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  External Expansion, Internal Implosion


  ‘This is Rome.’ Our city is a cesspool of humanity, a place of deceit, plots and vice of every imaginable kind. Anywhere you turn you will see arrogance, stubbornness, malevolence, pride and hatred. Amid such a swirl of evil, it takes a remarkable man with sound judgement and great skill to avoid stumbling, gossip and betrayal.


  [Q. Cicero] A Short Guide to Electioneering, 541


  
Trojans, Kings and Republicans



  The history of the Romans stretches well in excess of a millennium on even the shortest calculation, and their mythology extends the time frame even further. They traced their origins back to Troy via the mythical Trojan prince Aeneas, who escaped from the carnage inflicted by the Greeks after they had used the trick of the Wooden Horse. He and a small band of survivors made their way to Italy, where they fought, and then united with, the native inhabitants to form the future Roman race. Legend has it that the city of Rome was founded by Romulus in 753 BCE, and was then ruled by seven kings until 510 BCE, when the populist but tyrannical King Tarquinius Superbus was expelled by Brutus the Liberator. Rome became a Republic the year after, and the Romans always remained acutely sensitive to the difference between a Kingdom (Regnum) and a Republic (Res Publica, literally ‘the Public Thing’). During the Republican period (509–27 BCE), when the government was (theoretically) controlled by elected magistrates, Rome gradually became the dominant power in Italy, and then in the Mediterranean (see Map 1). However, they seemed ‘to have conquered and peopled half the world in a fit of absence of mind’,2 and the acquisition of these overseas territories had opened a Pandora’s box of unforeseen domestic problems. From around the late second century BCE, Rome started to implode in a series of violent internal struggles.


  
The Year 63 BCE



  In the midst of those struggles, the year 63 BCE – or ‘the consulship of Gaius Antonius and Marcus Tullius Cicero’, as the Romans called it – was a critical one for the history of the world, and not purely because a child was born in that year who would become the first Emperor of Rome. The situation that Rome was in often elicits comments of the ‘History is always repeating itself’ variety:3 there was a domestic crisis centred around debt and credit; recent elections had been sullied by bribery, corruption and political sleaze; the world’s superpower to the West had recently witnessed the demise of one in the East, but had just become embroiled in troubles with people living in what are now Iraq, Iran, Palestine / Israel, Syria and Lebanon; Arabs were fighting with Jews; Jews were fighting among themselves; and Rome was struggling not only to keep all this under control, but, on the domestic front, desperately needed to reconcile the competing interests of a number of very powerful personalities, the State and the people.


  At the heart of this was an up-and-coming politician called C. Julius Caesar,4 who belonged to an aristocratic family that traced its descent to Aeneas and the goddess Venus. Caesar had a particularly good year in 63 BCE, managing not only to get himself appointed Pontifex Maximus (Chief Priest), but also, thanks to some lavish and well-targeted bribery, securing Rome’s second-highest elective office, the praetorship, for the following year. He wasn’t yet bestriding the world like the colossus he was to become, but his career was definitely on an upward trajectory.


  The real big beast of Roman politics that year was Cn. Pompeius Magnus5 (‘Pompey’). His meteoric rise to power and fame had violated many of Roman politics’ most hallowed protocols (he was both too young and unqualified for the posts he held), but he had successfully solved a number of Rome’s nagging issues. In 67 BCE he had been appointed to eradicate the Mediterranean’s endemic pirate problem. This was not a case of the odd swashbuckling, parrot-wearing buccaneer: entire communities were involved, and even Caesar had once been captured by pirates. However, the legislation that granted Pompey the wherewithal to take on the pirates made his opponents feel uneasy about the potential security ramifications, even though Pompey himself was a good choice for the job. He ended up with 500 ships, 125 000 troops, numerous high-ranking subordinates, vast financial resources, and a three-year imperium (command) whose power applied throughout the Mediterranean and extended 80 kilometres inland of its coasts.6 Pompey justified his appointment not only by defeating the pirates in just three months, but by putting them into ‘rehab’ and attempting to repair some of the desolation caused by the fighting. He was so successful that many pirates actually turned towards agriculture and depopulated areas were reinvigorated.


  The following year Pompey had been given the command versus King Mithridates VI of Pontus on the southern coast of the Black Sea, whom Velleius Paterculus described as:


  Ever eager for war, of exceptional bravery, always great in spirit and sometimes in achievement, in strategy a general, in bodily prowess a soldier, in hatred of the Romans, a Hannibal.7


  Mithridates had been a thorn in the eastern side of Rome’s interests ever since he had imprisoned his mother, killed his younger brother, married his sister and taken the throne in 120 BCE. Pompey’s imperium was probably upgraded to maius, and he certainly had the hugely significant power of making war and peace on his own initiative. Cicero, whose speech survives,8 spoke in favour of the measures, and by 63 BCE Mithridates was blockaded in the Crimea, albeit still alive and taking a daily regime of antidotes to safeguard himself from would-be poisoners.


  One significant knock-on effect of this conflict was to sour Rome’s relations with the Parthian Kingdom, which at its greatest extent stretched from the Euphrates to the Indus (thus encompassing both modern Iraq and Iran), with its capital at Ctesiphon (near what is now Baghdad). Its king, Phraates III, felt short-changed by Pompey for the help he had given him in dealing with Mithridates. Another ramification of the Mithridatic Wars was Rome’s annexation of Syria, once the focal point of the proud and mighty Seleucid Kingdom, carved out of the remains of Alexander the Great’s empire by Seleukos I Nikator. However, the Seleucid Empire was now merely a faded memory, and Syria was ravaged by extortion and war. It was ripe for picking. Pompey marched through the region imposing order and discipline, giving the Syrian king, Antiochus XIII Asiaticus, short shrift at a meeting at Antioch (modern Antakya, Turkey), annexing his territory to secure it from incursions by Jews and Arabs, and ultimately bringing Syria under Rome’s direct rule. Egypt, under the dissolute, arrogant King Ptolemy XII Neos Dionysos, whose addiction to music had earned him the derisory title of ‘Auletes’ (‘Flute Player’), was now the only surviving autonomous remnant of Alexander’s empire.


  In 63 BCE Pompey had made his way into Judaea, where he got involved in the Hasmonean Civil War. Two brothers, Aristoboulus and Hyrcanus, were contesting the Jewish throne. Pompey seemed to back Hyrcanus, and Aristoboulus ultimately withdrew to Jerusalem. When Pompey had reached Jericho in his pursuit, he received news of the death of Mithridates: faced by a rebellion from one of his sons, the old king had taken poison, but since the daily antidotes had pretty well immunized him, a loyal servant duly dispatched him, providing the inspiration behind the famous verses written by A. E. Housman in A Shropshire Lad:


  I tell the tale that I heard told.


  Mithridates, he died old.


  Things now moved quite quickly in Judaea: Aristoboulus fortified Jerusalem; Pompey laid siege to it; Aristoboulus was arrested when he tried to negotiate; further internal strife arose among the Jews, as the factions of Aristoboulus and Hyrcanus were confronted by those who wanted a theocracy (the Psalms of Solomon represent the Roman conquest as the ‘reward’ for Jewish impiety);9 the three-month siege of Jerusalem ended with horrendous bloodshed; Pompey desecrated the sanctuary of the Temple, although he didn’t plunder it; Hyrcanus was established as High Priest, but not King; and Pompey made his so-called Eastern Settlement.


