private regions of the house, accessible to intimates: friends and family, favoured clients and colleagues. The master of the house conducted public business in the atrium or the adjoining tablinum, a shop window of a room displaying records of official transactions.6 Here clients requested favours or payment in return for votes – or, like one disaffected poet, presented themselves in their smartest clothes to bolster the master’s prestige: ‘You promise me three denarii and tell me to be on duty in your atria, dressed up in my toga. Then I’m supposed to stick by your side …’7 Private dealings were reserved for the cubiculum, which combined the functions of bedroom and study. It lay beyond the tablinum, on the other side of the peristyle. Privacy meant remoteness from the street – from the clamorous, odoriferous tumult of Rome that lapped about the ever-open doors of the grandest houses.


There could be no work on a day like this. Outside, Rome the colossus pursued an unceasing roundelay. The streets rang with innumerable noises: the continuous clatter of building work and that seething, vociferous mass that later drove Martial the epigrammatist to the country – in times of plenty, schoolmasters, bakers, coppersmiths and gold beaters, exchange clerks, soldiers and sailors with bandaged bodies, begging Jews and bleary-eyed matchsellers, all at loose in the crowded city.8 In times of famine, intermittent through the years of Livia’s childhood, the baying of crowds bent on slaughter, arson and mischief jack-knifed through busy streets.9 Inside, a semblance of calm prevailed. We do not know the whereabouts of Livia’s father at the time of her birth. A supporter of Rome’s new governing trio of Julius Caesar, Pompey and Crassus – the First ‘Triumvirate’ – he may have been sent in 59 BC on a fund-raising journey to Alexandria on Egypt’s Mediterranean coast. Had he returned by the end of January of the following year, he would have found himself at home, in a room near to that in which his wife was confined, awaiting the birth of their child.


His was not a lonely vigil. At the onset of labour, slaves carried messages to relatives and political associates. Their presence alongside Livia’s father fulfilled a traditional requirement that senatorial births be witnessed10 – though from their non-vantage point in a neighbouring room, none of the watchers witnessed anything but the prospective father’s nerves. Five years before the birth of Livia, Suetonius records that Gaius Octavius, the father of Octavian, the future Emperor Augustus and Livia’s second husband, arrived late for the Senate’s debate on the Catiline Conspiracy. The confinement of his wife Atia had detained him.11 Since Octavius felt able to miss so critical a debate, at a moment when not only Rome but a number of Italian towns were threatened with armed insurrection, it is safe to assume that childbed attendance by fathers was common practice, at least among Rome’s senatorial class.


A father’s place, however, was not in the labour room itself. There, the expectant mother toiled in a women’s world, attended by slaves, her midwife and often her mother and female relatives. If she was a woman of means, as Livia’s mother was, the slaves who ministered to her would have belonged to her personally, not part of the joint marital property, just as her husband owned outright his valet and secretaries. Their faces at least would have been familiar to their mistress. In anticipation of a happy outcome, it is likely that a wet nurse was also to hand.


The newborn baby was placed on the ground, ideally in a beam of sunlight. Romans embraced ritual and superstition: they welcomed natural signs which could be interpreted as good omens. Suetonius records a birth in AD 37 that occurred at dawn. ‘The sun was rising and his earliest rays touched the newly born boy almost before he could be laid on the ground, as the custom was.’12 This crowning by nature proved an accurate foreshadowing. The boychild was Nero, who afterwards, by a roundabout route, inherited Rome’s imperial throne.


Admitted at last to the birthing chamber, the father lifted up his newest infant. Symbolically he raised the child – an acknowledgement of paternity and a statement of intent: the child would be allowed to live. For Roman fathers who were the senior living male of their family possessed by ancient acquiescence a power of life and death. That ability, sanctioned by society, was to decide whether a baby should be tended and cared for or exposed at birth, abandoned to certain starvation. Livia’s father chose life. Among those who made a different decision for the offspring of their family were the Emperors Augustus and Claudius.


It was cause for moderate rejoicing. In Roman society a daughter could not bestow on her family the prestige a son might bring – even if she became a Vestal Virgin and enjoyed, in addition to a blameless reputation, the highest legal protection of the Roman state, that of sacrosanctity. But daughters had their uses politically, through the agency of marriage. Roman history abounds with fathers and brothers who exploited the marital careers of their daughters and sisters to advance, or even revive, family influence.13 Daughters as well as sons inherited the right to own and display ancestor masks. Into the atria of other powerful, noble houses Roman daughters carried the symbols of their forefathers’ greatness. It was part of belonging to the special club that was Rome’s governing elite. In the century before the birth of Christ, the last of the Roman Republic, blood and ink would be spilled to ensure that club’s survival. The sacrificial victims in this instance were fellow Romans.