  Pompey had exceptional organizational skills, and his Eastern Settlement of 62 BCE laid the foundations for the later Pax Romana in the region by means of a three-faceted arrangement that involved: creating a virtually continuous ring of provinces from the southern shore of the Black Sea to Syria/Palestine; founding about forty new cities; and organizing and promoting independent ‘client’ states as a kind of firewall outside the ring of provinces. On the whole, the new cities began to flourish, bringing Rome a 70 per cent increase in revenue from the region. The client states, many of whose rulers owed their position to Pompey, were nominally independent and maintained friendly relations with Rome in an arrangement modelled on that between a high-ranking Roman patronus (‘patron’) and his clientes (‘dependents’). Pompey’s administrative talents were indisputable, but what really mattered to Rome was that he was a conqueror. He was now an incredibly powerful man: he received divine cult on Delos; his eye-watering wealth made him the richest man in Rome; kings were in his debt, both literally and figuratively; his client base encompassed individuals, cities, provinces and kingdoms; and he commanded vast military resources.


  Throughout this period, Pompey’s interests back in Rome had been promoted by M. Tullius Cicero.10 Cicero was a Novus Homo (‘New Man’), in other words from a family new to the political scene at Rome. A man like Cicero could regularly enter the lower echelons of the political hierarchy, but he had his heart set on holding the consulship, Rome’s highest elective office. This was an incredibly ambitious aspiration. Every Roman citizen could vote in this election, and also on legislation in Rome’s Assemblies, but he (they were all male) had to do so in person at Rome. The Romans therefore had a ‘direct’ democracy, rather than the ‘representative’ systems that most Western democracies now use, and this had worked effectively enough while Rome was just a small town, but in Cicero’s time many Roman citizens couldn’t exercise this right because they didn’t live anywhere near Rome. There was no local voting, so Cicero would have to go to Rome and canvass personally, and do so in the toga candida, a specially whitened toga that gives us our word ‘candidate’. He could expect vigorous political opposition, and indeed was warned in the pamphlet known as the Commentariolum Petitionis (Short Guide to Electioneering) to expect deceit, plots, vice, arrogance, stubbornness, malevolence, pride, hatred and betrayal.11 The underlying reason for this atmosphere was that Rome had become the venue for ruthless power struggles between factions within a ruling elite that Cicero was trying to break into.


  
SPQR



  In Cicero’s day, Rome’s governmental system combined a Senate, various magistrates and several Popular Assemblies, into what was designated Senatus Populusque Romanus (SPQR), ‘the Roman Senate and People’.


  The magistrates were usually elected for a one-year term and progressed through a series of offices known as the Cursus Honorum. After a spell of military and/or legal service, you would hope to be elected as Quaestor, with potestas (the power, which all the magistrates had, to enforce the law by the authority of your office), along with financial and administrative duties.


  After this you might take an optional spell as Tribune of the Plebs, when you would benefit from personal sacrosanctity, the power of veto (= ‘I forbid’ in Latin), and the right to summon the Concilium Plebis (Assembly of the Plebs) and put resolutions (plebiscita) to it. The social divide between the plebs and the patricians was most fundamental at Rome: the patricians were a hereditary aristocracy of exceptionally wealthy landowners, and for a great part of Rome’s history they had held all the legal, political and religious posts. Patrician rank was normally inherited, and the non-patricians, who were the vast majority of Rome’s population, were known as plebeians (Latin plebs = multitude). Tribunes were supposed to act as champions of the lower classes, but this happened far less often than it should have. You might, on the other hand, stand for the post of Aedilis (‘Aedile’), which would entail an obligation personally to finance things like the upkeep of the streets, the water supply or the arrangement of public games and festivals. Either way, you would hope that your burgeoning fame and popularity might win you the office of Praetor.


  As Praetor you received imperium, which took your power to a whole new level. Imperium gave you the right to command an army, interpret and carry out the law, and to issue orders and expect them to be obeyed. You would be attended by six Lictors, who carried the fasces, a bundle of rods, to which an axe was added whenever they left the city precincts, symbolizing the right to inflict corporal and capital punishment that imperium conferred, although magistrates were not allowed to execute Roman citizens without trial. As Propraetor (pro in Latin = ‘on behalf of’) you would then take up a provincial governorship with imperium for one year. The provinces were Rome’s dependent territories (provincia = ‘a sphere of duty assigned to a magistrate’), and now you could start to recoup the money you had spent on your election campaigns: a provincial governorship could be very lucrative even if you were honest; if you weren’t, you could make an absolute fortune.


  The ultimate achievement was to secure one of the two consulships. Your imperium was limited by your colleague’s right of veto, but you now held twelve fasces, and would become Commander-in-Chief of the army, preside over the Senate, organize the community religion, conduct the main elections and implement the Senate’s decisions, before moving on to a ‘better’ provincial governorship as Proconsul.


  There were three Popular Assemblies at Rome at this time: the Comitia Centuriata, arranged into 193 Centuries (constituencies) in which the richer ones dominated, that could pass leges (laws, sing. lex) and elect magistrates with imperium; the Comitia Tributa, which was based on Rome’s thirty-five tribes and acted as a lawmaking body and elected magistrates known as Curule Aediles and Quaestors; and the Concilium Plebis, comprising only plebeians, which could pass plebiscita binding on the whole community, and elected Tribunes of the Plebs and Plebeian Aediles.


  Technically and traditionally speaking, the Senate (senes = ‘old men’) was an advisory body, composed of ex-magistrates who did unpaid public service as legal advisers, judges, diplomats, military officers and priests. Its membership generally ranged between 300 and 600 men, who had to possess a minimum property qualification of one million sestertii in the time of Augustus – an enormous amount, given that in around 50 BCE a rankand-file soldier was paid 900 sestertii a year. Two Censors had the power to remove anyone guilty of misconduct. Members of the Senatorial order (Latin ordo = ‘class’/‘rank’) wore a broad purple stripe (latus clavus) on their togas and occupied prominent seats on major religious and public occasions. As Cicero put it,


  a Senator has many privileges [. . .] rank, position, magnificence at home, reputation and influence abroad, the embroidered robe, the chair of state, the badges of rank, the lictor’s rods, armies, commands, provinces.12


  The Roman belief in tradition was so incredibly strong that over the centuries the Senate’s advice had acquired the force of law. Fundamentally the Senators felt that their wealth and status justified their right to control Rome. They were ambitious and individualistic, had a strong sense of their own self-worth (dignitas), and for a very long time their control over domestic and foreign policy had seldom been questioned: Rome might have called herself a Republic, but in fact she was ruled by a closely circumscribed group of families. Furthermore, within the Senate itself there was an exclusive inner clique called the nobiles (nobles), who were either ex-Consuls or men who could boast a Consul among their ancestors. The elitist nature of the system is shown by the fact that over a period of 300 years only fifteen non-nobles had held the office of Consul.


  ‘New men’ like Cicero tended to be ‘Equestrian’ (Latin equites = ‘horsemen’/’knights’). The key qualification for admission to the order was possession of 400 000 sestertii. Distinguished by a narrow purple stripe on their togas, the Equites were not a middle class (Rome did not really have one in the modern sense): what distinguished them from the Senators was participation in politics; what distinguished them from the plebs was an absolutely enormous financial gulf that made upward social mobility extremely difficult. The standard of living of the majority of Rome’s population was far lower than that of the modern British, European or American working classes, and the notion of ‘poverty’ at Rome needs to be used with care: even the ‘poor’ still had to have a reasonably secure means of support, be this a trade, craft or some kind of connection with a prosperous family; if by ‘the poor’ we mean ‘the destitute’, there were hardly any – if you were destitute, you died.