More precarious in January 58 was the survival of the infant Livia Drusilla. Mortality rates in ancient Rome were alarmingly high. One in three babies died before the end of their first year,14 while half of all Roman children failed to reach their fifth birthday.15 Overcrowding and the waves of visitors who flocked to Rome as the centre of a far-flung trading network led to frequent epidemics in the capital. August was the cruellest month, followed by September, weeks of searing heat and flourishing ailments. Aqueducts carried fresh water to parts of the city but standards of sanitation were low. The living conditions of the rich ought to have mitigated these endemic scourges: cooking and bathing were separate in the houses of Rome’s first citizens, which also included private lavatories. Despite this, ignorance of the role of human waste in the spread of disease remained widespread. Food poisoning, too, regularly exacted its tariff.16 The case of Cornelia, celebrated mother of the Gracchi brothers in the second century BC, illustrates the fragility of infant life in Rome: of Cornelia’s twelve children, only three survived to adulthood. Infant mortality was simply a fact of life. It is this which provides the context for an otherwise brutal-sounding letter by Seneca. The philosopher counsels a father to grieve moderately at the death of his young son. The boy, Seneca indicates, was too small to be of any social importance; his loss is less significant than would be that of a friend.17 Possibly Seneca’s view of small boys was shaped by his experience as boyhood tutor to the Emperor Nero.


For the moment, all was happiness, signalled by the lighting of the symbolic fire in the atrium. Later, Livia’s ‘witnesses’ would light similar fires on the altars of their own household gods. As soon as news of the birth was widely known, other guests arrived, their purpose curiosity and congratulation. In his miscellany of excerpts, Athenian Nights, the Latin author Aulus Gellius recorded one such visit. Friends embraced the new father, asking him for details of his wife’s labour and its outcome. ‘It had been protracted, and the newly delivered young mother was asleep, so they could not see her. Her mother was also present and clearly in charge of the practicalities, for she had already decided to engage wet nurses to spare her weakened daughter the strain of breast-feeding.’18


Livia’s mother, too, had recourse to wet nurses. By the last years of the Republic the practice was virtually universal among upper-class Roman mothers. The written sources are vocal in their disapproval. Aulus’s hero Favorinus replies to the new grandmother’s assertion of her daughter’s exhaustion and unfitness for the task, ‘Dear lady, I beg you, let her be more than half a mother to her son.’ At length he outlines the philosophical arguments in favour of mothers feeding their children,19 including the striking suggestion that a nurse’s milk contains the equivalent of moral ectoplasm, transmitting her moral character to the child she suckles.20 Other writers dwell on those exemplary women, like Licinia, the wife of Cato the Elder, who bucked the trend and suckled their children themselves. But the sources were written by men. Like the ancestor masks in their wooden cupboards, they embodied an outlook shaped by the certainty of Rome as a man’s world.


We do not know at what stage Livia Drusilla of the Claudii absorbed this truism. Her future career would show that she had done so and done so well. But the writers were seldom satisfied. It is a feature of much of Livia’s historiography, though not to the same extent of her life, that she consistently inspired in male commentators ambivalence or worse, betrayed in sinister insinuations and dark rumours reproduced with relish. Over time, the grounds of that ambivalence would be made clear. On 30 January, 58 BC she was simply a baby.





CHAPTER 2
In the beginning …were the Claudii



In ancient Rome there were powerful reasons for marriage aside from love. Chief among them were politics and money. Was it politics, money or the quest for a wife which in 60 or 59 BC took Marcus Livius Drusus Claudianus, future father of Livia, to the Campanian town of Fundi?


Inland from the Tyrrhenian Sea, on the Via Appia, the principal route from Rome to Italy’s heel, the ancient Volscian town of Fundi was commended by Livy for the ‘Roman sentiments’ it had demonstrated as early as 330 BC, and would later be colonized by veteran soldiers of the Emperor Augustus.1 The town lay alongside marshy vineyards, the Ager Caecubus, which Pliny remembered for the rich, full flavour of their wine.2 Since Fundi’s only recorded economic role was shipment of this Caecuban wine, it is unlikely that Marcus was drawn there by financial affairs. Nor did Fundi possess, or aspire to, political significance or influence. How, then, did Marcus find himself in Fundi, agreeable home town of Alfidia, his future wife and afterwards Livia’s mother?


It is possible that Marcus did not visit Fundi at all. Instead, Marcus Alfidius, Alfidia’s father, a man with an eye to a prize, may have chosen to broadcast his daughter’s charms in Rome. Indolent patrician youths could not be expected to travel in pursuit of a partner so far from the capital as Fundi, a journey of more than fifty miles. Yet for the socially or politically ambitious parent, a Roman bridegroom offered richer pickings than any home-grown suitor. Naturally the rich made demands of their own, namely further riches in the form of a substantial dowry, but this Marcus Alfidius was both willing and able to satisfy. There is also the possibility that Livia’s father discovered Fundi while staying close by. Today remains of ancient villas litter the vicinity. They are Roman country escapes rather than principal dwelling places, close to the seaside with tranquil lakes and mountains nearby, a retreat for the urban rich.


For Marcus Livius Drusus Claudianus was surely rich. He found himself the happy possessor of a double inheritance. In addition to the wealth of his biological parents, of whom we know nothing save that they were Claudians, Marcus benefited from a second stroke of notable good fortune. He was the adopted son of a man whom the Greek historian Diodorus Siculus would afterwards describe as the richest man in Rome:3 Marcus Livius Drusus, senator and tribune. The son of a tribune of the same name, Drusus had exploited his considerable wealth – and the freedom from factional allegiance it granted him – to propose swingeing legislative reform, notably the extension of Roman citizenship into the regions of Italy. Inevitably his plans aroused unease among Rome’s conservative governing body, the Senate. In 91 BC, in the atrium of his house on the Palatine, Drusus was fatally stabbed. The murder weapon was a suitably lethal-sounding leather worker’s knife.4


Drusus’s assassination has one happy outcome for the modern reader. It offers us a definite pointer to Livia’s father’s age. Adoption was widespread in Roman life. Unlike modern adoption, it did not arise from the unwillingness or inability of a child’s biological parents to take care of it; nor did it imply that the child’s parents had died or divorced. Romans were frequently adopted as adults, even, as would be the case with Livia, in extreme old age. The process was a means of strengthening ties between families and clans – and calls of affection reverberated less insistently than the claims of politics and economics. Marcus may have been adopted in Drusus’s will. The alternative and more likely course – one which would explain his use of the name Marcus, which was not typical of patrician Claudians – was that Drusus adopted his ‘son’ during the boy’s lifetime. This suggests that Marcus was born not later than around 93 BC, placing him in his mid-thirties or upwards at the time of Livia’s birth. Such a relatively advanced age for a Roman noble to become a father might in some instances indicate that the bridegroom had been married before: in Marcus’s case, corroborative evidence is lacking. We can conclude with greater certainty that there was a marked difference in age between Marcus and his wife.


In the event, Marcus Alfidius raised no objections to his daughter’s marriage on grounds of age. He is unlikely to have raised objections at all, but rather opted to play the role of chief advocate and presiding Cupid. Twice over, by birth and by adoption, Alfidia’s husband stood in the first rank of Rome’s great families. It was not a boast Alfidius or his daughter could match.


Ancient Rome was quite clear about what constituted conferring a favour in marriage. If the alliance were one between wealth and birth, the concessions were made by the party of ancient lineage, that partner who furnished the atrium of the marital home with his or her entitlement of mask-filled armaria. The spouse who was simply wealthy occupied the junior position.


Half a century before Livia’s birth, Julius Caesar’s aunt married a man who seven times held the consulship. Consuls were the Roman Republic’s highest-ranking executive officers, empowered for twelve-month terms to mastermind Rome’s principal civil and military programmes. Gaius Marius’s unprecedented achievement was to hold repeatedly a position which Roman law had previously forbidden to be held by the same individual twice in a decade. His achievement was doubly impressive. For Marius was the first member of his family to enter politics. This made him, in Roman terms, a novus homo or ‘new man’, and stacked the odds against him: the Roman constitution disdained outsiders. His ascent was copiously rewarded with power, influence and wealth. To this he added status in the form of his marriage to Julia.


Julia, as her name suggests, was a member of the Julian clan, one of Rome’s oldest aristocratic families. It mattered little whether the Julians at that point retained their wealth or prominence. In marrying a man of obscure origin, it was Julia who bestowed the favour. Marius, endowing Julia with his sumptuous worldly goods – which included a house on the Sacra Via close to the Forum at the very heart of Rome – received the honour. At his aunt’s funeral, Julius Caesar expressed forcefully the way of the Roman world: ‘My Aunt Julia’s family is descended on her mother’s side from kings and on her father’s side from the immortal gods.’5 There was no room to argue. Nor would many in Rome have thought to do so.