  Within the Senate there were also two factions, the Optimates and the Populares. According to Cicero:


  Those who wanted everything they did and said to be pleasing to the masses were considered Populares; but those who conducted themselves so as to win for their policies the approval of all the best citizens were considered Optimates [. . .] All are Optimates who are neither malevolent, nor shameless in behaviour, nor insane, nor embarrassed by family problems.13


  Actually, the Optimates were a powerful, determined, cohesive, ruthless and more or less permanent group who made up the majority in the Senate and defended the established traditions because it was in their interests. The Populares felt that they could achieve quicker results by whipping up popular feeling and sidestepping the Senate in order to gain personal advancement. They were not instinctive ‘democrats’, and although some Populares had genuine concerns about social justice, many were merely demagogues. Political idealism was rare at Rome.


  
The Consulship of M. Tullius Cicero and C. Antonius Hybrida (63 BCE)



  Against all the odds, Cicero was elected Consul for 63 BCE alongside C. Antonius ‘Hybrida’, beating a colourful, disaffected aristocrat called L. Sergius Catilina (‘Catiline’)14 in the process. Contemporary sources, Cicero included, describe Catiline as a perverted, destructive, extravagant, over-ambitious traitor, although they do acknowledge his mental and physical energy, toughness and ability to win friends and influence people. With a shady political past and a string of unsuccessful election campaigns behind him, Catiline had found himself badly in debt, and when his wealthy backer M. Licinius Crassus withdrew his support, he opted to stand again for the consulship of 62 BCE on a platform of cancellation of debts. This was attractive to a wide range of people: the indebtedness of the poor was a big issue, but many wealthy property owners would also have benefited from Catiline’s programme.


  However, Catiline was not elected, so he turned to violence. Amid armed risings and terrorism, Cicero exposed Catiline’s conspiracy in the Senate on 21 October 63 BCE, and the Senatus Consultum Ultimum (SCU, the Final Decree of the Senate, empowering the Consuls to see to it that the State came to no harm) was passed, yet Catiline stayed in Rome, plotting Cicero’s murder and trying to face him down. Cicero responded by making his First Catilinarian Speech in the Senate on 8 November, which forced Catiline to quit Rome and join his henchman Manlius in Etruria. Their co-conspirator Lentulus remained in the capital, though, and on 9 November Cicero’s magnificent Second Catilinarian was delivered to the people. The key moment came at the end of the month, when the conspirators tried to get some Gallic envoys to join them. But the Gauls chose instead to pass the details on to Cicero. With incontrovertible written proof of the conspiracy, he had the conspirators at Rome arrested, and on 3 December he made the Third Catilinarian to the people. Two days later the Senate discussed the conspirators’ fate, with Cicero making his Fourth Catilinarian in favour of the death penalty. He got his way and oversaw their execution, famously responding to the question of what had happened to them with an elegant use of Latin’s perfect tense: vixerunt = ‘they have lived’. Catiline himself was run to ground, defeated and killed early in 62 BCE; Cicero was proclaimed ‘Father of the Fatherland’; yet he had become vulnerable to accusations of having executed Roman citizens without trial.


  Cicero was extremely pleased with himself: to many people’s irritation he referred endlessly in his speeches to how he had ‘restored the Republic’. However, he too became entangled in Rome’s factional infighting, and the ‘Republic’ was ultimately ‘restored’ (the inverted commas are significant) by a man who was probably born in a house on the north-east slopes of the Palatine Hill in Rome just before sunrise on 23 September in the year of his consulship: Gaius Octavius, who legend had it was the son of Apollo, and who would ultimately become Rome’s first Emperor.


  Octavius came from a family of small-town big men from Velitrae (modern Velletri), just to the south-east of Rome. The historian Suetonius tells us that:


  An ‘Octavian Street’ runs through the busiest part of the city, and an altar is shown there consecrated by one Octavius, a local commander [. . .] King Tarquinius Priscus admitted the Octavians, among other plebeian families, to the Roman Senate, and though Servius Tullius awarded them patrician privileges, they later reverted to plebeian rank until eventually Julius Caesar made them patricians once more.15


  Some of Octavius’ ancestors had held high office at Rome; others had followed Equestrian career paths; and his greatgrandfather had fought in the Second Punic War. Octavius’ enemies, Mark Antony for instance, wrote that his great-grandfather had been an ex-slave and a rope-maker, and that his grandfather had been a money-changer. There were also jibes that his father, also called Gaius Octavius, was a money-changer who distributed electoral bribes. But whatever his day-job, C. Octavius senior became a Senator, held the praetorship in 61 BCE, and went on to govern Macedonia, courageously and justly by all accounts.


  Little Octavius’ future prospects derived more from his mother Atia’s side of the family (See Genealogy Table 1). She was the daughter of M. Atius Balbus and Julius Caesar’s sister Julia (making Octavius Caesar’s great-nephew). Mark Antony also tried to besmirch Octavius’ maternal line by alleging that his great-grandfather Balbus had been born in Africa, and ran a perfumery and then a bakery, and Cassius of Parma also sneered at him as the grandson of a baker and a money-changer:


  Your mother’s flour came from a miserable Arician bakery, and the coin-stained hands of a Nerulian money-changer kneaded it.16


  However, when Atia’s husband died suddenly on his return to Rome (Octavius was four at the time), she remarried to L. Marcius Philippus, who proved to be a safe pair of hands for the upbringing of the rather sickly Octavius and his two siblings, Octavia Maior and Octavia Minor.17


  
The First Triumvirate: Pompey, Crassus and Caesar



  On the political front at Rome, no sooner had Catiline been dispatched than another scandal broke. P. Clodius Pulcher18 was in love with Julius Caesar’s wife, Pompeia, who was, apparently, amenable to his advances. As the wife of the Pontifex Maximus, her public duties included presiding over the all-women festival of Bona Dea (‘the Good Goddess’), which was celebrated in Caesar’s house. Clodius took advantage of Caesar’s absence to infiltrate the event by dressing up as a woman in order to enjoy some ‘quality time’ with Pompeia. Unfortunately, his voice betrayed him and he was indicted for sacrilege. Other allegations were made against him, one of which was incestuous adultery with his notoriously promiscuous sister Clodia, who could well be the lover of the poet Catullus, under the literary name of Lesbia. Caesar insisted that Pompeia was innocent, but still divorced her: ‘I considered that my wife ought not to be even suspected,’ he said.19 At the trial Cicero annihilated Clodius’ alibi, but still didn’t secure a guilty verdict, and Clodius never forgave Cicero.


  Pompey now arrived back from the East. To considerable relief he disbanded his army before celebrating a magnificent triumph. But then he ran into a brick wall. He had two needs and one want: land for his veteran soldiers as their pension on demobilization, ratification of his Eastern Settlement and marriage into the family of the arch-Optimate M. Porcius Cato. However, the Optimates closed ranks against him and prevented him achieving any of these, and he wasn’t the only man to be frustrated.


  Prior to Pompey’s Eastern conquests, M. Licinius Crassus had been Rome’s richest individual, gaining the nickname Dives (=‘the Rich’). His dealings had made him the spokesman for a syndicate of Equestrian tax-farmers. The Pax Romana was expensive to maintain, and the Romans expected that their Empire should ‘happily pay for this continual peace and tranquillity, which benefits her’.20 Rome had a privatized tax-collection system, administered by ruthless syndicates who would guarantee to collect a certain amount from a given province, but who were free to retain any surplus that they could exact. To make things worse, provinces that struggled to pay their taxes frequently resorted to borrowing. Unfortunately for them, the Equestrian businessmen who lent them the money (an APR of 48 per cent was not unknown) were often the selfsame people who collected the tax. However, on this occasion Crassus’ syndicate had made a bad deal over the taxes of Asia, and they faced the prospect of merely breaking even. They wanted to renegotiate, but the Optimates would have none of it.