The Alfidii were not patrician. They were also, as we have seen, not Roman in origin. In 60 BC, when Marcus extended the benison of his gentle breeding and multiple armaria, no Alfidius had held the great offices of the Roman state. In Fundi the family were aristocrats, Alfidia’s father a town councillor. Such claims cut no mustard in Rome. There the Alfidii were so little known that subsequent generations confused them with the similarly named Aufidii, giving rise to speculation that Livia’s forebears had been senators, gastronomes and even peacock farmers. In Rome, Alfidia’s only consequence lay in her dowry.


The Romans were pragmatic about money. Just as they considered a rich woman fortunate to marry a distinguished man, independent of his financial condition, so they applauded the nobleman’s good sense in choosing a rich wife. Her fortune, they saw, would enable him to pursue his birthright, the cursus honorum or ‘course of honours’, that sequence of public offices from which, under the Roman oligarchy, men of non-patrician background (Gaius Marius was an exception) were carefully excluded.6 The Romans did have a concept of mésalliance – a senator marrying a prostitute or freedwoman, for example – but Marcus’s marriage to Alfidia fell outside its bounds. By the end of the Republic, half a century of civil wars had left the ranks of the patricians too depleted to permit marriage exclusively between families of similar standing. Only three patrician families – the Metelli, the Ahenobarbi and the Caepiones – cocked a snook at changing mores and resisted marrying non-nobles.7 Added to this, under the Republic, Romans’ first concern was with paternal descent, making Alfidia largely insignificant in Livia’s makeup. When Mark Antony poured scorn on the humble origins of Octavian, Livia’s future husband, it was his father’s family who concerned him: ‘one great-grandfather who was a freedman and a rope-maker from the country round Thurii and another of African extraction who first sold scent and later bread at Aricia.’8 Antony ignored Octavian’s mother, Atia. Comfortably patrician, she was also, through her relationship to Julius Caesar, niece to a god.


Although Livia and Mark Antony would occupy opposing sides in the battle for supremacy in Rome – a battle won as much with words as through armed combat – it is significant that, Alfidia’s municipal origins notwithstanding, Mark Antony did not disparage Livia’s ancestry. In Roman terms the background of Marcus Livius Drusus Claudianus and his daughter was unimpeachable.


In the beginning, more or less, were the Claudii. Seven years after the expulsion of Rome’s seventh and last king, with the advent of the Roman Republic arrived in the city a Sabine leader described by Livy as ‘harsh by nature’. He was Attus or Attius Clausus, founding father of the Claudii. Clausus evidently combined harshness with determination: within a decade the immigrant from Regillum had been appointed consul. During the next four and three-quarter centuries – the lifespan of the Republic – Clausus’s family would attain twenty-seven further consulships, five dictatorships, seven censorships, six triumphs and two ovations in Suetonius’s reckoning of their exceptional tally. It was an achievement none could match. The Claudii became one of only five families said to occupy a special, elevated subgroup of their own, the ‘maiores’ – along with the Aemilii, Cornelii, Fabii and Valerii. A Claudius was among the ten patricians or ‘Decemvirs’ who, in 451 BC, took the place of that year’s consuls, entrusted with the task of codifying Rome’s ancient laws. Livia’s family found themselves authors of Rome’s first written legal charter, the Twelve Tables.


In the following century, the Claudii branded their physical imprint on Rome – and on the Italian mainland at the same time. Appius Claudius Caecus, censor, consul and dictator, provided Rome with her first aqueduct, the Aqua Appia. He also spearheaded construction of the road which bore his name, the Via Appia. That southerly thoroughfare connected Rome to Capua via Aricia and Fundi, slicing through the foul-smelling malarial swamps of the Pomptine Marshes whose night-croaking frogs were audible to Cicero and Horace.9 Among Appius’s children were a brace of sons: Publius Claudius Pulcher, Claudius ‘the Fair’, and Tiberius Claudius Nero, the surname, Nero Suetonius tells us, Sabine for ‘strong and energetic’.10 From them descended the family’s twin branches, the Claudii Pulchri and Claudii Nerones. Most historians accept Suetonius’s assertion that Livia’s paternal grandfather, Marcus’s biological father, was a Claudius Pulcher, either Gaius or Appius. Both held the consulship. In time Livia would marry a Neronian cousin and reunite in the blood of their children the twin threads of the earlier Appius’s legacy.