  The third man to fall foul of the Optimates was Julius Caesar. He wanted both to celebrate a triumph for his recent campaigns in the Iberian Peninsula and to stand for the consulship of 59 BCE. The rules on this were clear: you had to wait outside the city boundaries of Rome for a triumph, but appear in the city in person to submit your candidacy for election. Caesar wanted to do both by standing for election in absentia, but the Optimates, who had never liked him, blocked his attempt. He completely wrong-footed them by giving up the triumph and arriving in Rome, whereupon they decreed that, should he be elected, his Provincia would be the third-rate post of Commissioner for the Forests and Cattle Drifts of Italy: this was blatantly insulting – it would not be acceptable to any Proconsul, let alone Julius Caesar.


  Pompey, Crassus and Caesar were by no means good friends, but they knew that their combined political leverage could secure their individual short-term ambitions. So they formed an amicitia (an informal political deal), which later became known as the First Triumvirate. They could now dominate Roman politics.


  The triumviri secured Caesar’s election as Consul for 59 BCE. However, his colleague was L. Calpurnius Bibulus, an Optimate who not only vetoed Caesar’s bill for Pompey’s veterans, but also, in a cynical piece of manipulation of religion for political ends, declared a ‘sacred period’, and went home to take the auspices – for the rest of the year. This meant that no legislation could now legally be passed, although Caesar pressed on regardless, securing the land for Pompey’s veterans, distributing 20 000 allotments of public land in Italy to the urban poor (and gaining 20 000 guaranteed votes for himself in the process), ratifying Pompey’s Eastern Settlement, securing Crassus’ tax renegotiation, and arranging for the patrician Clodius to be adopted into a plebeian gens so that he could stand as Tribune of the Plebs and attack Cicero.21 Caesar took Cisalpine Gaul and Illyricum as his Provincia for five years, along with three legions, and when the governor of Transalpine Gaul died at a convenient (though not suspicious) juncture, he added this and one more legion to his area of control and embarked on the conquest of Gaul. To cement the amicitia, Pompey married Caesar’s beautiful and virtuous daughter Julia.


  Clodius was elected Tribune for 58 BCE and immediately made a proposal that any magistrate (obviously Cicero) who had put Roman citizens to death without trial should be exiled. The spineless Pompey, cowed by the violence of Clodius, who was perhaps being financed by Crassus, abandoned Cicero and kept a very low profile until it became obvious to him that Cicero was actually a very valuable asset. Pompey then sought to neutralize Clodius by organizing a gang under T. Annius Milo,22 and getting Cicero recalled (by a majority of 416 to 1 – Clodius).


  Yet amid all the acrimony the three amigos still needed one another: Crassus hankered after military prestige; Caesar wanted to complete his campaigns in Gaul, which was conquered but not totally pacified; and Pompey was not guaranteed the support of the Optimates even if he broke away from the others. So before the campaigning season of 56 BCE they hammered out a deal at Lucca in Italy that gave them total control of Rome: Pompey and Crassus became joint Consuls in 55 BCE; Crassus then took Syria for five years; Pompey got Spain for five years but could stay in Rome; Caesar’s Provincia was extended for five years; and impressive building projects that included Caesar’s Forum and Pompey’s Theatre (Rome’s first permanent stone theatre) were initiated at Rome.


  
Caesar’s Invasions of Britain



  Things were looking good for the Triumvirate, and Caesar now took the opportunity to invade Britain. His pretext was not to stamp out the Druids, as is sometimes asserted, but, in his own words, because he ‘knew that in almost all the Gallic campaigns the Gauls had received reinforcements from the Britons’.23 This military justification stems from the fact that Caesar was technically exceeding his powers by campaigning outside his Provincia, and so running the risk of prosecution. Unspoken motives may have included a desire to assess Britain’s mineral wealth, tap into the island’s production of wheat in order to supply his troops in Gaul, and, of course, to win prestige. Britain was regarded as a distant, exotic, triangular land across the Ocean, near the ends of the earth, whose west side faced Spain (!) and Ireland, and whose inhabitants dyed themselves with blue woad and shaved all their bodies apart from their heads and the upper lips: conquest would match Pompey’s achievements in the East (see Map 2).


  Towards the end of summer 55 BCE, Caesar detailed an officer called C. Volusenus to assess potential landing sites, and dispatched Commius, a pro-Roman chieftain of the Gallic Atrebates tribe, to persuade as many British tribes as possible to accept Rome’s ‘protection’. Neither man was particularly successful: Volusenus only found a series of open beaches rather than a suitable harbour, and Commius was taken prisoner.


  Undeterred, Caesar requisitioned eighty transport vessels and a number of warships at Portus Itius (identified as modern Boulogne), plus eighteen transports for the cavalry 13 kilometres along the coast. He set sail around midnight on 24 August with Legio VII and his favourite Legio X. Unfortunately, the cavalry were slow off the mark, and were carried back to land by the tide. Caesar himself reached Britain at about 9 a.m. on the 25th, but with hostile forces on the hills ready to oppose him he rode at anchor until 3 p.m., when the wind and tide turned in his favour. He ran his ships aground on a sloping beach, but finding themselves shoulder-deep in the waves and weighed down by their weapons, his men struggled to establish a beachhead until, in an iconic moment in British history, the eagle-bearer of Legio X (subsequently called Equestris) yelled:


  Jump down, comrades, unless you want to surrender our eagle to the enemy; I, at any rate, mean to do my duty to my country and my general!24


  He leaped out of the ship; the Romans rallied round him and drove the Britons from the beach; the British chieftains released Commius and sued for peace; Caesar reproached them for making war on him ‘without provocation’,25 and took hostages.


  When the cavalry eventually sailed, they immediately ran into a gale that forced them back to the continent. The storm, combined with a full moon and a particularly high tide – ‘a fact unknown to our men’, according to Caesar26 – severely damaged the Roman fleet, which was drawn up on the beach or riding at anchor. Caesar had never intended to winter in Britain, and his men had not provided themselves with a stock of grain with this in mind. The British chieftains knew that Caesar had no cavalry, ships or corn, and that his force was not large, and so decided to renew hostilities: if they repulsed the Romans now, it might deter anyone from invading Britain again.


  As Caesar repaired his ships and sent out foraging parties, the Britons responded by ambushing Legio VII using their expert chariot fighters:


  They combine the mobility of cavalry with the staying power of infantry; and by daily training and practice they attain such proficiency that even on a steep incline they are able to control the horses at full gallop, and to check and turn them in a moment. They can run along the chariot pole, stand on the yoke, and get back into the chariot as quick as lightning.27


  Caesar’s timely intervention saved the day, but when some typical British weather curtailed the fighting, the Britons took the opportunity to assemble a large force in order to eradicate the Roman menace once and for all. However, this played into Caesar’s hands: the natives were no match for the Romans in formal warfare and were totally routed; the Romans devastated a wide area before returning to camp; British envoys sued for peace; Caesar demanded twice as many hostages (though only two tribes actually delivered them), and made a safe nightcrossing back to the continent.


  Modern scholarly assessments tend to regard the outcomes of this expedition with circumspection. Objectively it had not been a spectacular success, and Caesar had been in considerable jeopardy, but on the other hand he had crossed the ocean and the barbarians of Britain had capitulated. Seen from Caesar’s perspective, it had ticked all the necessary boxes:


  On the conclusion of these campaigns and the receipt of Caesar’s dispatches, the Senate decreed a public thanks giving of twenty days.28


  The fact that Caesar had unfinished business in Britain is shown by the events of 54 BCE. He returned having learned important lessons: a purpose-built fleet of 600 extra transport ships was constructed; Gallic troublemakers were dealt with; and the invasion force was increased to five legions (about 25 000 men: Legio VII is the only one mentioned by name in Caesar’s account, but X was probably used, and also XIV (later called Gemina, which was commanded by Cicero’s brother Quintus, who wrote letters home from Britain) plus 2 000 auxiliary cavalry. Other lessons had not been learned: again he was driven far off course by the tidal current, but when he did finally land at about midday on 6 July, he was able to do so unopposed – his ‘invincible armada’ had frightened the Britons away.