It would be fanciful to expect that legacy to be one of virtue uncorrupted. As if the tag of excessive haughtiness were not enough, Livy went a step further and labelled the Claudii in addition ‘crudelissima’, ‘exceedingly cruel’. Suetonius, who prided himself on the rigour of his investigations into family history, consigned Livia’s family to posterity as ‘violent and arrogant’;11 we do not know the extent to which he had Livia in mind. Stories of unedifying Claudian hauteur shadow the ancient sources. Through works by Livy, Suetonius, Cicero, Cassius Dio and even the sycophantic Valerius Maximus marches the parade of offenders: the Decemvir Appius Claudius, whose unrelenting lustful harassment of the youthful Verginia resulted in her father stabbing her to preserve her honour; Publius Claudius Pulcher, to whose contempt for the gods was attributed devastating naval defeat in the First Punic War, with loss of life and ships; Appius Claudius Pulcher, denied a military triumph only to stage it himself independently, taking with him as protection in his chariot his daughter Claudia, a sacrosanct Vestal Virgin; and Publius Clodius Pulcher, arch-enemy of Cicero, accused of incestuous relations on a grand scale.


How far can we trust such accounts? With the exception of Cicero’s letters and speeches, most were written comfortably after the event. If we are deceived in them, what is their authors’ intent? Is their purpose to present an accurate portrait of a prominent family? Do they deliberately denigrate the Claudian inheritance at a time when the Claudians best known to their readers were Livia, her son Tiberius or the three Julio-Claudian emperors who succeeded him? Such a purpose illuminates the reputation of later Claudians and cannot be discounted from our ultimate evaluation of their characters. Suetonius’s tag of violence and arrogance is one which would raise its head more than once in the lives of both Livia and her elder son.


On 30 January 58 BC expectations for the infant Livia Drusilla were straightforward. If the gods spared her, she would grow up to become the wife and mother of upstanding Roman men devoted to the good of the state. No one present in Marcus’s house the day Alfidia gave birth anticipated Livia wielding the power of a decemvir or holding a naval or military command – and indeed she did none of these things. In her education there would be precepts from the past. She must learn from the women of her family. Through their ranks, too, flowed ebb tides of good and bad.


At a point between high and low tide on an April day in 204 BC, the people of Rome gathered at the harbour of Ostia, west of the city. The Second Punic War against Carthage, referred to by Romans as the war against Hannibal, had already lasted fifteen years. On that April day, a metaphorical sun was shining. The Sibylline Books had advised the transfer to Rome of a black stone emblem of the goddess the Romans called Cybele, the ‘Great Mother’, a deified personification from ancient Phrygia of the Earth Mother. An oracle of the Books had promised that, close on the heels of the goddess, peace would come to Rome. Later, Roman authorities would regard Cybele’s cult with antipathy, wary of the frenzy of her worship: clashing cymbals, beating drums and howling eunuch priests, the Galli. In 204 BC the Senate requested the man considered Rome’s vir optimus (‘best man’), Publius Cornelius Scipio Nasica, to greet the statue at the harbour-side. He was accompanied by a deputation of the city’s most virtuous matrons. Among them was a woman of the Claudii, Claudia Quinta. We do not know the grounds for her inclusion. Her beauty, Ovid recalled, was a match for her high birth.12 Her reputation, as Livy recorded, was doubtful.


What happened next is uncertain, lost amid the romantic impulses of later chroniclers. The harbour at Ostia was prone to silting – today the town stands at a remove of several kilometres from the sea, cut off by centuries of sandbanks. The ship bearing the Great Mother ran aground on silt or sand. Every effort made to move her failed. Until Claudia Quinta stepped forward. ‘They say I am not chaste … If I am free of crime, give by thine act a proof of my innocence and, chaste as thou art, do thou yield to my chaste hands.’13 The ship proceeded on its course. The statue was borne triumphant back to Rome, passed along the line of matrons to the Temple of Victory on the Palatine. Claudia’s virtue, once questioned, was set in stone. Her own statue would shortly be erected in the temple porch, close to that of the Great Mother. As if to silence history’s doubters, the statue twice survived destruction by fire. Three years later, the Second Punic War ended in victory for Rome.


The legend of Claudia Quinta proved long-lasting. A medieval woodcut depicts a wimpled Claudia accomplishing her feat of strength singlehanded, pulling the ship to shore with no more than a silken girdle. At the end of the fifteenth century the Sienese painter Neroccio de’ Landi chose Claudia Quinta as one of seven literary and biblical paragons for a domestic commission illustrating the nature of virtue.


But if Claudia’s virtue was not forgotten, it suffered a temporary eclipse in the year of Marcus and Alfidia’s marriage.