  Caesar struck hard and fast. A night march of about 32 kilometres brought him within sight of the enemy, who confronted him from across the River Stour. When the Roman cavalry drove them back they occupied the hill-fort of Bigbury, but assaulting this type of defence was meat and drink to Roman legionaries: the soldiers of the Legio VII locked their shields together in the testudo (‘tortoise’) formation and captured the place with relative ease.


  So far so good. But then came news that a gale had severely damaged the Roman fleet, and that forty ships were a total right-off. Again Caesar was paying the price for not finding a suitable harbour, and for misreading the local weather conditions. During the ten days that it took him to enclose the ships in a fortified camp, a numerous British force had been assembled by Cassivellaunus of the Catuvellauni, a bellicose tribe whose territory lay north of the River Thames, with their capital at Wheathampstead.


  The hit-and-run tactics of the British cavalry and charioteers made life difficult for the Romans as they advanced northwards, but when the Britons tried a more forceful onslaught Caesar routed them. This proved so demoralizing that the various tribes that had assembled to help Cassivellaunus dispersed, allowing Caesar to forge ahead to the Thames. Where he made the crossing into Cassivellaunus’ territory is disputed (Tilbury and Brentford are the favoured suggestions), but despite large enemy forces on the opposite bank using sharp stakes fixed along the edge and concealed in the river bed, his combined cavalry and infantry assault drove the Britons off.


  Cassivellaunus reverted to guerrilla tactics with his charioteers, while Caesar received envoys from the Trinovantes, a rival tribe from Essex, whose young prince Mandubracius was a personal enemy of Cassivellaunus. Caesar agreed to protect Mandubracius from Cassivellaunus in return for his people’s support, and other tribes surrendered too. They gave Caesar the intelligence he needed to locate Cassivellaunus’ stronghold at Wheathampstead. Once found, this was easily captured, and Cassivellaunus sued for peace, using Commius as an intermediary. By now, Caesar was keen to return to Gaul, and he was relatively lenient: he demanded hostages, fixed an annual tribute to the Roman government, banned Cassivellaunus from harassing Mandubracius or the Trinovantes, and then took advantage of calm seas to take the fleet safely back to Gaul.


  Caesar never divulges what his objectives really were, but as far as the Senate was concerned Britain had been conquered, and that was all that mattered. However, the mere fact of Caesar’s departure may indicate a moral victory for Cassivellaunus, and Tacitus tells us that a century or so later the British chieftain Caratacus


  invoked their ancestors, who by routing Julius Caesar had valorously preserved their present descendants from Roman officials and taxes – and their wives and children from defilement.29


  Even if history is written by the victors, as it literally was in Caesar’s case, not everyone always accepts their version of events.
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  Civil Wars, the Dictator and the ‘Egyptian Woman’


  Rome, who had never condescended to fear any nation or people, did in her time fear two human beings. One was Hannibal, the other was a woman.


  W. W. Tarn1


  
Descent into Civil War



  By the mid-50s BCE the First Triumvirate was starting to unravel. When Julia, whom Pompey genuinely loved, died in childbirth in 54 BCE, he spurned another marriage alliance with Caesar in favour of one with the Optimate Q. Caecilius Metellus Pius Scipio. With Clodius controlling much of the ‘Urban Mob’, Rome descended into anarchy, and the violence reached a spectacular climax when Milo murdered Clodius on the Appian Way on 18 January, although Clodius might have smiled at the irony when the Senate House became his funeral pyre. To make matters considerably worse, in 53 BCE Crassus started a needless war with King Orodes II of Parthia, only to find himself defeated by Orodes’ general Surena at Carrhae in the Mesopotamian desert with the loss of 20 000 dead, 10 000 prisoners, and the Roman legionary standards. Ten thousand Romans escaped, but not Crassus.2


  Civil war was looking increasingly likely. Caesar’s military successes were putting him on a par with Pompey, despite the fact that he had become occupied with a serious Gallic rebellion led by Vercingetorix that was only put down after an enormous siege at Alesia in 52 BCE. Yet Pompey had no desire needlessly to provoke Caesar, and Caesar still needed Pompey for his political survival. The Optimates also needed Pompey to uphold law and order, and amid an escalating crisis of violence and anarchy at Rome in 52 BCE, he was appointed sole Consul. He took the opportunity to extend his own command over Spain for another five years.


  In the end, Caesar’s political survival became the deal breaker. In 50 BCE, proposals were made for Pompey and Caesar to relinquish their commands, to which the Senate eventually assented by a margin of 370 to 22. However, when the Consul C. Marcellus spread rumours that Caesar was marching on Rome, Pompey openly sided with the Optimates. Caesar offered simultaneous disarmament while threatening war, and although moderate opinion favoured the peace option, Lentulus (Consul, 49 BCE) was implacably opposed, as was Pompey’s father-in-law Metellus Scipio, who insisted that Caesar should demobilize his army or be outlawed. The pro-Caesar tribunes Mark Antony and C. Cassius Longinus vetoed this, and Cicero worked hard to achieve some sort of reconciliation, but the hardliners were intransigent: the SCU was passed; Caesar’s tribunes were ‘run out of town’ (although this might have been staged); Pompey took command of the Republican forces; and in January 49 Caesar crossed into Italy over the River Rubicon.


  A post-civil-war inquiry would probably have reached the following conclusions: legally speaking, Caesar had started it, but he would have preferred not to fight; Pompey’s behaviour hadn’t helped, but he probably felt that the threat of force would have made Caesar climb down; the Senate’s voting record indicates that the majority wanted peace; the Optimate hawks wanted Caesar destroyed whatever the cost; and everyone saw war as preferable to compromise.


  The ensuing civil war came to be etched on the Roman consciousness in a very painful way. In Virgil’s Aeneid the ghost of Anchises shows Aeneas the souls of Caesar and Pompey awaiting reincarnation:


  What battles and what carnage will they create between them -


  Caesar descending from Alpine strongholds, the fort of Monoecus,


  His son-in-law Pompey lined up with an Eastern army against him.


  Lads, do not harden yourselves to face such terrible wars!


  Turn not your country’s hand against your country’s heart!


  You, be the first to renounce it, my son of heavenly lineage,


  You be the first to bury the hatchet!3


  But the only place where Caesar would have buried a hatchet was in Pompey’s head. He overran Italy, then, moving via Spain and Massilia (modern Marseilles), he laid siege to Pompey’s forces at Dyrrhachium (in modern Albania), and crushed them at the battle of Pharsalus in central Greece on 9 August 48 BCE. Pompey fled to Alexandria in Egypt.


  
Caesar and Cleopatra



  Egypt was ruled by the Ptolemaic dynasty that had carved its realm out of the remnants of Alexander the Great’s empire. In 48 BCE, the young King Ptolemy XIII was involved in a struggle for power with his sister–wife Cleopatra VII.4 They had ruled Egypt jointly since the death in 51 BCE of their feckless father Ptolemy XII Auletes (ironically Cleopatra means ‘of a noble father’), whose position had at one stage been secured thanks to a massive bribe to Julius Caesar. According to Dio Cassius, Cleopatra was


  brilliant to look upon and to listen to, with the power to subjugate every one, even Julius Caesar, a love-sated man already past his prime.5


  Plutarch is somewhat circumspect about her physical attractiveness, but he still endorses her charisma:


  Her own beauty [. . .] was not of that incomparable kind which instantly captivates the beholder. But the charm of her presence was irresistible, and there was an attraction in her person and her talk, together with a peculiar force of character which [. . .] laid all who associated with her under its spell.6


  Even though Cleopatra was of Macedonian descent and had no Egyptian blood (despite some rather desperate, politically motivated, ‘popular archaeological’ attempts to prove otherwise), she was loved by her Egyptian subjects. She faced a number of challenges as queen: Egypt was in a bureaucratic mess, riddled with insurgency, its currency was weak, her sister Arsinoë coveted the throne, and her brother–husband Ptolemy XIII was being manipulated by three advisers antagonistic to her: a eunuch, Photinus; a soldier, Akhillas; and a rhetorician, Theodotus. Her siblings fomented a revolt against her, and early in 48 BCE she was forced to flee from Alexandria. She had just raised an army of mercenaries to fight back when Pompey, with whose son she had allegedly once had an affair, arrived. Ptolemy’s henchmen in Alexandria debated what to do: Theodotus felt that Caesar would be grateful if they killed Pompey, and that ‘dead men don’t bite’,7 and the mighty Roman was stabbed in the back as he stepped ashore on 28 September.