In 61 BC a woman of the Claudii became the mistress of an unmarried man six years her junior. Their affair lasted three years. It terminated acrimoniously in 59, when the woman took a new lover. He was younger still, twelve years younger than she was. He was also, unfortunately, a friend of the woman’s former lover. His name was Marcus Caelius Rufus, an ambitious aristocrat from Picenum. His sights were set not so much on his high-born mistress as a future senatorial career which he afterwards pursued with vigour. His friend’s ambitions were not political, although he too was of equestrian rank and, lovelorn, would serve on the staff of the governor of Bithynia. His name was Gaius Valerius Catullus. In a sequence of poems which continues to be read more than two thousand years later, Catullus charted the progress and collapse of his affair with his Claudian mistress. He called her Lesbia. She was almost certainly Clodia Metelli, a descendant of Appius Claudius and wife of Quintus Metellus Celer, praetor and Governor of Cisalpine Gaul. Thanks to Catullus she is, after Cleopatra, the most infamous love object of the ancient world.


Clodia was one of six siblings. Each enjoyed a reputation for erratic behaviour and sexual unorthodoxy. In addition to her affair with Catullus, which began while her husband was alive and ended in the year of his death (this, some said, caused by poisoning at Clodia’s hands), Clodia was suspected of incest. Her sibling paramour was her youngest brother, that Publius Clodius Pulcher who, like Clodia herself, earned Cicero’s opprobrium. According to her brother-in-law Marcus Lucullus, Clodia shared her brother’s favours with both her sisters.


Were their friends sympathetic to Marcus and Alfidia, as they waited to witness Livia’s birth in January 58? Seldom had the Claudian name been of greater prominence. Clodius, despite his aberrances, rode the crest of a wave. As tribune of the plebs, he was responsible for four bills passed in the month of Livia’s birth. One in particular earned him widespread popular support. It involved reorganization of the State-subsidized supply of grain throughout Italy: chief among its provisions was the award of a regular free dole of grain to citizens in Rome.14 By birth, of course, Clodius was disqualified from occupying the powerful position of tribune of the plebs. But in April 59 he had forsworn patrician status to be adopted by a plebeian and become himself of non-senatorial, plebeian rank.


Vengeful and unforgiving, Cicero was poised to demolish for ever vestiges of Clodia’s reputation. Pungent rumours of her dire doings circulated throughout Livia’s infancy. Cicero’s chance came in April 56. His speech in defence of Caelius Rufus broadcast Clodia’s disgrace across Rome – and across the divide of the centuries to modern readers. There are powerful reasons for doubting that either sibling had enhanced the Claudian name.


Happily, Marcus belonged by adoption to a different family. The Livii Drusi had achieved distinctions as great as the Claudii if fewer of them, in their case a total of eight consulships, two censorships, three triumphs and a dictatorship.15 Marcus’s adoptive father, Marcus Livius Drusus, had won popular acclaim for his proposal to extend Roman citizenship without forfeiting or denying his patrician rank. For his troubles he had been murdered. Kinship with a martyr to the cause of the common man would hinder neither Marcus nor his infant daughter.


As he lay dying, Velleius Paterculus records, Marcus Livius Drusus gave voice to a characteristically Roman last utterance: ‘When will the State have another citizen like me?’16 Not, certainly, in the person of his granddaughter Livia. Throughout her long life Livia resisted martyrdom to any cause. Cautious of controversy, careful to circumvent censure, she bent her instincts on survival. Not for her Drusus’s contentious public utterances. Perhaps she drew inspiration from her namesake, her great-aunt Livia, wife of the consul Publius Rutilius Rufus. That Livia, Pliny tells us, survived to the remarkable age of ninety-seven.17





CHAPTER 3
‘Innocent of guilt’



Livia was just months old when traces of her inheritance were erased from the streets of Rome. This came about through a combination of gang violence, animosity between leading citizens and a voluntary exile.


The house of Livia’s adoptive grandfather stood on the Clivus Victoriae on the northwest side of the Palatine Hill, Republican Rome’s favourite residential quarter. It had been built earlier the same century by an architect whose remit was clear. ‘If you have any kind of skill,’ Marcus Livius Drusus had instructed him, ‘you will build my house so that no matter what I’m doing, everyone can see it.’1 Grandiloquent as such a sentiment may have sounded, Drusus’s insistency on transparency would cost him dear. Within years of its completion, as we have seen, the house became the site of his murder.