  Caesar reached Alexandria a few days later and was presented with Pompey’s signet ring and severed head. He summoned Cleopatra and Ptolemy XIII, at which point, in order to secure a private audience, Cleopatra pulled off one of history’s sexiest tricks:


  She stretched herself out at full length inside a sleeping bag, and Apollodoros, after tying up the bag, carried it indoors to Caesar.8


  This stunt captivated the Roman, and the ensuing relationship suited both parties: he was after money and she wanted power. Caesar ended up taking military action against Ptolemy XIII, who lost his life by drowning on 27 March 47 BCE, and the collateral damage included a fire that devastated the great library at Alexandria. Caesar and Cleopatra then enjoyed a fortnight’s amorous relaxation, and the poet Lucan described how Cleopatra – beautiful, brazen and very sexy – entertained Caesar: the price for Caesar’s support was a night of ‘unspeakable shame’, so unspeakably shameful that he didn’t describe it.9


  Caesar had to go to deal with Pharnaces II, the son of Mithridates VI, whom he defeated at his famous veni, vidi, vici battle at Zela (modern Zile, Turkey). He left Cleopatra firmly installed as ruler of Egypt, and she now took her other brother, the eleven-year-old Ptolemy XIV, as her husband and co- Pharaoh. Some say she was also pregnant with a son whom she called Ptolemy XV Philopator Philometor Caesar, but who is better known as Caesarion (‘Little Caesar’). Whether Caesar was in fact the father is hard to tell, but since Caesarion was born on 23 June 47 BCE, it seems unlikely.


  Shifting his focus back to Roman affairs, Caesar eradicated the Pompeian opposition in Africa by scoring a major victory at Thapsus (in modern Tunisia), and as soon as he returned to Rome in 46 BCE he celebrated a four-day triumph in which Cleopatra’s sister Arsinoë was paraded as a prisoner. Cleopatra and Caesarion followed him to Rome, and Caesar had a golden statue of her erected in the temple of Venus Genetrix, while she herself was installed in one of Caesar’s villas. But ‘the Egyptian woman’ was virulently unpopular – the Romans could hardly bring themselves to utter her name:


  I hate the Queen [. . .] And another thing – I can’t recall the Queen’s insolence without intense indignation, at the time when she was in the pleasure-gardens across the Tiber.10


  Even at this stage the Pompeian opposition refused to lie down, and it took yet another huge victory for Caesar, this time at Munda in Spain (45 BCE), to bring the Civil War to a conclusion.


  
Dictator for Life



  Caesar had been amassing ever-increasing powers throughout the Civil War, and early in 44 BCE he became dictator perpetuo or dictator in perpetuum (= ‘dictator for life’), and his head appeared on Roman coins. Whether he ever wanted to be King of Rome is endlessly debated. Mark Antony certainly offered him the crown, but it is unclear whether this was a way of testing public opinion, or simply a PR stunt designed to show that Caesar really didn’t want it: non sum Rex, sed Caesar, he quipped.11 Still, he exercised unprecedented powers but without any overarching vision for Rome: citizenship was granted to Transpadane Gaul; overseas colonies were promoted, notably Corinth; the Senate’s membership was increased to 900; traffic problems in Rome were addressed; the courts were allocated to the Senate and in Equites in equal numbers; and the astronomer Sosigenes of Alexandria was employed to sort out the calendar, which was in a total mess because of the mismatch of the solar and lunar years. With one important modification we use this calendar today, and July is still named after Caesar.


  There was no doubting Caesar’s popularity with the plebs and the army, but Rome’s old-school Senators hated him: they felt emasculated by the perpetuity of his dictatorship; the fact that Caesar’s statue was placed in the temple of the deified Romulus rankled; they loathed the subtext behind the erection of a temple to Clementia Caesaris (‘Caesar’s Clemency’) because clementia was a kingly virtue – indeed Cato the Younger committed suicide rather than receive Caesar’s clementia; Caesar was planning a campaign to avenge Crassus’ defeat, and the Sibylline Books prophesied that the Parthian Empire could only be destroyed by a king; and if the idea of Caesar as King of Rome was alarming, the thought of Cleopatra as Queen was utterly disgusting. For his part, Caesar seems to have felt that Rome needed to face up to new political realities, but this was a catastrophic error of judgement. On 15 March 44 BCE (the ‘Ides of March’), he was assassinated.


  The murder was perpetrated openly on the steps of Pompey’s theatre in Rome. The conspirators were led by M. Iunius Brutus (to whom, according to Suetonius, Caesar spoke the Greek words ‘kai su teknon?’ = ‘You too, my son?’12) and C. Cassius Longinus. The motives of the participants varied, yet they all badly misread the true state of the Roman system. Their idealism blinded them to the hard political realities; they ran into the streets shouting ‘Liberty!’, only to find that they had precipitated an even more ghastly series of civil wars.


  
More Civil Wars; the Second Triumvirate



  The man who assumed the leadership of the Caesarean faction was Caesar’s roué and ruthless friend Mark Antony. Cicero later bewailed the fact that the assassins had ignored him in the misguided belief that they simply had to kill Caesar to restore the Republic:


  I could wish that you had invited me to the banquet of the Ides of March: there would have been nothing left over! As it is, your leavings give me much trouble.13


  But Antony was not the only man with his sights set on power. Out of left field appeared a rival in the shape of the eighteen-yearold C. Octavius. Caesar had clearly seen his potential: he had got him elected to the priestly college of the pontifices, let him participate in his African triumph for his victories in the Civil War, and enrolled him into the patrician aristocracy. Health issues had prevented Octavius from accompanying Caesar to Spain in 46 BCE, although he followed on later ‘along roads infested by the enemy, after a shipwreck, too, and in a state of semiconvalescence’.14 Soon after this, Caesar made Octavius his heir in his will (although he didn’t tell him), and having appointed the young man to his staff for the projected Parthian campaign, had sent him to Macedonia to finish his studies and get some military training. It was there, at Apollonia (now in Albania), that he heard that Caesar had died, adopted him as his heir, and made him the beneficiary to three-quarters of his estate. Conflict with Antony was inevitable.


  Octavius’ adoption allowed him to change his name. Historians call him ‘Octavian’, but he was officially Gaius Julius Caesar Octavianus. ‘You, boy, owe everything to your name,’15 sneered Antony, but in a sense he was right. Moreover, the appearance at Julius Caesar’s funeral games of what was possibly the brightest daylight-visible comet in recorded history,16 the sidus Iulium (‘Julian Star’) or Caesaris astrum (‘Caesarean Star’), was widely taken to prove that Caesar had been deified:


  Then Jupiter said to [Venus]


  You must rescue [Caesar’s] soul from his cut-ridden body and make him a comet [. . .]


  [Venus] caught the soul of her Caesar up as it passed from his body [and] carried it straight as it was to the stars in the heavens.


  During her journey, she felt it glowing and catching fire, so she let it escape from out of her bosom and fly right upwards.


  Higher far than the moon it soared, displaying a sweeping trail of flame in its wake, till it finally took the form of a gleaming star.17


  A Temple of the Deified Julius, also known as the Temple of the Comet Star,18 was duly constructed by Octavian. It featured a huge image of Caesar that had a flaming comet attached to its forehead.


  Octavian also raised an army of 3 000 veterans and secured a considerable amount of funding, but Antony refused to hand over Caesar’s legacy. Octavian responded by attaching himself to Cicero, who managed to get the Senate to declare Antony a public enemy and order the Consuls A. Hirtius19 and C. Vibius Pansa Caetronianus to expel him from Italy. When the rival forces engaged near Mutina (modern Modena), it worked out perfectly for Octavian: not only was Antony defeated, but both the Consuls were killed. Cicero’s scheme was to use Octavian against Antony to restore the Republic and then dispense with him – ‘He is a young man to be praised, honoured and removed’, he said20 – but the reality would be the other way round.


  Octavian exploited Cicero’s eloquent attacks on Antony in the Philippic Orations, and got himself made a Senator in 43 BCE. Additionally, the deaths of Hirtius and Pansa had left him in sole command of the consular armies, which he used as leverage to secure the consulship itself, despite being just twenty years old. To confound the Republicans still further, Octavian promptly struck a deal with Antony, and they had Brutus and Cassius declared outlaws. Caesar’s assassins had to leave Italy.


  Cool, calculating and opportunistic, Octavian met up with Antony and M. Aemilius Lepidus (another important friend of Caesar) near Mutina, where the three men formed a powersharing agreement called the Second Triumvirate (November 43 BCE). They sliced up the Roman world between them: Antony took Gaul; Lepidus Spain; Octavian Africa, Sicily and Sardinia. Then they published proscription lists in order to eliminate their enemies and replenish their funds:


  Marcus Lepidus, Marcus Antonius, and Octavius Caesar, chosen by the people to set in order and regulate the Republic, declare as follows:


  [ . . . ] Let no one harbour anyone of those whose names are appended to this edict, or conceal them, or send them away anywhere, or be corrupted by their money. [. . .] Let those who kill the proscribed bring us their heads and receive the following rewards: to a free man 25 000 Attic drachmas per head, to a slave his freedom and 10 000 Attic drachmas and his master’s right of citizenship. Informers shall receive the same rewards.21


  There was no clementia this time. Some 300 Senators and 2 000 Equites fell victim to this, and on Antony’s insistence the man at the top of the list was Cicero. Plutarch tells us that his head and hands were cut off and fixed to the speaker’s platform in the Roman Forum:


  It was a sight to make the Romans shudder. They seemed to see there, not so much the face of Cicero, but the soul of Antony.22


  Antony’s wife Fulvia took macabre pleasure in stabbing the great orator’s lifeless tongue with a gold hairpin.


  Octavian, who thanks to Julius Caesar’s deification was now the ‘son of a god’, set off for Greece with Antony to fight Brutus and Cassius. The decisive battle was contested at Philippi in north-east Greece in 42 BCE. Brutus routed Octavian’s forces and captured his camp, while Antony made an audacious onslaught and achieved the same result against Cassius. But in the confusion neither side was aware of what the other had done, and Cassius retired to Philippi under the mistaken assumption that Brutus has also been defeated. He ordered a slave to kill him (though some think that the slave didn’t wait to be asked). When Brutus heard the news he wept and called his comrade


  The last of the Romans, meaning that his equal in virtue would never exist again.23


  A three-week stand-off then ensued during which Octavian and Antony started to experience logistics difficulties. It was therefore in Brutus’ interests to delay as long as possible, but his troops grew restive and eventually he yielded to pressure from his officers and led his men out.


  Both sides divined equally that this day and this battle would decide the fate of Rome completely; and so indeed it did.24


  Antony and Octavian prevailed after a titanic tussle; Brutus’ retreat turned to flight; flight turned to slaughter; Brutus spent the night in the mountains quoting lines from Euripides’ Medea; and in the morning he called upon his friend Straton to kill him. It had unquestionably been one of the world’s most politically significant battles:


  The Romans’ form of government was decided by that day’s work chiefly, and they have not gone back to democracy yet.25


  There would no longer be any question of civil war in defence of the Republic – any future conflict could only be about who would rule Rome.


  Octavian now undertook to put down Sextus Pompeius (the son of Pompey), whose piratical activities were menacing Rome’s grain supply, and accepted the controversial job of settling the demobilized soldiers. This entailed the summary dispossession of thousands of Italian farmers, but he felt it was worth it because he became the soldiers’ patron: soldiers were more powerful than farmers. In Virgil’s first Eclogue, the rustic Meliboeus articulates the trauma that this caused:


  To think of some godless soldier owning my well-farmed fallow,


  A foreigner reaping these crops! To such a pass has civil


  Dissension brought us: for people like these we have sown our fields.26


  Such grievances were exploited by Antony’s wife, Fulvia, and his brother, Lucius Antonius, who raised eight legions and occupied Rome. Octavian managed to dislodge them and drove them to Perusia (modern Perugia). Acorn-shaped lead slingshots (glandes) used in the fighting there carry some lurid sexual insults: ‘Hey, Octavian! You suck cock!’; ‘I’m aiming at Fulvia’s clitoris’; ‘bald Lucius Antonius and Fulvia, open up your arse’.27 It seems that the slingers missed those particular targets, since Fulvia and Lucius Antonius escaped, but Perusia itself fell in 41 BCE, and Octavian was merciless to the POWs: they were told simply, ‘You must die!’ and some sources say that 300 Equestrian and Senatorial prisoners were offered as human sacrifices on the Ides of March at the altar of the Divine Julius.


  Although Fulvia was fighting on Antony’s behalf, she is not always portrayed as the dutiful wife. Octavian supposedly wrote an obscene epigram, quoted verbatim by the poet Martial, in which he claimed that Fulvia, wanting to punish Antony for his extra-marital liaison with the Cappadocian Queen Glaphyra, told Octavian ‘Either fuck me or let’s fight’ at Perusia.28 Plutarch dubbed Fulvia


  a woman who [. . .] wanted to rule a ruler and command a commander – and consequently Cleopatra owed Fulvia the fee for teaching Antony to submit to a woman.29


  
Antony and Cleopatra



  Antony resurrected Caesar’s plans to invade Parthia and summoned Cleopatra to Tarsus (modern Cumhuriyet Alani in Turkey). She was now in her late twenties, ‘the age when a woman’s beauty is at its most superb and her mind at its most mature’,30 and arrived fashionably late, sailing up the River Cydnus in an astonishingly opulent barge, reclining beneath a canopy of cloth of gold, attired as Venus, with her most beautiful waiting women dressed as Nereids and Graces, in a cloud of exotic perfume. This achieved the desired result: Antony postponed the Parthian expedition and went with her to Alexandria where they began to host incredibly extravagant banquets – a student doctor at Alexandria once saw eight wild boars being roasted to serve only about a dozen guests. The ‘Inimitable Livers’ wallowed in this kind of extravagant debauchery until Antony’s deteriorating relations with Octavian forced him to return to Italy in 40 BCE, leaving behind new-born twins, Alexander Helios and Cleopatra Selene.