It probably did not, however, immediately devolve upon his adopted son, Marcus Livius Drusus Claudianus. Rome had no principle of primogeniture. Even if Marcus were his ‘father’s’ foremost heir, he would have been legally prevented from receiving the latter’s fortune outright. Instead Drusus’s house was sold. Its site retained for the moment associations with its builder and, indirectly, with Marcus and his fledgling family.


But it was not to last. In 62 BC, the house was sold again, on this occasion for the considerable sum of three and a half million sesterces.2 The vendor was Marcus Licinius Crassus, the purchaser Cicero. Whether either rebuilt Drusus’s house – a frequent undertaking among the contemporary Roman elite – we do not know.


It was in the same year that Cicero had embarked on a collision course with Livia’s troublesome kinsman Publius Clodius Pulcher. He destroyed the latter’s alibi in a scandalous trial involving all-female religious rites and Clodius’s secret affair with Julius Caesar’s wife Pompeia. The ill feeling of that trial harrowed fertile ground which, as we know, six years later erupted into ugly bloom. Clodius and Cicero stood as prosecution and defence at the trial of Clodia’s former lover and Cicero’s erstwhile protégé Marcus Caelius Rufus. Cicero, on that occasion, emerged the victor. In the intervening years, however, Clodius had exploited his position as tribune of the plebs to make the waters of Rome as hot as possible for his opponent, and in the spring of 58 Cicero had departed the city for voluntary exile. His absence was of short duration – but long enough to enable a pro-Clodian rabble to raze his house, formerly the home of Livia’s grandfather, scatter his furniture and statues, and annexe areas of the site for projects of Clodius’s own, including, in Cassius Dio’s account, the dedication of a temple of Liberty.3


Where, then, was Marcus and Alfidia’s house, in which Livia was born and where she would spend the greater part of her childhood? The answer, of course, is probably lost. The Clivus Victoriae ascended the Palatine from the Velabrum, the low valley between the Palatine and Capitoline hills bookended by the Forum and the cattle market. Popular and prestigious, it was home to much of senatorial Rome, not only Cicero but also Clodius and, at least until the year before Livia’s birth, the faithless Clodia – a motley agglomeration of neighbours for a young girl. If, as seems probable, Marcus’s house was close by, Livia would spend almost the whole of her long life in this select enclave on Rome’s most sacred hill. Within walking distance lay the Temple of Victory – and that statue of Claudia Quinta which stood as a perpetual memorial to the heights attainable by Claudian womanhood.


It was an environment calculated to foster family pride. Souvenirs of five hundred years of Claudian distinction lined the walls of Marcus’s atrium. They spilled over into the adjoining alae or wings – a wax mask for each of the holders of those twenty-eight Claudian consulships, the generations of censors and dictators, winners of triumphs and ovations. Supplementary were the accretions of Livii Drusi office-holders. ‘There could not be a more beautiful or ennobling sight for a young man eager for fame and respect,’ Polybius had written of such a display. ‘For who would not be inspired to see the images of those men renowned for their excellence … The greatest result is that young men are thus inspired to undertake anything for the public good in the hope of winning the glory that attends on brave men.’4


Polybius’s focus, characteristic of the ancient world, was masculine endeavour. In the century after the historian’s death, is it not possible that such a display, glimpsed daily, exerted a similar enchantment over a daughter of the Claudii and Livii Drusi? Hostile ancient sources notwithstanding, there is little to suggest that at any point in her life Livia’s ambitions significantly transgressed accepted boundaries of the female sphere – and much to the contrary. Her self-perception confined itself within the perimeters Rome prescribed for its women: she was daughter, wife and mother. But at a relatively early age, in marrying Octavian, Livia embraced eminence apparently without fear. When that association brought her fame, she took pains to ensure that fame was accompanied by respect. We cannot know what in her own mind constituted the grounds of that respect: her position as wife of Rome’s first citizen … or an awareness of her unique inheritance of two families’ greatness, renown for excellence spanning half a millennium …


‘I read over your letters again and again, and am continually taking them up, as if I had just received them; but, alas! this only stirs in me a keener longing for you,’ Pliny the Younger wrote to his wife Calpurnia.5 ‘You cannot believe how much I miss you. I love you so much and we are not used to separations. So I stay awake most of the night thinking of you …’6 Thanks to publication of his letters within his own lifetime, Pliny’s marriage to Calpurnia is among history’s most famously happy. If that happiness was exceptional, such an outcome was not, insofar as Pliny allows us to discern, a source of surprise to him. ‘What less could be expected?’ he once asked Calpurnia’s aunt Hispulla.7 His reaction is evidence that, by the beginning of the second century ad, at least some upper-class Romans regarded marriage not simply as a response to social, political and economic pressures, but a personal union promising ideally emotional fulfilment to both partners.