  The triumvirs smoothed over their differences by signing the Treaty of Brundisium, which in effect gave the East to Antony, the West to Octavian and excluded Lepidus. The boundary line was fixed at Scodra (modern Shkoder in Albania), and the pact was sealed by a marriage alliance. Fulvia had recently died, and Antony married Octavian’s newly widowed, virtuous and serenely beautiful sister Octavia. Octavia was the perfect antidote to ‘bad women’ like Cleopatra and Fulvia, and within three years she had given birth to two daughters, Antonia Maior and Antonia Minor, whom she raised alongside her son and two daugh ters from her first marriage, as well as her two stepsons from Antony’s marriage to Fulvia. Antony went straight back to the East with his new bride in tow, and minted coins depicting the two of them – the first time a clearly identifiable living woman had appeared on official Roman coinage in her own right.


  Octavian’s first wife was Fulvia’s daughter Claudia, but the marriage was short-lived and, so he said, unconsummated, although this gave rise to slurs against his manly prowess. His second was Scribonia, ten years his senior, who was the mother of his only daughter Julia (see Genealogy Table 1). ‘I could not bear the way she nagged me,’ he complained, although Antony accused him of being so lecherous that he had once dragged off a dinner host’s wife before returning her to the party dishevelled and pink-faced.31 Antony would later taunt Octavian about the times when his friends would arrange ‘showcases’ of naked women and girls for his inspection, as though they were up for sale. However, the new arrangement saw Octavian divorce Scribonia and marry the beautiful, dignified, intelligent and possibly previously dishevelled and pink-faced Livia Drusilla, who in turn was forced to divorce her husband-and-cousin Tiberius Claudius Nero, by whom she was already the mother of the future Emperor Tiberius. She was also six months pregnant with Nero Claudius Drusus (father of the Emperor Claudius), and mischievous verses were soon doing the rounds:


  How fortunate those parents are for whom


  Their child is only three months in the womb!32


  But Livia’s fertility was an asset, and her lineage combined two of Rome’s greatest families – the Claudii and the Livii. Although her marriage to Octavian would be childless, it would be strong.


  In the spring of 37 BCE, Octavia helped to iron out some further differences between the triumvirs, which were settled by the Treaty of Tarentum, which renewed the triumvirate for five more years. She was hailed as ‘a marvel of womankind’,33 and appeared again on coins, this time with both her husband and her brother. Antony headed east in the autumn to continue the Parthian campaign, but this time he left Octavia at Rome.


  With the help of the highly capable M. Vipsanius Agrippa, Octavian eliminated Sextus Pompeius in 36 BCE, discharged around 20 000 men from the forty or so legions that he now had at his disposal, and returned to Rome, where he squeezed the maximum psychological advantage out of Antony’s absence in the East. While Octavian campaigned in Illyricum, cleared the Adriatic of pirates and initiated major public projects in Rome, Antony renewed his liaison with Cleopatra (another child, Ptolemy Philadelphos, was born in 36 BCE) and saw his Parthian expedition end in a costly failure.


  All this allowed Octavian to present Antony as debauched and emasculated, and the contemporary poet Horace brilliantly captured the Roman horror at what his relationship with Cleopatra implied:


  Now Roman soldiers – lies, you’ll say in later times –


  Made over to a woman, bear


  Weapons and stakes for her, can bring themselves to do


  Whatever wrinkled eunuchs bid.


  While, reared among our battle-standards – shameful sight!


  – The sun can see mosquito-nets.34


  His point is that a Roman soldier should take his insect bites like a man: nothing could be more effete, more appalling or more un-Roman than this.


  Cleopatra herself came to be portrayed as ‘the harlot queen of impious [or incestuous] Canopus’,35 the polar opposite of the virtuous, betrayed, matronly Octavia. Antony told Octavian that this was utterly hypocritical:


  What’s changed you? Because I’m fucking the Queen like a beast? [. . .] So you’re only boning Drusilla, then? Good health to you, if when you read this letter, you haven’t shagged Tertullia, or Terentilla, or Rufilla, or Salvia Titsenia – or all of them. Does it make any difference where or in which woman you get a hard-on?36


  But it was the event known as the ‘Donations of Alexandria’ (34 BCE) which provided the biggest propaganda gift to Octavian: Antony and Cleopatra held a ceremony where they sat on golden thrones, along with Caesarion and their own three children; Cleopatra was hailed as Queen of Kings, Caesarion as King of Kings; and Antony granted to Cleopatra and her children huge tracts of territory in the East that was not his to give. Cleopatra also supplanted Octavia on coinage that Antony issued after he finally scored some military success in Armen ia, but placing a foreign female monarch on official Roman coinage was utterly monstrous in Roman eyes.


  Historians struggle for first-hand evidence concerning Cleopatra’s life, but there is one document that provides a wonderful exception. This is a royal ordinance on papyrus, granting dutyfree tax privileges to Antony’s right-hand man P. Canidius, dated to 23 February 33 BCE. Below the main text, written by a scribe, Cleopatra signs off the document, and if it is the only word she left to posterity, it is a wonderfully appropriate one: γινέσθοι (= ‘make it happen’).37


  The Second Triumvirate officially lapsed at the end of 33 BCE, but Octavian deliberately didn’t renew it. This was another smart propaganda coup, since it left Antony holding the title of triumvir purely on his own authority. Even so, not everyone backed Octavian, and events moved swiftly: both Consuls and over 300 Senators left Rome to join Antony early in 32 BCE; Octavian nominated fresh Consuls; Antony divorced Octavia; completely illegally Octavian published Antony’s will, which allegedly showed that he wanted to relocate the centre of Roman government to Egypt; Antony crossed into Greece with Cleopatra; Octavian secured a declaration of war against Cleopatra (it was essential that it was not seen as a Civil War), and crossed to Greece for the final showdown.


  The history of the ensuing events was almost entirely concocted by the winning side, who were masters of spin and distortion. Octavian’s propaganda tells us that


  the whole of Italy of its own accord took an oath of allegiance to me and demanded that I should be its leader in the war [. . .] The same oath was taken by the provinces of Gaul and Spain, and by Africa, Sicily, and Sardinia.38


  He had a slight superiority in forces (possibly 600 ships and 80 000 infantry v 500 ships and 70 000 infantry), and an excellent admiral in M. Agrippa, whereas Cleopatra’s presence among Antony’s troops was disruptive. Quite what happened at the crucial Battle of Actium, fought on 2 September 31 BCE, is hard to pinpoint in detail, but the end result was that Cleopatra’s squadron escaped, Antony followed in her wake, and the remainder of his forces surrendered. Virgil imagined that Aeneas had the battle prophetically emblazoned on his shield, and presents it as a conflict between virtuous Romans and obscene barbarians:


  On one side Augustus Caesar, high up on the poop, is leading


  The Italians into battle, the Senate and People with him . . .


  On the other side, with barbaric wealth and motley equipment,


  Is Antony [. . .]


  Egypt, the powers of the Orient and uttermost Bactra


  Sail with him; also – a shameful thing – his Egyptian wife.39


  Antony and Cleopatra fled to Egypt, and the final denouement came when Octavian took possession of Alexandria around a year later. The historical accounts tell us that Cleopatra barricaded herself into the mausoleum that she had constructed for herself, and then sent messengers telling Antony that she was dead. He made a botched suicide attempt, but when he discovered that Cleopatra was still alive he ordered his slaves to carry him to the mausoleum, from which Cleopatra let down ropes and pulled him up with the help of her two waiting women. Plutarch describes Antony, covered with blood, struggling in his death throes, and stretching out his hands towards Cleopatra as he swung helplessly in the air. When she had got him up, she laid him on a bed, tore her dress and spread it over him, beat and lacerated her breasts, and smeared her face with the blood from his wounds.


  With Antony dead, Cleopatra still had to meet Octavian. Dio says that


  She preferred to die bearing the title and majesty of a sovereign rather than live in a private station. At any rate she kept ready fire to destroy her treasure, and asps and other reptiles to end her life; she had experimented before on human beings to discover how these creatures caused death in each case.40
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