It is impossible to offer more than the most conjectural picture of the emotional climate in which Livia spent her childhood. Were Marcus and Alfidia happy? We do not know. Did they expect to find happiness in marriage a century and a half before Pliny married Calpurnia? Perhaps. Marcus, by one account, had his peccadilloes. Again Marcus Caelius Rufus and Cicero intrude into Livia’s sphere. In 50 BC, Caelius Rufus wrote to his mentor. Livia’s father, probably at that point a praetor, was presiding over a court. The cases under review all violated the Scantinian law. That vintage piece of Republican legislation penalized homosexual acts,8 if a reference in Quintilian is correct, ‘criminal fornication’ between men and ‘free-born boys’ – young men who were not slaves.9 Quintilian records a fine in one instance of ten thousand sesterces. Caelius Rufus makes no comment beyond asserting the irony of Marcus, in implementing the Lex Scantinia, being in a position to censure others.10


We are not compelled to conclude from this that Livia’s father was unfaithful to her mother with a succession of Roman youths, but the possibility exists. Taunts of homosexuality were common among Rome’s magistrate classes. Roman society did not regard such transgressions in the same light as may modern readers, although it drew the line at passive homosexuality and incest. No recorded response of Alfidia’s survives. She may sensibly have concluded that ‘free-born boys’ represented a lesser challenge than Marcus taking a mistress. Such a reaction would be in keeping with the policy advocated for husbands by the eminent contemporary writer Varro: ‘A husband must either put a stop to his wife’s faults or else he must put up with them. In the first case he makes his wife a more attractive woman, in the second he makes himself a better man.’11 The first course, it goes without saying, was not open to Alfidia. It is unlikely that Livia was aware of this aspect of her parents’ lives, if indeed it existed. There is no evidence of a divorce between Marcus and Alfidia nor, save in Caelius Rufus’s correspondence, of scandal attaching to either of them.


Latin does not contain a word specifically for baby. While this should not be interpreted as proof that individual Romans were uninterested in their infant offspring, it is indicative of a broader detachment. The Romans recognized the extent to which babies required and merited adult attention. Lucretius, in his history of the natural world, acknowledges that human children are more helpless in their early stages than the young of any other species.12 What Romans did not perpetuate in relation to babies and small children was a culture of doting.


Tacitus was one of several ancient writers to decry the ubiquity of wet-nursing. He applauded those mothers who fostered a closer bond with their babies, but he did not idealize the menial aspects of child-care. In the Dialogues, he attributes to the orator Vipstanus Messalla sentiments expressive of traditional Roman philosophy. ‘In the early days, every child born of a good mother was reared not in the dismal room of a mercenary nurse, but in the lap of its own mother, enfolded in her care. Such a woman took particular pride in being described as looking after her home and devoting herself to her children.’13 A mother’s pride, however, stuck at physical drudgery. That side of childrearing was entrusted to slaves. Slaves, like later nurserymaids, exercised the dayto-day care of children. Their responsibility lasted throughout the period of infantia, which Quintilian indicates continued until around the child’s seventh birthday, the point at which, typically, formal learning began.14 In wealthy households like that of Livia’s parents, this task would have been shared by several slaves, even if the family numbered only one child. The child enjoyed both its mother’s care and affection and that of its attendant slaves.


All the pointers indicate that Livia was an only child. The sources do not record any siblings and none is known to have come forward during the long period of Livia’s public prominence, when close relationship to the wife of Rome’s emperor would have been obviously advantageous. Added to this is the fact that Marcus, adopted as a child by Drusus, in turn himself adopted a son.


His choice fell on a scion of the Scribonius Libo family. The boy in question was the eldest son of Lucius Scribonius Libo, consul in 34 BC. In keeping with standard practice, he took the name Marcus Livius Drusus Libo and as such would himself attain the consulship under the empire of Livia’s second husband.


Through his biological father, Marcus’s adopted son was a nephew of Scribonia, who later preceded Livia as the wife of Octavian. Indirectly, therefore, by adopting Libo and uniting the two families more closely, Marcus may have been instrumental in bringing together Livia and the husband who catapulted her name into the history books. None of this, of course, can have been in Marcus’s mind at the time and it seems probable, since we hear of no relationship existing between Livia and her adopted brother, that Libo’s adoption was accomplished at the very end of Marcus’s life, perhaps even in his will. Since Livia was already married by this time and no longer living with Marcus and Alfidia, she and Libo, though near contemporaries in age,15
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